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Abstract 

The present study attempts to investigate the translation of polysemous words by EFL third 

year studentsat the University of Mohammed Seddik Ben Yahia of polysemous words from 

English into Arabic, shedding light on the difficulties encountered by these students in the 

rendition of this kind of words. It was assumed in this study that the difficulties third year 

EFL students at the University of Mohammed Seddik Ben Yahia faced in translating 

polysemous words were due to both comprehension and rendition problems, that they relied 

on the primary meaning in translating polysemous words from English into Arabic to the 

detriment of context, and that they disregarded the extended meanings of the polysemous 

wordin translation. The data were collected by means of a questionnaire and  a translation test  

administered to EFL third year studentsat the University of Mohammed Seddik Ben Yahia. 

The findings of the study demonstrated that the difficulties that third year EFL students at the 

University of Mohammed Seddik Ben Yahia faced were mainly due to comprehension 

problems of the extended meanings of the source polysemous words, and sometimes to 

rendition problems. The findings also showed that the students generally relied on the primary 

meaning of the target polysemous words to the detriment of the context, even though this did 

not convey the meaning intended from the polysemous word in question, which in turn 

resulted in none-sense translations, and that they often disregarded the extended meanings of 

the polysemous word, rushing to interpret it in its core meaning, whichled them to 

erroneously translate it. 
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General introduction 

1. Statement of the Problem 

Translation plays an important role in conveying messages from a source language into 

a target language. In the EFL context, EFL students who perform translation tasks from 

English into Arabic have to take into consideration several aspects such as grammar and lexis. 

The translation of the lexical aspect might look an easy task demanding from students a mere 

finding of equivalents in the target language to the source words. However, some words have 

more than one meaning and to translate them one has to decide on one of these meanings. 

Known as polysemous words, these words have extended meanings besides their core 

meaning, which would require in translation not only the determination of the meaning 

intended from the source word but also the supplying of the suitable equivalent of that 

particular meaning in the target language, a task that is not as easy as it may first appear. The 

tendency of students to rush to render the words in their core or primary meaning while 

disregarding the context in which the word appears leads them often not to cope successfully 

with their rendition. This is often seen in the translation tasks that the students are called to do 

in the translation course classes during the second and third years of the Bachelor at the 

Department of English, Mohammed Seddik Ben-Yahia Univeristy. Jijel. 

2. Aims of the Study 

This study aims to investigate the translation of polysemous words from English into 

Arabic by third-year EFL students at the University of Mohammed Seddik Ben Yahia. More 

precisely, the study seeks to shed light on the difficulties they face in translating such kinds of 

words while attempting to raise their awareness of the importance of some factors that should 

be taken into account in translation.  
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3. Research Questions 

 Are the difficulties third-year EFL students at the University of Mohammed Seddik 

Ben Yahia encounter in translating polysemous words due to comprehension problems or 

to rendition problems? 

 Do third-year EFL students at the University of Mohammed Seddik Benyahiarely on 

the primary meaning or on the context in translating polysemous words? 

 Do third-year EFL students at the University of Mohammed Seddik Ben yahia 

disregard the extended meanings of polysemous words? 

4.  Research Assumptions 

Based on the three research questions asked above, three assumptions are formulated 

respectively: 

 The difficulties third-year EFL students at the University of Mohammed Seddik Ben 

Yahia face in translating polysemous words would be due to both comprehension and 

rendition problems. 

 Third- year EFL students at the University of Mohammed Seddik Ben yahia would 

rely on the primary meaning in translating polysemous words from English into Arabic to 

the detriment of context.  

 Third-year EFL students at the University of Mohammed Seddik Ben yahia would 

disregard the extended meanings of the word. 

5.  Research Tools 

To test the assumptions, a questionnaire and a test are adopted as tools for collecting 

data. Both the questionnaire and the test were administered to a sample of 40 third-year EFL 

students at the University of Mohammed Seddik Ben Yahia. In the questionnaire, some 

questions will inquire about the translation background of the students, the difficulties they 
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encounter in translating polysemous words, and the factors they rely on producing their 

translation. The test involved a translation task in which the students will be invited to 

translate 15 English sentences containing source polysemous words. The use of two different 

instruments allows comparing the results and offering insights about the theme under 

investigation. 

5. Structure of the study 

The present research consists of three chapters. The first two chapters are theoretical 

and the third is practical.  

Chapter One, entitled ‗polysemy as a lexical relation‘, provides a theoretical 

background about the main kinds of lexical relations with a focus on the notion of polysemy 

as a lexical relation in language. Then it addresses the origin of polysemy and reviews its 

aspects as a linguistic phenomenon. 

Chapter Two entitled ‗polysemy as a lexical problem in translation‘ is devoted to review 

polysemy in a translational context. This chapter starts by shedding light on the various 

theoretical views given by different scholars about polysemy and the translation of polysemy. 

Then, it discusses the main lexical problems in translation, with a focus on polysemy as a 

lexical problem in translation. Finally, it highlights some factors that should be taken into 

account in translating polysemous words. 

Chapter Three  ‗Fieldwork‘. It is devoted to the analysis and interpretation of the data 

obtained from the questionnaire and the test administered to students.  
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Chapter One: Polysemy as a Lexical Relation 

Introduction  

This chapter is concerned with the notion of lexical relations, focusing on polysemy, 

which is considered as one of such lexical relations in language. Thus, the chapter firstly 

presents the main kinds of lexical relations, namely Synonymy, Hyponymy, Homonymy, 

Meronymy, and Monosemy, and then narrows down to center on the concept of Polysemy, 

which is, as mentioned earlier, the focus of the chapter. The origins and the aspects of this 

linguistic phenomenon will be addressed in the chapter. 

1.1.Lexical relations 

The vocabulary of a language is organized in a way so that words and their meanings do 

not exist in isolation. Words are related to each other based on their meanings under the 

concept of lexical relations (also called semantic relations or sense relations). According to 

Finch (2000), lexical relations or sense relations are ―the semantic relationships which words 

contract with each other within the linguistic system on the basis of their SENSE‖ (p.180). 

The main area of interest that is devoted to the study of lexical relations, or in other words to 

the study of meanings of words and their relationship with each other, is lexical semantics. In 

this sense, Trask (1999) pointed out that ―lexical semantics deals, not just with the meanings 

of individual words, but also with the way in which the meanings of different words are 

related‖ (p. 36). 

Many lexical relations exist between words and their meanings. The main types of 

lexical relations are synonymy, hyponymy, homonymy, meronymy, monosemy, and 

polysemy, the point of departure of the theme of this research. 
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1.1.1. Homonymy 

Homonymy is a lexical relation between words which have distinct meanings but 

similar form either phonetically or orthographically or both. Many scholars provided several 

definitions of the concept of homonymy. For instance, Finch (2000) defines it as ―a relation 

which exists between words with the same form but unrelated SENSES (p.165); in other 

words, homonymy is a relation between words that are identical in pronunciation or in written 

form but have different meanings. Yule (2010) holds the same view when he clarified the 

matter more when he said that ―we use the term homonymy when one form (written or 

spoken) has two or more unrelated meanings‖ (p.120). Moreover, in the same line, Cruse 

(2006) explained that ―homonymy occurs when unrelated meanings are signaled by the same 

linguistic form‖ (p. 80). In order to illustrate the concept of homonymy, the following 

examples will serve as instances of this phenomenon: 

 bank (of a river) – bank (financial institution) 

 bat (flying creature) – bat (used in sports) 

 mole (on skin) – mole (small animal) 

 pupil (at school) – pupil (in the eye) 

 race (contest of speed) – race (ethnic group)     

   (Yule, 2010, p. 120) 

As far as the relation between homonymy and the use of dictionary is concerned, 

dictionary is regarded as a reference whereby one can identify whether a target word is a 

homonym or not because homonyms are usually signaled by different entries or headings in a 

dictionary (Palmer, 1976, p.67). 

In fact, there are two categories under the concept of homonymy: Homography and 

Homophony. In explaining homography and homophony, Löbner (2002) pointed out that 
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―Homonymy can be related either to the sound forms of the lexemes or to their spellings: 

homonymy with respect to the written form is Homography; if two lexemes with unrelated 

meaning have the same sound form, they constitute a case of Homophony‖ (p.43). That is to 

say, homophony is the case in which words with different meanings are pronounced 

identically; for example: ―no‖ and ―know‖, ―lead‖ and ―led‖. On the other hand, homography 

is the case of words which are spelled in the same way and might be pronounced in the same 

way or differently but have different meanings; for example: ―bear‖ (animal) and ―bear‖ (to 

bravely accept something difficult). 

In short, homonymy is a phenomenon that holds between two or more words that have 

the same pronunciation or spelling or both, but the most important thing is that they do not 

have the same meaning. 

1.1.2. Hyponymy 

The vocabulary of a language is structured in a way so that lexical items are organized 

into classes, sub-classes, and sub-sub-classes and so on. The phenomenon which is related to 

such structure under the concept of lexical relations in a language is called hyponymy. There 

are many definitions to the concept of hyponymy. By relating hyponymy to semantics, Crystal 

(2008) regarded hyponym as a ―term used in semantics as part of the study of the sense 

relations which relate lexical items‖. He added, ―Hyponymy is the relationship which obtains 

between specific and general lexical items.  He gave the examples of ―cat‖, which is a 

hyponym of ―animal‖; ―flute‖, which is a hyponym of ―instrument‖; ―chair‖, which is a 

hyponym of ―furniture‖ (p. 233). In the words of Finch (2000), hyponymy is ―a hierarchical 

SENSE RELATION which exists between two terms in which the SENSE of one is included 

in the other. He pointed out that in hyponymy, the more general term is called ―hypernym‖ 

and the more specific term is called ―hyponym‖. For example, the terms ―daisy‖, ―daffodil‖ 

are hyponyms of the hypernym “flower‖. (p. 166). In the same line, Yule (2010) described 
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hyponymy as the case where the meaning of a word is embedded in the meaning of a general 

word. For example, the meaning of ―dog‖ is included in the meaning of ―animal‖, meaning 

that if a dog is necessarily an animal, not an object or a human being, so the meaning of dog is 

included in the meaning of animal (p. 118). Besides, Löbner (2002) gave a detailed definition 

of hyponymy when he explained that ―A is a hyponym of an expression B if the meaning of B 

is part of the meaning of A and A is a subordinate of B‖ (p. 85).  

Furthermore, Cruse (1986) gave nearly the same definition when he referred to the 

phenomenon as ―the lexical relation corresponding to the inclusion of one class in another is 

hyponymy‖ (p. 88). In short, hyponymy is a relationship that exists between the meanings of 

words in which the meaning of a word is included in the meaning of another word.  

In addition, under the concept of hyponymy, there is another concept related to it, 

known as co-hyponym. Co-hyponyms are lexical items that share the same general lexical 

item which is the hypernym. For example, the words ―yellow‖, ―black‖, and ―red‖ are co- 

hyponyms of the hypernym ―color‖ because they are on the same level or related to the same 

general concept which is color (Finch, 2000, p. 166). Co-hyponyms are not only related to the 

classification of things but also to actions. For instance, the words ―punch‖, ―shoot‖, and 

―stab‖ are co- hyponyms of the hypernym ―injure‖ (Yule, 2010, p. 118). The following figure 

is a detailed illustration of the phenomenon of hyponymy. 
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Living thing 

                          Creature                                                                      plant 

          Animal                            insect                     vegetable         flower           tree 

Dog        horse snake       ant         cockroach         carrot              rose           banyan pine 

Poodle                asp 

Figure 1: Example of hyponymy (Yule, 2010, p.118) 

1.1.2. Synonymy 

The vocabulary of a language is rich in words with the same or nearly the same 

meaning. This semantic feature that exists in words constitutes what is referred to as 

synonymy. Synonymy comes to existence in order to create cohesion between lexical items, 

and enrich the language. It is a common feature in the vocabulary of any language. It is 

generally regarded as the case of one meaning with many written forms. Palmer (1976) gave a 

simple definition to synonymy when he regarded it as ―sameness of meaning‖ (p. 59). Finch 

(2000) defined it as ―a SENSE RELATION which exists between words which have a similar 

meaning or SENSE‖. He provided these examples, ―drunk‖ is a synonym of ―intoxicated‖, 

―mad‖ is a synonym of ―insane‖ (p. 184). 

 In a slightly similar manner, Crystal (2008) defined synonymy as ―a term used in 

semantics to refer to a major type of sense relation between lexical items‖ he added, ―lexical 

items which have the same meanings are synonyms.‖ (p. 470). Löbner (2002) stated that 

―Two lexemes are synonymous if they have the same meaning‖ (p.46). Moreover, Yule 

(2006) stated that ―Two or more words with very closely related meanings are called 

synonyms‖ (p. 104). He gave some examples of synonyms such as the words (almost/nearly), 

(big/large), (broad/wide), (buy/purchase), (cab/taxi) … etc.  
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Many researchers (Trask, 1999; Yule, 2006; Crystal, 2008) concluded that the idea of 

exact synonyms or absolute synonymy is rare and sometimes might not be applied in all 

circumstances or contexts. The following contexts are a good illustration of their view: 

a. What a nice — of flowers 

b. Her — of knowledge is enormous 

In the first context, all of the lexical item‘s ―range‖, ―selection, ―choice‖ can be used. 

whereas, in the second context we cannot use all of them, we can use only the lexical item 

―range‖ because even though the lexical items ―selection‖ and ―choice‖ are synonyms they 

are not appropriate in the second sentence because if they will be used, the sentence will be 

odd (Crystal, 2008, p.470).However, exact or absolute synonymy might occur out of context 

that might make a change in meaning when substituting one word with another.(Cruse, 2006, 

p. 176). 

Furthermore, there are three criteria under which synonyms may differ from each other, 

which are: regional variation (dialect of a language), style, and collocation range. Firstly, 

some synonyms are different according to dialects. For example, ―autumn‖ and ―fall‖ are used 

in different regions. Secondly, other synonyms differ according to stylistic features. For 

instance, the synonyms ―father‖ and ―dad‖; the first is formal whereas the second is informal. 

Thirdly, some synonyms are ―collocationally restricted‖. That is to say, some words must 

occur together with other words. For example, ―win‖ and ―gain‖ look interchangeable and 

have the same meaning. However, we say win confidence not gain confidence (Palmer, 1976, 

pp. 60-62). 

1.1.3. Meronymy  

In semantics, some words may denote a constituent part or a member of something. This 

phenomenon is a lexical relation that is used to describe Meronymy. In his words, Finch 

https://www.thoughtco.com/word-english-language-1692612
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(2000) described meronymy as ―A sense relation which describes a part-whole relationship 

between the senses of words‖. For example, the words ―Cover‖ and ―page‖ are regarded as 

meronyms of the word ―book‖. (p.169). Similarly, Crystal (2008) held the same view and 

defined meronymy as ―A term used in semantics as part of the study of the sense relations 

which relate lexical items‖. He added that ―Meronymy is the relationship which obtains 

between ‗parts‘ and ‗wholes‘ (p.302). Cruse (2000) seems to be on the same line when he 

regarded meronymy as a relation of including a part in a whole, for example, the word 

―finger‖ is a part of ―hand‖, ―engine‖ is a part of ―car‖. In these examples, the parts are 

referred to as ―meronyms‖ or ―partonyms‖ whereas the wholes are referred to as ―holonym‖ 

(p.153). Another concept related to meronymy which is the group of parts that is related to 

one basic whole is referred to as ―co-meronyms‖ (Cruse, 2006, p. 105). The figures below are 

illustrative examples of the phenomenon of meronymy: 

 

                          Car 

 

Wheel Engine Door Window Boot 

Piston Valve, etc. 

Figure 2: Example of Meronymy (Finch, 2000, p169) 
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                                                      body 

           head             neck                    trunk        leg                 arm 

ear        face                                 belly      breast              hand       forearm 

         eye          mouth                                                   finger    palm 

                   lip        tongue  

Figure 3: Meronymy of body parts terms (Löbner, 2002, p. 97) 

1.1.5. Monosemy 

The concept of Monosemy is associated with the work of Ruhl (1989) in his book ―On 

monosemy: a Study in Linguistic Semantic‖. In general, Monosemy is the case of one word 

that exhibits only one meaning. One simple definition was given to the term Monosemy by 

the Oxford Dictionary of English (2010), ―the property of having only one meaning‖. Another 

detailed definition with an example was given by Collins English Dictionary, ―the 

phenomenon where one linguistic form has only one meaning … the word mountain for 

example which has the meaning of ―a natural upward projection of the earth‘s surface higher 

and steeper than a hill often having a rocky summit‖ (as cited in Touplikioti, 2007, p.22). 

1.1.6. Polysemy 

Polysemy is a common feature of all natural languages. ―A large proportion of 

language‘s vocabulary is polysemic (or polysemous)‖ (Crystal, 2008, p.374). In fact, over 

40% of English vocabulary is polysemic (McCarthy, 1997; Durkin & Manning, 1989(as cited 

in Alnamer, 2017), and therefore, it plays a vital role in the development of vocabulary. 

Polysemy is regarded as one of the main issues that were tackled by scholars in a 

different manner. Therefore, they held distinct views with regard to its definition. Some of 
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them considered it as the case of one word with more than one meaning. On the other side, 

others added the criterion relatedness of meaning in the set of several senses associated with a 

single word. Thus, they regarded polysemy as one word with several interrelated senses. Here 

are some simple definitions of the term polysemy. For Ghazala (1995) polysemy is ―a word 

that has more than one meaning‖ (p. 98). Palmer (1976) held the same view and defined it as 

―the case that the same word may have different meanings‖ (p. 65). Furthermore, Cruse 

(1986) seems to be on the same line when he regarded polysemy as ―a lexeme which has a 

number of senses‖ (p. 80). 

A slightly different view about polysemy was held by Löbner (2002) who added the 

criterion of ―relatedness of meaning‖ in the definition of polysemy, saying that ―a lexeme 

constitutes a case of polysemy if it has two or more interrelated meanings‖ (p. 44). For 

instance the word ‗leg‘ is a polysemous word which has the meaning of ‗a part of the human 

body‘, ‗a part of a table‘ are these two meanings are physically and conceptually interrelated  

as they have the same function  in the real world which is the  function of support ( Ozturk, 

2018, p. 84). Moreover, Finch (2000, p.173) gave an adequate definition with an example to 

the term polysemy when he qualified it as ―a sense relation in which a word or lexeme, has 

acquired more than one meaning; for instance, the word ―flight‖ has the following meanings: 

‗the power of flying‘, ‗an air journey‘, ‗series of steps‘. From the previously mentioned 

meanings of the word flight, it can be noticed that they are clearly related to each other. 

One more narrow definition of polysemy was presented by Yule who described it as 

―one form (written or spoken) having multiple meanings that are related by extension‖ (p. 

120). In other words, polysemy exists both in spoken and written language, and it is the case 

in which a word expands in meaning. Consequently, it acquires secondary related meanings 

besides its core or primary meaning. For example, the polysemous word ―head‖ has the 

primary meaning of ―the upper part of the body‖ and other extended secondary meanings, 
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including ―someone who is responsible for something or someone‖, ―froth on top of a glass of 

beer‖, etc. 

As far as the extension of meaning in polysemy is concerned, Blank (2003) claimed that 

polysemous sense extension can be generated through metaphorization, which is regarded as 

one of the main sources of polysemous words. He clarified his view by providing the example 

of the polysemous word ―mouse‖ which means ―a computer device‖ besides its primary 

meaning or literal meaning ―a small rodent‖ (as cited in FenkOczlon & Fenk, 2010, p. 106). 

In order to clarify the idea of metaphorization in the generation of polysemous words, Cruse 

(2000, p. 112) suggested the only relevant feature in metaphor is a resemblance between the 

primary meaning of a word and its extended meanings. For example, the word ―chain‖ has the 

primary meaning of ―length of mental rings joined together‖. The other extended meaning of 

this word via metaphor is ―a group of linked events‖, which is a meaning similar to the 

physical image of the word ―chain‖. Moreover, Mayor (2009) illustrated Cruse's view by 

providing the following examples: 

- Fox: fox 1(animal), fox 2 (person as crafty as a fox) 

- Snake: snake 1 (an animal), snake 2 (someone who cannot be trusted) (as cited in 

Kovàcs, 2011, p. 11). 

To sum up, since what matters in translation is the fact that a word has different 

meanings and not the original of words or the relatedness or not of their meaning, the word 

polysemy will, for the purposes of this research, be used to refer to any word with more than 

one meaning. 
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1.2.Origin of Polysemy 

Originally, ―the term polysemy is derived from the Greek poly– meaning ‗many‘ and 

sem–meaning ‗sense‘ or ‗meaning‘. Thus, the roots of the study of the complex relations 

between words and meanings lie in Greek philosophy‖ (Kovács, 2011, p.6). 

The term polysemy was first used by Bréal in 1897. It appeared in his work ―Essai de 

Sémantique‖ in the following passage: 

Le sens nouveau, quel qu‘il soit ne met pas fin à l‘ancien. Ils existent tous Les 

deux l‘un à côté de l‘autre. Le même terme peut à tour au sens propre ou au sens 

métaphorique (…)au sens abstrait ou au sens concret … à mesure nouvelle est 

donnée au mot, il a l‘air de se multiplier et des exemplaires nouveaux, semblables 

de forme, différents. Nous appelons ce phénomène de multiplication la 

polysémie‖ (Bréal as cited in Kovacs, 2011, p 6). 

From the previous passage, it can be noticed that Bréal coined the term polysemy to 

refer to the case of multiplicity in the meaning of a single word. The latter acquires new 

senses besides its primary one. The new sense may acquire a metaphoric sense as in the word 

―alien‖ in this context (he is an alien) or an abstract sense as in the word ―thesis‖ in this 

context (I agree with your thesis) (Finch, 2000, p. 173). Later on, the work of Michel Bréal‘s 

―Essai de Sémantique‖ (1897) was converted from French into English to be entitled 

―Semantics: Studies in the Science of Meaning (1900)‖. 

1.4. Aspects of Polysemy 

Polysemous words constitute an abundant area in vocabulary (Löbner, 2002, p. 44). 

This abundance can be explained by the economic function it has in language for the sake of 

using available words for new objects, notions, and concepts instead of looking for words for 

every notion, objects and so on. This view is in line with the view of Ullmann (1959) who 
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stated that ―Polysemy is an indispensable resource of language economy. It would be 

altogether impractical to have separate terms for every referent.‖ (As cited in Kovàcs 2011, 

p.3). Additionally, Ullmann (1956) indicated that polysemy―(…) affecte toute l‘économie du 

langage. Si nous avions des termes séparés pour chaque notion, le fardeau mémorial 

deviendrait insupportable‖ (as cited in Boukrika, 2003, p. 19), a view that Ricoeur (1975) 

stressed when he said ―Une langue sans polysémie violerait le principe d‘économie, car elle 

étendrait à l‘infini de vocabulaire‖ (As cited in Boukrika, 2003, p. 20). This means that 

polysemy plays an important role in language economy: without polysemy the burden of 

remembering an infinite number of words would be incredibly unbearable.  

Conclusion  

This chapter attempted to review the main common lexical relations that exist in 

language, namely, synonymy, hyponymy, homonymy, meronymy, monosemy, and polysemy. 

The focus, was however was placed on polysemy as it is the linguistic phenomenon of interest 

in this study. Besides defining the concept and giving examples of it, the chapter also 

attempted to trace back the origin of the phenomenon and to contour its aspects. Addressing 

polysemy from the linguistic angle was a must in order to move to the translation of 

polysemous words, the concern of the next chapter. 
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Chapter two: Polysemy as a Lexical Problem in Translation  

Introduction 

This chapter explores polysemy in a translational context. It starts by shedding light on 

the various theoretical views given by different scholars about the translation of polysemy. 

Then, it discusses the main lexical problems in translation in general, while focusing on 

polysemy as a translation lexical problem in particular. The chapter ends with some 

discussing factors that should be taken into account in translating polysemous words. 

2.1. Theoretical Views about the Translation of Polysemy 

The existence of polysemy in all natural languages has drawn several linguists and 

theorists‘ attention to the issue of translating polysemous words from one language to another. 

Thus, many theoretical views about the translation of polysemy have been voiced, and we see 

it fit to start with such views as a point of reference to address the issue of polysemy from a 

translational perspective. 

2.1.1. J.C Catford‟s view 

Catford (1965) in his book ―A Linguistic Theory of Translation‖ regarded polysemy as 

a source of ambiguity in translation that cause difficulties in translation when he claimed that 

―the second type of ambiguity is due to what would usually be called polysemy; that is, not to 

the fact that two or more items have the same exponent, but that one single item has more 

than one meaning‖ (p.95).  

Moreover, he clarified more his view about the phenomenon of polysemy in translation 

practice when he claimed that ―It is not the case of one item having several meanings, but of 

one item having a wide or general contextual meaning covering a wide range of specific 

situational features‖ (p.95-96). To illustrate this view, he gave an example of the Russian 
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word ―s verxu‖, which means in English ―from or of a higher position‖. The meanings of this 

word can vary according to the variations in situations found in a given context. Those 

meanings might include ―from above‖, ―from upstairs‖ and ―from upriver‖. So, he concluded 

that if the previous word appears in a given situational or linguistic context that gives it a 

contextual meaning, its ambiguity will be eliminated. 

2.1.2. Nida‟s view 

Another view provided by Nida (1964, p.101) about polysemy in which he indicated 

that ―In isolation, an utterance may have a number of readings (or meanings)‖. That is to say, 

a word which occurs out of context might have several interpretations. In order to illustrate 

this view, he gave the word ―degree‖ which has the following meanings:  

 Step or stage in an ascending or descending scale  

 The 360
th

 part of a complete angle or turn 

 A unit of measurement of temperature 

 A geographical unit of measurement           

Concerning the role of linguistic context in the polysemy, the words that surround 

polysemous words has the significant function of guessing the intended meaning of such kind 

of English words, as Nida (1964) argued that ―In general, the linguistic context provides the 

basis for determining the specific terminal meaning‖ (p. 40).  For instance, in the previous 

word ―degree‖, we can keep only one meaning and eliminate the others, when we put it in the 

linguistic context: ―He has three degrees but his temperature is not likely to rise‖. Here, the 

word ―degree‖ acquires the meaning of (a unit of measurement of temperature).  

In addition, Nida argued that sometimes the linguistic context cannot provide enough 

contextual information that specifies the meaning of a given polysemous word in a sentence; 

therefore, he claimed that the meaning of a given polysemous word can be specified in the 
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presence of the total discourse or text that relates the word to a given theme. In this context, 

he stated ―… the clue to the proper meaning of a term is not to be found within the same 

sentence, but rather in the total discourse‖. In order to clarify this idea, he gave the example of 

the polysemous word ―table‖; its intended meaning will be specified if a given theme is 

provided for instance, if the topic is about mathematics then its meaning in Arabic is ― جدذٚي‖ 

(As cited in Boukrika, 2003, p.51-53). 

2.1.3. Pergnier‟s view 

The term polysemy refers to a specific sign that denotes several meanings. As Pergnier 

(1993) stated ―Le terme polysémie désigne la capacité qu‘ont la plupart des signes de désigner 

plusieurs notions différentes, ou, comme dit la langue commune  « d‘avoir plusieurs sens‖ (as 

cited in Boukrika, 2003,p.59). 

The translation of polysemous words from a SL into a TL, Pergnier (1993) pointed out 

that some words could not be polysemous in a source language, while, the same words might 

turn polysemous only when envisaged a translational context in a target language. He gave the 

example of the word ―mouton‖, which is not a polysemous word in the French language, but 

which turns so when translated into the English language, because the translator will have to 

render it either as ―ram‖ (the animal) or as ―mutton‖ (the flesh of that animal).(as cited in 

Boukrika, 2003, p.60). 

2.1.5. Seleskovich and Lederer‟ view 

In her words, Lederer (1994) viewed polysemy as―Etat d‘un significant recouvrant 

plusieurs significations …‖ (As cited in Boukrika, 2003, p. 68) 

Polysemous words occurring in sentences out of context cause a kind ambiguity for the 

translator because isolated sentences or sentences that appear out of the context sometimes do 

not represent the exact intended meanings of this kind of words, but just offer a way in which 
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the constituents of the sentence are combined. For that reason, guessing the appropriate 

meaning will be difficult in this case. This idea was pointed out to by Seleskovich and Lederer 

(1993) who stated: 

―Bien sûr, au plan de la langue, de la phrase isolée qui est agencement syntaxique mais 

non message, les mots dont polysémiques et les énoncés ambigus mais si la linguistique 

y voit un problème pour la traduction c‘est quelle conçoit la traduction au plan de la 

langue ; le traducteur, lui, constate qu‘il ne traduit pas une langue mais toujours un 

message‖ (p.16). 

Moreover, Seleskovich and Lederer (1993) also commented on the translation of 

polysemous words once inserted in a context: 

―Polysémie et ambigüités ont caractéristique de tout assemblage de mots hors contexte; 

elles disparaissent lorsque la phrase est placée dans le fil de son discours. Seule l‘intention 

de communiquer qui construit la parole libère des mots de la polysémie les phrases de leur 

ambigüité est les charge de sens‖ (p.17). 

From the previous passage, it can be noticed that the problem of ambiguity about 

polysemous words will only be solved when embedding them in a text which provides 

them with the necessary contextual information for interpreting their intended meaning. 

To conclude, it can be noticed from the previous theorists‘ views about polysemy and 

its translation that it is considered as a source of ambiguity that causes a problem in 

translation and they all agreed on the idea that the context has a significant role in eliminating 

the ambiguity and clearing up the intended meaning.   

2.2. Polysemy in Translation  

In this part, polysemy is going to be addressed as a phenomenon present in translation 

practice, with a focus on the factors that help with the rendition of polysemous words. Before 
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doing so, lexical problems in translation are going to be reviewed as polysemy is primarily 

regarded as a lexical problem in translation. 

2.2.1. Lexical Problems in Translation 

During the translation process, students might be encountered by several kinds of 

problems. The most problematic for students is related to lexis or words. Ghazala (1995) 

indicated that lexical problems are those which occur when words or expressions in a SL text 

cannot be rendered in the TL text because of the inability to comprehend them or because of 

the misunderstanding or the total unfamiliarity with those words. The main lexical problems 

in translation are: 

a. Literal translation of meaning 

b. Polysemy and Monosemy 

c. Collocations 

d. Idioms  

e. Proverbs  

f. Metaphors  

g. Technical, Proper names, political terms, geographical terms, and acronyms (Ghazala, 

1995, pp.11-20 ).  

The previous mentioned lexical problems such as proverbs idioms, metaphor, proverbs 

and, polysemy seem to be more problematic than the other lexical problems for EFL students 

at the level of translation. For that reason, students should not deal with words as if they are 

isolated words nor adopt a literal translation. Besides, they should take into consideration the 

differences that exist between a source language and the target language in order to avoid 

mistranslation. Moreover, students should develop their vocabulary knowledge in order to 

deal with the problem of translating acronyms political terms and so on. 
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2.2.2. Copying with Polysemy in Translation 

As mentioned earlier in this research, polysemy is among the lexical problems in 

translation that need to be given more interest in order to find out solutions that might help in 

solving this problem in the process of translation. In fact, there are some factors that can be 

taken into account by EFL students in order to cope with the problem of translating polysemy, 

namely the linguistic context, the situational context, parts of speech, capital letters, etc. 

2.2.2.1. Linguistic Context 

The translation of any lexical unit from a SL into a TL depends firstly on understanding 

its meaning. To reach this understanding, students have to take into account the surrounding 

words that interact with the target word that students want to translate in a given sentence. In 

other words, students have to take into account the linguistic context in which the word 

occurs. (Zhu, 2006, p. 79). In stressing the importance of linguistic context Palmer (1976) 

stated that ―by looking at the linguistic context of words we can often distinguish between 

different meanings‖ (p.95). 

As far as using the linguistic context in solving the problem of translating polysemous 

words, Ghazala (1995) suggested that what proceeds and follows a target polysemous word 

has a significant function in recognizing its intended meaning that can be used later in 

translation practice. To show the role of the linguistic context in determining the exact 

meaning of polysemous words, he provided the following example, which we will reproduce 

here with the aim of clarification: 

 The runner fell down in the race. He broke his leg. So, he was immediately taken to 

hospital.                                                      

Here the previous expression ―the runner fell down in the race‖ and the contextual clue 

―hospital‖ that follows the target polysemous word ―break‖ all together help in guessing its 
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intended meaning. Besides, the word ―Break‖ is a verb that is combined in the previous 

context with the physical object ‟ leg‖. Thus, it must be translated in this context as ( شوغ ) 

(Ghazala, 1955, pp. 103-104). 

In addition, Ghazala (1995) provided the following example of the verb ―break‖, used in 

a different context that gave a different meaning from the previous one which is (وغش) in the 

Arabic language. 

 ‟ The boy broke with his mates yesterday‖.  

Students in this sentence might adopt a literal translation of the word ―broke‖ into its 

primary common meaning in Arabic (وغش) which makes no sense in this context. Therefore, 

the student has to pay attention to the surrounding lexical unit (with) which interact with the 

source polysemous word ―broke‖ to form a phrasal verb. Ghazala suggested that ―the use of a 

word as phrasal verb is an indication of its polysemic nature‖. In other words, if a word occurs 

in a context as a phrasal verb it acquires a new meaning besides its common or primary 

meaning. Thus, the phrasal verb ―break‖ has the meaning of ―to separate‖ which is translated 

into Arabic as ―ًأفص‖ (pp.101-105). 

In addition, Ghazala (1995) provided other examples of the verb ―break‖, used in different 

contexts:  

 ‟ This medicine will break you of smoking‖: 

  ٘زا اٌذٚاء ِٓ اٌزذخ١ٓ ٠خٍصهعٛف 

 ‟ The storming weather has broken at last‖:  

 ٝٙاٌؼبصف أخ١شا اٌج أز ٛ 

 ‟ She will break the news soon‖: 

 األخجبس لش٠جب ٝرفشٛف ع 
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To sum up, students must take into account the linguistic clues embedded in the 

linguistic context, which constitute contextual information that help resolve ambiguity and 

determine the meaning intended before translating it into the TL. 

2.2.2.2. The Situational Context 

The interpretation of a given lexical unit or expression in a SL text does not depend only 

on the linguistic context but goes beyond it to include non-linguistic elements or factors 

which can be used to interpret the intended meaning when the linguistic context is not 

sufficient. 

The situational context, also termed the non-linguistic context, refers to the factors of 

―the environment, time and place, etc. in which the discourse occurs, and also the relationship 

between the participants‖ (Song, 2010, p.877). 

 In clarifying more the concept of situational context and in addition to the factors 

included in situational context that was indicated by Song, Zhu (2006) in turn pointed out that 

background knowledge and extra linguistic factors are among the factors that can be included 

in the non-linguistic context which help in comprehending the meaning of a given expression. 

In contrasting the situational context with the linguistic context, Zhu (2006) makes the 

following interesting remark with an illustrative example:  

Situational context may be more difficult to recognize than linguistic 

context. As is known to all, the same expression or statement which is 

used in different situations may have quite different meanings. To 

understand a conversation, the practical situational context is often of 

great importance. For example, the statement ―Do you think this is 

bringing rain?‖ only makes sense when the speaker is pointing to a 

dark cloud in the sky (pp.80-81). 
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Concerning the role of situational context in the translation of polysemous words, the 

context of the situation is important in guessing the meaning of a given polysemous word in 

case the linguistic context does not clear up its meaning; for example, the polysemous word 

―break‖ in the sentence ―Go break a leg!‖ In this case, the linguistic context is not enough to 

render its meaning because this word cannot be translated into Arabic as (اوغش) for the reason 

that the sentence would be rendered ridiculously as (ار٘ت ٚ اوغش عبق). But if we give extra 

information by putting this sentence in a specific situation as in ―…. are you nervous because 

of the exam? Do not worry…‖, students will be able to guess the intended meaning from the 

situation: a person feeling nervous about an exam and someone else wishing him  good luck. 

Here, they can guess the meaning of ―go break a leg‖ which is a synonym of ―good luck‖, 

which would then be rendered into Arabic as اعؼ١ذ دظب) ). (Ghazala, 1995, p.101 - 102). 

To sum up, students should take into account the situational context in translation 

because a change in a situation makes, in turn, a change in the meaning of the expression in 

general, and polysemous words within it in particular. 

2.2.2.3. Parts of Speech 

In the Grammar of English, the part of speech which are; articles, nouns, verbs, 

adjectives, adverbs, and prepositions are the building block of sentences. The part of speech 

(grammatical class of words) can be used as a factor in determining the different meanings 

that word expresses. In this sense, Ghazala (1995) stated that ―The grammatical class of the 

word (i.e., verb, noun, adjective, etc.) can be a guide to its polysemy‖ (p.103). Here, we have 

some examples about some parts of speech that can help students in interpreting the intended 

meaning of a given polysemous word: 
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 Noun/Verb 

In the English language, if a word is used as a noun it has a specific meaning whereas 

its meaning can be changed when used as a verb and this helps students to guess the 

appropriate meaning for a given polysemous word. As in the following examples:  

 ‟ You may have a break‖. (Ghazala, 1995,p.104)  

 ‟ The thief broke the car‖. (Ghazala,1995,p.99)    

In the first sentence, the word ―break‖ is used as a verb which means ―وغش‖ in Arabic. 

This meaning is the common one for students. While, in the second sentence, it was used as a 

noun to the meaning of ( اعزشادخ/سادخ ) in Arabic, Hence, the translator can easily choose the 

appropriate meaning and to translate the two sentences as follow: 

 اعزشادخ ٠ّىٕه أخذ 

 اٌٍص اٌغ١بسح وغش 

Another example that might be mentioned here is the polysemous word ―ease‖ in the 

following sentences: 

 ―She answered the questions with ease‖. (Oxford,2010,p.253) 

 ―What can I take to ease this headache?‖ (Oxford,2010,p.253) 

In the first sentence above, the word ―ease‖ is used as a noun to mean ‟  ,in Arabic ‖عٌٙٛخ

while, in the second one, it is used as a verb and has the meaning of ‟  The two .‖٠خفف

sentences would thus be translated in Arabic as follows: 

  ًعٌٙٛخ.أجبثذ ػٍٝ األعئٍخ ثى 

  ً٘زا اٌصذاع؟                      ٌزخف١فِبرا ٠ّىٕٕٟ أْ افؼ 

 Noun/ Adjective 

In the previous examples, we have seen that a word can be polysemous when it is used 

as a verb and a noun. In the coming examples, we are going to discuss polysemous words that 

can be used as an adjective or a noun at the same time which has different meanings. For 

instance, the polysemous word ―key‖ has different meanings in the following sentences: 
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 ‟ A good education is the key to success‖. (Oxford,2010, p.442)  

 ‖ NewYork is one of the key towns‖. (Karami,1995, p.470) 

The word key in the first sentence is used as a noun and has the meaning of ―ِفزبح‖, 

whereas, in the second sentence, it is used as an adjective. Thus, it has a different meaning, 

which is―ٟسئ١غ‖. The translation of the two sentences would thus probably look like these two 

in Arabic: 

 إٌجبح ِفزبحٌج١ذ اٌزؼ١ٍُ ا  

  ْاٌشئ١غ١خ٠ٛ١ٔٛسن ٟ٘ ٚادذح ِٓ اٌّذ 

Another example of the polysemous word "right" in the following sentences: 

 freedom of speech is one of the basic human rights.(Oxford,2010,p.674) 

 I hope I've made a right decision.(Oxford,2010,p.673) 

In the first sentence, the word "rights" is a noun and its meaning is "دمٛق", and in the 

second sentence is used an adjective that mean ―صبئت‖ in the target language Arabic. Hence, 

the previous sentences can be rendered into Arabic as follow: 

  ِٓ اإلٔغبْ األعبع١خ دمٛقدش٠خ اٌزؼج١ش ٚادذح. 

  اٌصبئتآًِ إٟٔٔ لذ ارخزد اٌمشاس. 

 Adjective⁄ Adverb 

The use of a given word either as an adverb or an adjective can be a sign of its 

polysemic nature. Here, we have the following examples of polysemous words that can be 

used both as adjectives and adverbs: 

The first example is the word ―even‖: 

 The game must be played on an even surface. (Oxford,2010, p.272) 

 It isn‘t warm here even in summer. (Oxford,2010, p.272)   
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In the first sentence, the word "even" is used as an adjective that clarified the noun 

―surface‖, and its meaning in this case is ―ِٛغز‖ or ―ِٕجغط‖. Whereas, in the second sentence, it 

occurs as an adverb and acquire the meaning of ―ٝدز‖. So, depending on these meaning the 

previous sentences can be rendered as follow : 

 ِغزٛ ٠جت أْ رٍؼت اٌٍؼجخ ػٍٝ عطخ 

  فٟ فصً اٌص١ف دزٝاٌجٛ ١ٌظ دافئب ٕ٘ب 

2.2.2.4. Capital letters 

Capital letters are usually used as the initial letters of  particular proper names, months, 

days…. etc. However, there are instances where the capital letters of the previous words 

might be dropped or not be used. Thus, they can be an indication of the polysemous nature of 

words in the English language. With regard to the role of capital letters in the translation of 

polysemy, they can be considered as a useful factor in choosing the appropriate meaning of 

the polysemous word. Here, we have some examples that illustrate this point: 

 March / march 

The word ‗march‘ without capitalization has the meaning of „ٌغٍش‟, but when we put the 

capital letter at the beginning of the word, its meaning will be changed to be „ آراس\يبسط‟ 

which is a month in the Gregorian calendar. 

 Fall /fall 

The word ‗fall‘ has the meaning of „ انغقىط/عقظ ‟, but it has the meaning of autumn „  فصم

  when it is capitalized. ‟انخشٌف

 Flood / flood 

The word ‗flood‘ has the meaning of „ٌفٍضب‟ but when it is capitalized it has the 

meaning of „ٌانغىفب‟  
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 Turkey / turkey 

The word ‗turkey‘ with lower case “t” means „ ’دٌك سويً , but with the capital letter “T”, 

its meaning is „رشكٍب‟. 

 Pentagon / pentagon  

 In the first case it has the meaning of “ًانجُزبغىٌ األيشٌك” which refers to the Defence 

Department building in the United States. While in the second case it has the meaning of 

 ‟خًبعً األضالع„

 Congress/ congress 

In the first case, the word ―Congress‖ denotes the meaning of „ًانكىَغشط األيشٌك‟ 

.whereas, in the second case, the word ‗congress‘ has the meaning of „يؤرًش‟ 

 (As cited in Boukrika, 2003, p.118-119) 

To conclude, guessing the intended meaning of polysemous words that include capital 

letters can be difficult because when students lack background knowledge about words with 

capital letters, they may fail in rendering it in the target language. 

Conclusion  

   This chapter has attempted to review the various theoretical views about the 

translation of polysemous words, exposing their various attitudes to such a linguistic 

phenomenon. It has also sought to address polysemy in a practical context, presenting it as a 

lexical problem while particularly enumerating the main factors that should be taken into 

consideration in the translation of polysemous words. Such factors as the linguistic context, 



TRANSLATION AND POLYSEMOUS WORDS                                                         40 

 

 

 

the situational context, parts of speech, capital letters are of prime importance, not only for the 

expert translator, but also to EFL learners in their translation tasks.  
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Chapter Three: Field Work 

Introduction 

The chapter attempts to investigate third-year students‘ translation of polysemous words 

from English into Arabic at the Department of English, Mohammed Seddik Ben Yahia 

University of Jijel, with the aim of testing the students‘ capacity in translating polysemous 

words. The overall aim is to identify the difficulties that they encounter in translating such 

kind of English words and the factors that may lead to students‘ mistranslation in order to 

suggest potential solutions. This chapter will introduce the research methods and tools, and 

the population and sample of the study will also be identified. Besides, the process of data 

analysis will be described and discussed. Finally, the data analysis will be presented and the 

obtained results from both tools will be interpreted. 

3.1.Research Methods 

This study is descriptive and exploratory in nature; it adopts a descriptive research 

design to collect data in order to answer the research questions in this study. Singh (2006) 

claimed that descriptive research ―is concerned with the present and attempts to determine the 

status of the phenomenon under investigation‖ (p.104). This is due to the nature of the 

problem under investigation in the present study which attempts to investigate third year EFL 

students‘ capacity in the translation of polysemous words from English into Arabic at the 

Department of English, Mohammed Seddik Ben Yahia University of Jijel. In the study, we 

employed a mixed (quantitative and qualitative) method to data collection. The quantitative 

data is derived from the questionnaire administered to third-year EFL students. Whereas, the 

qualitative data is obtained from the test. Results obtained from the two research instruments 

permits to get clear information about the topic under study. 
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3.2.Population and sampling  

Within a population of two hundred and eighty (280) third-year EFL students at the 

Mohammed Seddik Ben Yahia University-Jijel during the academic year 2018/2019, a sample 

of forty (40) subjects have been randomly selected.  

The choice of this population was based on the fact that those students are supposed to 

have been taught the translation course for two years. Besides, this population should 

normally be acquainted with issues of linguistics, particularly semantics, which justifies our 

choice of it for the present study. 

3.3. Research Tools 

In this study, two research tools were used for collecting data: a questionnaire and a test. 

3.3.1. Student Test  

3.3.1.1. Description of the Test 

The aim of the test is to investigate the students‘ recognition, understanding, and 

translation of the suggested English polysemous words. In the test, the students were 

requested to translate 15 sentences from English into Arabic. It is designed in a form of a 

group of samples; in each sample, there are three sentences containing polysemous words 

used in different contexts. In those sentences, polysemous words were arranged from the 

primary meaning in the first sentence to the other extended meanings in the second and the 

third sentences. The sentences of the test were selected with reference to Ghazala‘s textbook 

of ―translation as problems and solutions‖ (1995), ―Oxford dictionary‖ (2010), and an English 

- Arabic dictionary ―Al Monir- El Baalbaki‖ (2004). The five target polysemous words are: 

break, make, alive, take, and go. The reason behind choosing these words was that, based on 

observation, students tend to use  these polysemous  words  more  frequently  than  any  other  

polysemous  words, yet  sometimes  incorrectly. Thus, it is important to identify the 
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difficulties that third-year EFL  students  encounter  when  translating these words from 

English into Arabic .In addition, it will be an area worthy of investigation to assess  third-year 

EFL students‘  capacity to identify  the  different  meanings  these  words  hold. 

3.3.1.2. Administration of the Test 

The test was delivered by the researchers to EFL third- year students of English in the 

classroom. The test takes one hour and a half.  

3.3.1.3. Analysis procedure 

Concerning the analysis procedure, each sentence in English language will be compared 

to its equivalent in the target language. Before distributing the test, some instructions about 

the test were given. During the translation of the sentences; students were not allowed to 

consult dictionaries. Students were asked to translate 15 English sentences into the target 

language which is Arabic. The students were given unlimited time to complete the task but 

after 30 minutes all the participants had already handed in the translations. The evaluation of 

the test will focus mainly on the rendition of the meaning of the polysemous words, not the 

rendition of the entire sentence. 

3.3.2. Questionnaire  

3.3.2.1. Description of the Questionnaire 

The questionnaire is made up of seven (7), which are arranged into two distinct 

categories of questions as follows: 

The first category includes five questions. This group aims at investigating the students‘ 

background in translation. Question (1) is a closed question that is devoted to ask whether 

students like translation or not. Question (2) is designed to assess students‘ capacities in 

translation tasks, the students were asked to tick one of the given choices ―excellent‖, ―very 
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good‖, ―good‖, ―average‖, ―bad‖ or ―very bad‖. In Question (3), the students were asked to 

indicate whether they find difficulties in translation from English into Arabic or from Arabic 

into English. Question (4) seeks to know the level at which students find difficulties in 

translation. Students were asked to tick either the box ―grammar‖ or the box ―vocabulary‖. 

The second category consists of three questions. They are designed to investigate 

students‘ problem in translating polysemous words. Question (5) is intended to know whether 

students found difficulties in translating the sentences in the test. In Question (6) students are 

requested to specify whether they encountered problems in translating polysemous words at 

―the comprehension level‖ or at ―the rendition level‖. Question (7), which is the last one, aims 

at knowing whether the students relied on ―the primary meaning ‖, ―the context of sentences‖, 

or on ―other factors‖ in translating polysemous words. 

3.1.2.2. Administration of the Questionnaire 

The questionnaire was handed in at nearly the end of the second semester of the 

academic year 2018-2019. The questionnaire was distributed in the classrooms on 28
th 

and 

29
th 

of April 2019.  

3.4. Data analysis and interpretation  

In this part we are going to present, analyze, interpret and, discuss the findings which 

are obtained through using two different tools. These tools are a questionnaire and the test. 

3.4.1. Analysis of the Results of the Research Tools  

This part provides the data obtained from the students‘ questionnaire and the test. The 

findings are presented in tables followed by a detailed analysis. 
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3.4.1.1. Analysis of the Students‟ Test Results  

The data obtained from the test are presented in the fifteen (15) tables below on the 

basis of an analysis of each polysemous word in each sentence included in the samples 

suggested in the test. 

 Sample One 

In sample one, the polysemous word ―break‖ was embedded in three different contexts 

in the form of three sentences. The respondents were asked to translate these sentences from 

English into Arabic. These sentences were arranged and analyzed as follows: 

Sentence 1: The boy broke the window. 

Table 1  

First Translation of the Word “Break” 

 

Options frequency of occurrences percentage% 

Accurate 

Acceptable 

Inaccurate 

Total 

39 

00 

01 

40 

97.5% 

00 % 

2.5% 

100% 

 

In the first sentence indicated in sample one, the word ―break‖ is used as a verb to 

mean ―to separate, or make sth separate into two or more pieces‖ (Oxford Dictionary, 2010, p. 

90).This meaning is regarded as the core meaning. Its equivalent in Arabic is “ شكغ ”. 

As shown in Table (01), the data obtained from respondents‘ translation of this word revealed 

that almost all the respondents (39) had no problem in comprehending the primary meaning of 



TRANSLATION AND POLYSEMOUS WORDS                                                         46 

 

 

 

the English polysemous word ―break‖, and then producing its accurate Arabic equivalent 

either with ― شكغ ‖ or ―حغى‖, which are two synonyms that can be used interchangeably, at least 

when used to denote the act of destruction. This means that the respondents are familiar with 

the primary meaning of the word ―break maybe because they thought that if the word break is 

combined with the physical object window it gives the meaning of “كغش”. Therefore, they 

rendered it successfully into Arabic. However, only one respondent gave an inaccurate 

translation using the Arabic equivalent “فزح”. Here the respondent misunderstood the intended 

meaning in the given context therefore he rendered the whole sentence as ―فزح انصجً انُبفزح”. 

One possible interpretation of the respondent‘s decision could be that the respondent thought 

that the act readily associated with the word window has necessarily to do with the meaning 

of ―to open‖ “رفزح”, and not ― شكغ ‖ as intended in the given sentence. 

Sentence 2: We must break for lunch 

Table 2 

First Translation of the Word “Break” 

Options Frequency of occurrence Percentage % 

Accurate 

Acceptable 

Inaccurate 

Total 

13 

04 

23 

40 

32.5% 

10% 

57.5% 

100% 

In the second sentence and as a part of speech, the word ―break‖ is used as a verb to 

convey the meaning of ―a short period of rest‖ (Oxford Dictionary, 2010, p.91). Its equivalent 

in Arabic is “اعزشاحخ”. 
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The respondents gave several kinds of translations to the word “break” in Arabic. The 

results are demonstrated in Table 02which indicate that thirteen respondents (13) gave the 

accurate equivalent of the word “break” in Arabic which is ―االعزشاحخ‖. This indicates that 

those respondents were aware of the extended meanings of the polysemous word break. For 

that reason, they did not resort to the literal translation of the common meaning of this word 

but relied instead on the context in which the word occurred. One more acceptable rendition 

of word ―break‖ was given by four respondents (4) who rendered it as “َزىقف” . On the other 

hand, out of the forty respondents, twenty-three respondents (23) failed in translating the word 

“break” and gave this set of inaccurate equivalents in Arabic ―َخشج ,َزهت, َحضش  , َُظى  ‖. This 

shows that maybe the respondents relied on the whole meaning that the sentence might 

convey not on the meaning of the polysemous word in the context of the sentence. One of the 

respondents who gave inaccurate translations rendered the word “break” literally, giving it its 

common meaning of “َكغش”. This means that the respondent did not rely on the context of the 

sentence or maybe because that student was unfamiliar with the variant meanings that the 

word “breaks” might denote. That is why they relied on its primary meaning  

Sentence 3: The prisoner broke the jail. 

Table 3 

Third Translation of the Word “Break” 

Options Frequency of occurrence Percentage % 

Accurate 

Acceptable 

Inaccurate 

Total 

10 

00 

30 

40 

22% 

00% 

72% 

100% 
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For sentence three, the word ―break‖ has the meaning of ―to escape from prison‖ 

(Oxford, 2010, p. 91). Its equivalent in Arabic might be ―فش‖ or ―هشة‖.  

As it is demonstrated in table (3) above, ten respondents (10)  provided an accurate 

translation for the polysemous word “break” by rendering it into Arabic using the two 

synonyms ―هشة‖ and “فش”, which might be used interchangeably in this context, though in the 

language of the media the word “فش” is much more commonly used. This result can be 

interpreted by respondents‘ recognition that the adoption of the primary meaning will make 

the sentence meaningless which is an indication of their awareness of the extended meaning 

of the word break that was understood with the help of the linguistic context. However, thirty 

students (30) gave inaccurate translations in which some of them translated the word “break” 

into its literal meaning “كغش” and ―حغى‖ in the target language. This can be an indication of 

their unfamiliarity with the extended meaning of the word break in this sentence for that 

reason they stick to the primary meaning although it is not appropriate in the given sentence. 

Whereas the other respondents gave irrelevant equivalents such as “دخم ,اعزؤَف, عؼٍ  ”. This 

occurred maybe because respondents related the word break to different situations that they 

imagined or guessed as being relevant, defaulting in probing the linguistic context 

surrounding the polysemous word “break”. 

 Sample two 

   In the second sample of the test, the polysemous word “make” was embedded in three 

different sentences. The respondents were asked to translate these sentences from English into 

Arabic. The sentences were arranged and analyzed as follow: 

sentence1: Can you make me a cup of tea?  

Table 4 

 First Translation of the Word “Make” 
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Options frequency of occurrences percentage% 

Accurate 

Acceptable 

Inaccurate 

Total 

18 

08 

14 

40 

45% 

20% 

35% 

100% 

In the first sentence above, the word ―make‖ was used as a verb that denotes the 

primary meaning ―to prepare something, especially something to eat‖ (Oxford, 2010, p. 482). 

Its equivalent in Arabic is“رحضش”or “رؼذ”. 

The results in table (4) show that most of the respondents (18) have translated this 

sentence accurately using the Arabic synonyms “رحضش” and “رؼذ”. This means that they have 

understood the intended meaning of the polysemous word from its linguistic context. On the 

other hand, eight respondents (8) translated the word “make” as رصُغ” ” which is an 

acceptable translation in this sentence. The rest of the respondents (14) gave the following 

inaccurate renditions: “ رضغ˓ رقذو˓أخزد، أػغًٍُ ”. These inaccurate translations explain that not 

only did the respondents in question ignore the linguistic context of the sentence, but they also 

did not even recognize the primary meaning of the verb. 

Sentence 2: The house is made of stone. 

Table 5 

 Second Translation of the Word “Made” 

Options frequency of occurrences percentage% 
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Accurate 

Acceptable 

Inaccurate 

Total 

11 

00 

29 

40 

27.5% 

22.5% 

50% 

100% 

Unlike the meaning of the verb “make” in the first sentence taken from sample two, 

―make‖ in sentence two has a different meaning which is ―to produce something, often using 

a particular substance or materials‖ (Baalbaki, 2004, p.552). Its equivalent translation in 

Arabic is “ًُث” or “شٍذ”. 

On the basis of the data illustrated in table (5), it can be noticed that eleven respondents 

(11) out of fourteen translated this sentence successfully, using the equivalent word “ًُث” in 

the target language. This means that they have understood the context of the sentence. 

However, twenty-nine (29) other respondents failed in rendering the meaning of the target 

polysemous word in which they use words like: “ٌزكىٌ, يؼجئ” . This indicates that even though 

students took into consideration the context where the word “made” occurred, they failed in 

giving exactly the appropriate equivalent in Arabic. 

Sentence 3: She was made a minister of health.  
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Table 6 

Third Translation of the Word “Make” 

Options frequency of occurrences percentage% 

Accurate 

Acceptable 

Inaccurate 

Total 

08 

04 

28 

40 

20% 

10 % 

70% 

100% 

 

The word ―made‖ in the third sentence is used as a verb, which means, ―to give 

somebody a job or elect sb to a position‖ (Oxford, 2010, p. 482). Its equivalent in Arabic is 

  .”ٌؼٍٍ“

As far as the results obtained from the table (6) are concerned, an accurate translation of 

the word ―made‖ was provided by eight respondents (8) who managed to provide the 

equivalent “ػٍُذ”.This result seems to indicate the respondents‘ awareness of the context of 

the sentence that gives the word “made” an extended meaning different from its common 

meaning. Only four respondents (4) gave acceptable equivalent“َصجذ”which is also used in 

Arabic to denote appointments to positions or assignments with posts. However, most of the 

respondents (28) failed in supplying the right translation, using irrelevant renditions such 

as“رحضش”. This failure can be explained by the fact that respondents lack knowledge of the 

meaning of some words surrounding the target polysemous word because they translate the 

whole sentence as “هً رحضش نهىصاسح”.Thus, they provide an  irrelevant translation. 
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 Sample Three 

    In sample three, the polysemous word “alive” was embedded in three different 

sentences. The respondents were asked to translate these sentences from English into Arabic. 

These sentences were arranged and analyzed as follow: 

Sentence 1: We don‘t know whether he is alive or dead. 

Table 7 

 First Translation of the Word “Alive” 

Options Frequency of occurrence Percentage % 

Accurate 

Acceptable 

Inaccurate 

Total 

39 

00 

01 

40 

97.5% 

00% 

2.5% 

100% 

 

In the first sentence, the word ―alive‖ is used as an adjective and has the meaning of 

―not dead; living, continuing to exist‖ (Oxford, 2010, p. 37). Its equivalent in Arabic is“ًح”. 

        The statistics in table (7) indicates that almost all the respondents (39) succeeded in 

translating this word by giving its accurate equivalent “ًح” in the Arabic renditions. This 

indicates that the majority of the respondents definitely knew the core meaning of the word 

“alive”. However, only one respondent failed in providing the accurate rendition of the word 

by using the Arabic word “جًٍم”. This can be interpreted by the respondent‘s 

misunderstanding of the whole meaning of the sentence, maybe because the respondent mixed 

up the word “whether” in the sentence with the word “weather” that refers to “انغقظ” in 

Arabic, rendering it thus as “ مجًٍ ”, not “ًح” because the respondent‘s rendition of the whole 
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sentence was― إٌ كبٌ انجى جًٍال آو ال ال َؼهى ”. This result reflects maybe the respondent‘s lack of 

concentration. 

Sentence 2: Before touching the electricity, you have to be alive to the danger. 

Table 8 

Second Translation of the Word “Alive” 

Options Frequency of occurrence Percentage % 

Accurate 

Acceptable 

Inaccurate 

Total 

07 

09 

24 

40 

17.5% 

22.5% 

60% 

100% 

In the second sentence, the polysemous word ―alive‖ was also used as an adjective, but 

it has the meaning of ―to take prudence from something‖ (Baalbaki, 2004, p.38).Its equivalent 

in Arabic in this context is “واع”. 

An examination of  the table (8) shows that the majority of the respondents (24) did not 

translate the word “alive” accurately by using false Arabic words such as“رؼٍش, “يغؤول  maybe 

because they did pay attention to the context in which the target polysemous word was 

embedded. On the other hand, seven respondents (7) succeeded in giving the exact equivalent 

of the word “alive” using the Arabic equivalent “واع”.This result shows that those students 

clearly took the context of the sentence into account and because they use the contextual clues 

in the surrounding words which are ―electricity‖ and ―danger‖ which helped them in 

recognizing the extended meaning of this word. Nine respondents (9) tried to give acceptable 

equivalents instead of using the exact meaning by rendering it in Arabic as ― ”ػهى ػهى ”. 
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Sentence 3: The Lake was alive with fish. 

Table 9  

Third Translation of the Word “Alive” 

Options Frequency of occurrence Percentage % 

Accurate 

Acceptable 

Inaccurate 

Total 

05 

06 

29 

40 

17.5% 

25% 

62.5% 

100% 

In sentence three, the polysemous word “alive” was again used as an adjective. Its 

intended meaning in the context of the sentence was ―being full of something‖ 

(Baalbaki,2004,p. 38). 

Table (9) illustrates that only five respondents (5) succeeded in guessing the accurate 

meaning of this word, using the Arabic equivalent “رؼج”. This means that they have 

successfully used the linguistic context in which the word “alive” appeared. While six 

respondents (6) gave slightly similar equivalents of the word alive in this sentence to the word 

 However, a huge number of respondents .”يهٍئخ“ when they used the Arabic equivalents ”رؼج“

(29) provided inaccurate translations in the given context. Some of them used the Arabic word 

 ‖Whereas, others adopted a literal translation by using the primary meaning of ―alive .”رؼٍش“

which is “ًح”, a possible explanation for adopting literal translation might be to imitate the 

form of the original sentence. On the other hand, one respondent mistook the word ‗lake‘ for 

‗lack‘. This contradicts the appropriate meaning of the sentence that leads to the translation of 

the polysemous word alive as“حبضشا” in their Arabic translation model“ كبٌ انحظ حبضشا يغ

 Thus, the respondents did not only fail in giving the accurate translation at the word .”انغًكخ
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level but also at the sentence level. The inaccurate translation of the word ―alive‖ in this case 

might reflect the respondent‘s lack of concentration. 

 Sample Four 

In sample four the respondents were asked to translate three English sentences 

containing the polysemous word ―take‖ into Arabic. These sentences were arranged and 

analyzed as follow: 

Sentence 1: Who‘s taken my pen? 

Table 10 

First Translation of the Word “Take” 

Options frequency of occurrences percentage% 

Accurate 

Acceptable 

Inaccurate 

Total 

40 

00 

00 

40 

100% 

00% 

00% 

100% 

In the first English sentence, the word ―take‖ appeared as a verb and it had the core 

meaning of ―to remove sth without permission‖ (Oxford, 2010, p. 802). Its equivalent in 

Arabic is  “اخز” . 

From the results shown in Table (10), we noticed that all of the respondents succeeded 

in translating the word “take” by providing the equivalent word “أخز”  in the target language, 

which means that they all knew that the primary meaning of the English word “take” was the 

one intended in that context. 

 Sentence 2: What size shoes do you take? 
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Table 11 

Second Translation of the Word “Take” 

Options frequency of occurrences percentage% 

Accurate 

Acceptable 

Inaccurate 

Total 

09 

00 

31 

40 

22.5% 

00% 

77.5% 

100% 

In the second English sentence, the word ―take‖ appeared as a verb and it has the 

meaning of ―to have a certain size of shoes or clothes‖ (Oxford, 2010, p. 802). Its equivalent 

in Arabic is “رهجظ” . 

As can be observed in the table (11), only nine respondents (9) out of fourteen 

succeeded in guessing the appropriate meaning of the polysemous word “take” which is 

”برٍجغٙ“ .The majority of the respondents (31) failed in translating this word into its extended 

meaning and they provided inaccurate translations like “ ججكأػ ” in which they translate the 

whole sentence as “ أػججك اء انزيزيقبط انحيب  ” .This can be interpreted by the respondent‘s 

thinking of a situation where someone is asking a person to choose a shoe that that person 

liked among a collection of shoes which means that the respondents relied on the situational 

context instead of the linguistic context maybe because they were well aware that the 

linguistic context is not enough to guess the intended meaning in this particular instance. But 

unfortunately, they failed in guessing the exact intended meaning both in the presence of the 

linguistic situation and their thinking of a situational context. 

Sentence 3: I will take this to be your final offer. 
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Table 12 

Third Translation of the Word “Take” 

Options frequency of occurrences percentage% 

Accurate 

Acceptable 

Inaccurate 

Total 

07 

00 

33 

40 

20% 

00% 

80% 

100% 

In the third English sentence, the word ―take‖ is used in an extended meaning which is 

―to consider something‖ (Baalbaki, 2004, p. 946). Its equivalent translation in Arabic is 

”اػزجش“ . 

The results in the table (12) show that the polysemous word "take" was translated 

accurately into Arabic by eight (7) respondents who used the Arabic equivalent “اػزجش” while 

thirty-three respondents (33) failed in providing the exact meaning of this word, their 

translations can be divided into two groups. The first group provided the Arabic word “عآخز”, 

and this clearly shows that those respondents followed the primary meaning of this 

polysemous word which means maybe that they are not aware of its extended meaning. The 

second group, which, gave the irrelevant translation of “عؤقجم” . This can be interpreted by the 

respondents‘ misunderstanding of the intended meaning of the word ―take‖. 

 Sample Five 

In sample five, respondents were asked to translate three sentences that included the 

polysemous word ―Go‖ from English into Arabic. The English three sentences are reproduced 

below, followed by their analysis. 
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Sentence 1: She always goes home by bus. 

Table 13 

First Translation of the Word “Go” 

Options Frequency of occurrence Percentage % 

Accurate 

Acceptable 

Inaccurate 

Total 

32 

00 

08 

40 

80% 

00% 

20% 

100% 

 

The word ―go‖ in the first sentence was used as a verb to carry the meaning of ―to move 

or travel from one place to another‖ (Oxford, 2010, p. 343). Its equivalent in the target 

language is رزهت” ”. 

 As shown in the table (13), the majority of the respondents (32) gave the exact 

translation of this word in Arabic, using the equivalent word “رزهت”. However, the rest of the 

sample (8) provided inaccurate renditions in the suggested context by giving this set of Arabic 

renditions: “رؤخز, رُزقمرؼىد,   ,رؤرً , ” This maybe an indication of their misunderstanding of 

meaning that the word denotes. 

Sentence 2: Where does this road go to? 
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Table 14 

Second Translation of the Word “Go” 

Options Frequency of occurrence Percentage % 

Accurate 

Acceptable 

Inaccurate 

Total 

10 

02 

28 

40 

25% 

05% 

70% 

100% 

In the second sentence, the polysemous word “go” was used in the meaning of ―to lead 

or to reach a place or time‖ (Oxford, 2010, p. 343). Its equivalent in Arabic language is 

 .”ٌؤدي“

As illustrated in table (14), only two respondents (2) gave an acceptable translation 

using the word “ٌىصم”. Ten respondents (10) succeeded in giving the accurate equivalents of 

the word go in Arabic using the word “ٌؤدي”. While, the twenty-eight (28) respondents failed 

in guessing the exact meaning, giving renditions like ―ٌؤخز ,ٌؼىد‖, and“ٌزهت”, which is the 

primary meaning of the verb ―go‖ not intended in this sentence. Which makes the sentence 

meaningless. This maybe because those respondents know only the primary meaning of this 

word. 
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Sentence 3: The clock doesn‘t go. 

Table 15: Third Translation of the Word “Go” 

Options Frequency of occurrence Percentage % 

Accurate 

Acceptable 

Inaccurate 

Total 

10 

04 

26 

40 

25% 

10% 

65 % 

100% 

 In the third sentence, the intended meaning of the polysemous word ―goes” is ―to work 

correctly‖ (Oxford, 2010, p.343). its equivalent in Arabic is “رؼًم”. 

As illustrated in table (15) above, ten respondents (10) translated the word accurately as 

 Only four respondents (4) provided an acceptable translation which is .”رؼًم“

 However, the majority of respondents (26) gave inaccurate translations with Arabic.”يؼغهخ“

verbs like “ًٌُفز,رًضً ,رًشً, رُزه”, and “ٌزهت”, which merely conveys the primary meaning of 

the verb “go”. These mistranslations may be because respondents could not understand the 

meaning of the word in the context and in some cases depend on their interpretation of the 

whole sentence. 

3.4.1.2. Analysis of the Students‟ Questionnaire Results 

The data obtained from the analysis of the questionnaire are presented in seven (7) tables 

below. 

Q1: Do you like translation tasks? 

a. Yes                                                  b. No 
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Table 16 

Student‟s Opinions about translation  

Options Frequency Percentage % 

a. Yes 

b. No 

Total 

30 

10 

40 

75% 

25% 

100% 

This question is designed to know respondents‘ attitude about translation tasks. Here, 

we notice that the majority of respondents 75% (30 students) affirmed that they like 

translation. On the other hand, only 25% (10 respondents) asserted that they do not like 

translation tasks. This result seems to indicate that most of the respondents are interested in 

translation tasks and in improving their translation accuracy. However, the minority, which 

does not like translation, may have reasons for holding such an attitude to translation tasks. 

Maybe, because they have difficulties at the level of translation. 

Q 2: How do you assess your capacity in translation tasks? 

a. Excellent                                                                     

b. Very good                                                                 

c. Good     

d. Average          

e. Bad                                                      

f. Very bad     
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Table 17 

Student‟s Levels in Translation  

Options Frequency Percentage % 

a. Excellent 

b. Very good 

c. Good 

d. Average 

e. Bad 

f. Very bad 

      Total 

01 

02 

10 

22 

04 

01 

40 

2.5% 

05% 

25% 

55% 

10% 

2.5% 

100% 

From the table (17) above, it can be noticed that 22 respondents believe that their level 

in translation is ―average‖, accounting for 55% of the respondents. The level ―good‖ was 

ticked by 10 respondents (25%), a percentage that is consistent with the respondents‘ 

performance in the test because the majority of the respondents managed to produce an 

acceptable or even an accurate translation. On the other hand, only one respondent claimed 

that his level in translation is ―excellent‖, accounting for (2.5%), 4 respondents confessed that 

their level is ―bad‖, accounting for (10%), and one respondent confessed that his level is ―very 

bad‖, accounting for (2.5%). respondents who said that their levels are ―bad‖ and ―very bad‖ 

is proven by the number of mistakes found in the respondents‘ translation of the sentences in 

terms of grammar the test. 

Q 3: In which direction of translation do you find difficulties? 

a. From English into Arabic                       

b. From Arabic into English                       
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c. Both                                     

Table 18 

The direction of translation that is difficult for students 

Options Frequency Percentage % 

a. From English into Arabic 

b. From Arabic into English 

c. Both 

Total 

18 

17 

05 

40 

45% 

42.5% 

12.5% 

100% 

 

From table 18, we noticed that 18 respondents (45%) see, as an answer to the question 

three, that translation from English into Arabic is difficult, while 17 respondents (42.5%) see 

that it is translation from Arabic into English which is difficult. Only 5 respondents (12.5%) 

see that both directions of translations pose problems. 

Q4: At which level do you encounter translation difficulties? 

a. Grammar 

b. Vocabulary 

Table 19 

 Students‟ difficulties in translation  

Options Frequency Percentage % 

a. Grammar 

b. Vocabulary 

Total 

11 

29 

40 

27.5% 

72.5% 

100% 
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 Based on the data obtained in 19, (29) respondents (72.5%) said that they encounter 

translation difficulties at the level of vocabulary. This result is consistent with respondents‘ 

inability to comprehend the meaning of some words within the sentences in the test by leaving 

blanks and sometimes giving inaccurate translations of polysemous words. This can be 

justified by their lack of vocabulary and their unfamiliarity with some English words. On the 

other hand, only 11 respondents (27.5%) indicated that they have problems at the grammatical 

level, a reality reflected in their inability to deal with the structure and tenses of the sentences 

when attempting to translate from English into Arabic. 

Q5: Did you find any difficulty in translating the previous sentences of the test? 

a. Yes                                                               b. No 

Table 20 

Difficulties of translating sentences in the test  

Options Frequency Percentage % 

a. Yes 

b. No 

Total 

22 

18 

40 

55% 

45% 

100% 

On the basis of the results presented in table 5, (22) students (55%) indicated that they 

found difficulties in translating the sentences in the test. However, almost half (45%) of the 

respondents claimed that they didn‘t find difficulties. 

Q6: At which stage did you encounter problems in translating polysemous words?  

a. At the comprehension stage                                                       
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b. At the rendition level stage 

Table 21 

 The stage of difficulty in translating polysemous words 

        Options Frequency Percentage % 

a. At the comprehension level 

b. At the rendition level 

Total 

32 

08 

40 

80% 

20% 

100% 

As table 6 above demonstrates, we notice that the overwhelming majority (80%) of 

respondents encounter difficulties in translating polysemous words in the comprehension 

stage. This means that they find it difficult to understand the intended meaning of polysemous 

words in the sentences. This might be explained by the answer given to question 5 in which 

the majority of respondents admitted that they have more problems at the vocabulary level 

due to the lack of such vocabulary. On the other hand, only (20%) claimed that they have 

problems with polysemous words at the rendition stage. This can be explained by their 

inability in finding the equivalents of the source polysemous words in the target language 

even though they understood the intended meaning of the polysemous words in question. 

Q7: On which factor did you rely in translating the polysemous words in the test? 

a. by sticking to the primary meaning of the word     

b. by relying on the context of the sentences  

c. Others 
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Table 22 

Factors relied on for translating polysemous words in the test 

Options Frequency Percentage % 

a. by sticking to the common meaning of the word 

b. by relying on the context of the sentences  

c. Others 

Total 

06 

34 

00 

40 

15% 

85% 

00% 

100% 

From the results above, it can be noticed that almost all the respondents (34) regarded 

the context as the best factor to rely on translating polysemous words. This means that the 

surrounding words especially the contextual clues help students in translation. On the other, 

only six (6) respondents claimed that they relied on the primary meaning of the polysemous 

words. This can be regarded as a sign on the part of these respondents of their unawareness of 

the multiple meanings that a word might have.  

3.4.2. Discussion and Interpretation of the Research Tools 

This part provides a discussion and interpretation of the results obtained by means of the 

students questionnaire and the test. Based on those results, one can extract several conclusions 

which are made up by making a correlation between the students‘ performance in the test and 

their responses in the questionnaire. The findings of the questionnaire and the test are 

interpreted below. 

3.4.2.1. Discussion and Interpretation of Results from the Students‟ Test 

The test is administered for the aim of revealing respondents‘ capacity in translating 

polysemous words from English into Arabic and to identify the difficulties that they face in 

doing such kind of words and interpret the reasons that may lead to their mistranslation of the 
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target polysemous words. On the basis of the results obtained from the analysis of the test, it 

can be noticed that nearly all of the respondents relied on the primary meaning when it comes 

to the translation of target polysemous words „make‟, ‗take‟, „go‟, „alive‟, and „break‟ in the 

first sentence selected from each sample which results in turns in accurate translation in the 

target language Arabic. This indicates that the primary meaning of the polysemous words is 

easily acquired by respondents both in Arabic and English language. Moreover, EFL third 

respondents are more familiar with the primary meaning because of the fact that the primary 

meaning of polysemous words is more frequently used than their extended meanings.  

However, almost all of the respondents failed in giving the accurate translation of the 

extended meanings of the suggested polysemous words in the second and third sentences from 

each sample. Thus, they interpreted each polysemous word by its primary or common   

meaning where the extended meaning is required. For example, some respondents translated 

the polysemous word break in ‗The prisoner broke the jail. ‘by its primary meaning  

as„كغش‟and  „حغى‟, which Is a wrong translation because it makes no sense in this context 

,since  ―break‖ in this context means ‗to escape from a prison‘.Thus, the word must be 

rendered as ―هشة‖ or “فش”. The same problem occurs with other polysemous words in this 

study. For example, some respondents relied on the primary meaning of the word ―alive‖ 

where the extended meaning is required in the context of ‗The Lake was alive with fish‘. 

Thus, respondents translate ‗alive‘ as “ًح”which have to be interpreted by the extended 

meaning “رؼج”in the target language. Again, the same case occurred with the polysemous 

word “take”in the third sentence in sample four in which respondents translate it in Arabic as 

 is required in the suggested ”اػزجش“ where the extended meaning of this word which is ”عآخز“

context ‗I will take this to be your final offer‘. The same problem of mistranslation occurs in 

the rendition of the polysemous word ‗go‘ in the second sentence ‗Where does this road go 

to?‘ in which they interpret it by its common meaning “ٌزهت”where the extended meaning 
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 have to be used. A similar case occurred with the polysemous word ‗make‘ in the ”ٌؤدي“

context of ‗The house is made of stone‘ where normally respondents have to translate it in 

Arabic as  “ًُث” or“شٍذ” not as “صُغ”  which is the primary meaning and it is wrong in this 

context. This problem of mistranslation in the previous polysemous words in which 

respondents gave the primary meaning of each polysemous word where the extended meaning 

is required can be due to the respondents‘ inability to understand the context where the 

polysemous words were embedded or by their unawareness of the extended meaning of the 

suggested polysemous words which ends up by sticking to their primary meanings when 

translating them from English into Arabic. 

Moreover, some respondents mistook some words for others, resulting in the 

misunderstanding of the whole context, and in turn, in the mistranslation of the polysemous 

words. For example, in  the  sentence ‗The lake was alive with fish‘,  some  learners  mistook  

the  word ‗lake‘  for  ‗lack‘ This contradicts the appropriate meaning of the sentence that leads 

to the translation of the polysemous word alive as“ “حبضشا  in their Arabic translation 

model“ “كبٌ انحظ حبضشا يغ انغًكخ which did  not convey neither the intended meaning of the 

polysemous word alive nor the intended meaning of the whole sentence. The same problem 

occurs with the polysemous word “alive” in the context ‗We don‘t know whether he is alive 

or dead‘ where respondents mistook the word “whether” with “weather” as these words 

have the same pronunciation. This problem may be due to respondents‘ lack of concentration 

that results in an inaccurate rendition of the polysemous words in the suggested contexts   

Furthermore, some respondents provided acceptable translations when they could not 

guess the accurate meaning of some polysemous words and translate them depending on their 

understanding of the context. For example, “break” in the sentence ‗We must break for 

lunch‘ is translated as "َزىقف” . The same thing occurred when the respondents   were asked  to  

translate  the polysemous word ”make” in the context ‗The house is made of stone‘ by giving 
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the Arabic word“  يصُىع ” which is an adjective derived from the verb “صُغ” . The same thing 

with the word alive” in the context ‗Before touching the electricity, you have to be alive to 

the danger‘ in which respondents tried to give acceptable Arabic equivalents instead of using 

the exact meaning by rendering it in Arabic as: and. ― ”ػهى ػهى  a similar case is that with the 

polysemous words ”alive” in the context ‗the lake was alive of fish‘. When they used the 

Arabic equivalents “يهٍئخ”. again, the same thing occurred with the polysemous word „go‟ in 

the context ‗the clock doesn‘t go‘ when they used the Arabic adjective “يؼغهخ”. These 

acceptable translations can be explained by respondents understanding of the context even 

though they did not match exactly the accurate intended meaning of the target polysemous 

words with their equivalents in the target language Arabic. 

As far as the irrelevant translations of the target polysemous words are concerned, a 

number of mistranslations have been counted. For example, in the following translations:       

“ انُبفزحفزح انصجً  ” and not ― انُبفزحانصجً  كغش ”. Also, in the context “ يؼجئ ثبنحجبسح انًُضل ” and   

انحجبسحٌزكىٌ انًُضل يٍ    ” instead of “شٍذ انًُضل ثبنحجبسح”. The same thing with ― يب َىع انحزاء انزي

؟أػججك  " Instead of “ ؟رهجغهبيب يقبط األحزٌخ انزً  ”. Also, in “ ًٌضًانىقذ    instead of ”انىقذ ٌُزهً,

“ رؼًم.انغبػخ ال  Again, in “ ػهٍك رؼٍش انخغش أٌ ” instead of " نهؼىاقت قجم أٌ رهًظ انكهشثبء ػهٍك أٌ رزُجه ”.  

The mistranslations above may be explained by the respondents‘ inability in 

understanding the exact meaning of the context and in some cases depend on their 

interpretation of the whole sentence. Besides, maybe because some respondents thought that 

the linguistic context was not enough to get the right meaning of the polysemous words for 

that reason they related the contextual cues available and surround the target polysemous 

words with different situations in which the addressed sentences might be uttered. Thus, they 

gave inaccurate renditions of the polysemous words. 
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3.4.2.2. Interpretation and Discussion of Student Questionnaire Results 

The main aim of the questionnaire is to get a general idea about the respondents‘ 

background in translation and the kind of problem that they may face during translation in 

general and polysemous words in particular. Besides, it aimed at identifying the factors that 

they relied on when translating such kind of words in the test. 

On the basis of the results obtained from the analysis of the student questionnaire, it can 

be noticed that there is a clear connection between the results of the question that was 

addressed to respondents about their translation level in which more than half of the 

participants in this study claimed that they had an average level of translation. Hence, their 

response to that question is consistent with the difficulties they face when translating 

polysemous words in the test because most of the respondents gave inaccurate translation 

when it comes to the translation of the extended meaning of the polysemous words. 

Moreover, the questionnaire revealed that a high number of respondents, representing 72.5%, 

consider that they find difficulties in translation at the vocabulary level more than at the 

grammar level and this is shown when analysing respondents‘ test because most of them lack 

vocabulary knowledge of some words that surround the target polysemous words in the test. 

Concerning the difficulties in translating polysemous words, a high percentage of the 

respondents, accounting for 80%, agreed that the comprehension stage was the main difficulty 

that faced them in translating these kinds of words, as they found it difficult to guess the 

intended extended meanings of the polysemous words, which resulted in providing inaccurate 

translations. They sometimes stuck to the primary meaning of the target polysemous words as 

is shown in their translations. 

As far as the factors that are used in translating polysemous words, most of the 

respondents, with a percentage of 85%, claimed that they relied on the context of the 
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sentences to translate those words. However, this percentage did not reflect the respondents‘ 

use of the context of the sentences because a high number of respondents stuck to the 

common meaning of the source polysemous words, producing nonsense translations. 

3.5. Limitations of the Study 

This study was constrained by insufficient time allocated to the analysis of the 

translation of sentences in a deeper way. Besides, the special circumstances during this 

academic year in the Algerian university posed a problem with regard to the administration of 

the research tools because there were only a number of limited students that we could barely 

convince to participate in the study by answering the questionnaire and translating the 

sentences of the test. 

Conclusion  

This chapter aimed to test the students‘ performance in translating polysemous words 

from English into Arabic in practice and to uncover the potential problems they faced during 

the translation of this kind of words. The analysis of the two research tools revealed that even 

though third-year EFL students were supposed to be aware of the phenomenon of polysemy in 

language; they found problems when it came to translating the English source polysemous 

words into Arabic. This was manifested particularly in the mistakes they committed in the 

rendition of some of the words given in the translation task. 
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General conclusion 

The current study was carried out to investigate third-year EFL students‘ problems of  

translating  polysemous words from English into Arabic, particularly to uncover the potential 

problems they encountered in translating such kind of words.  

The analysis and interpretation of data in the third chapter allows for answering the 

three questions raised in the general introduction and hence the confirmation or 

disconfirmation of the assumptions.  

As an answer to the first research question, the analysis revealed that the difficulties that 

third year EFL students at the University of Mohammed Seddik Ben-Yahia faced were mainly 

due to comprehension problems of the extended meanings of the source polysemous words, 

and sometimes to rendition problems.  

As an answer to the second research question, it was revealed that the students generally 

relied on the primary meaning of the target polysemous words to the detriment of the context, 

even though this did not convey the meaning intended from the polysemous word in question, 

which in turn resulted in none-sense translations. 

As an answer to the third research question, the analysis also revealed that the students 

often disregarded the extended meanings of the polysemous word, rushing to interpret it in its 

core meaning, which led them to erroneously translate it. 

Consequently, the research findings confirmed all the three assumptions. 
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Pedagogical Recommendations 

On the basis of the findings of this study, it is recommended that extensive reading 

should be adopted by students in order to enrich their vocabulary in the English language as it 

helps in acquiring new vocabulary rapidly used in different meanings and different situations. 

In addition, teachers should expose students to translation tasks by providing them texts 

that include polysemous words. Besides, they should draw the students‘ attention to the fact 

that reliance on the core meaning is not always the appropriate strategy comprehend the 

meaning of polysemous words in the source language. Moreover, they should expose students 

to unfamiliar contexts where polysemous words might be found. furthermore, students have to 

learn new vocabulary in a  variety  of  contexts,  and  they  were  even  encouraged  to  

productively  use  what  they  learnt through  speaking and writing activities. This, perhaps, 

would enhance in turn their acquisition of newer English vocabulary, including polysemous 

vocabulary. 

Suggestion for further research  

Starting from the findings of this study, we believe that following avenues can be suggested: 

- The role of reading in the acquisition of polysemous words by EFL students. 

- The role of contextual clues in translating polysemous words. 

- Investigating the role of polysemous words in enhancing EFL students‘ vocabulary. 

- The effect of the mother tongue on the translation of English polysemous words. 

- Investigating EFL students‘ strategies in translating polysemous words. 
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Appendix 01 

Test 

You are kindly requested to translate the following sentences into Arabic.  

Sample One:  

1. The boy broke the window.  

.......................................................................................................................................................    

2. We must break for lunch.  

....................................................................................................................................................... 

3. The prisoner broke the jail. 

....................................................................................................................................................... 

Sample Two:  

1. Can you make me a cup of tea?  

....................................................................................................................................................... 

2. The house is made of stone.  

.................................................................................................................................................. 

3.  She was made a minister of health.  

.................................................................................................................................................... 

Sample Three:  

1. We don‘t know whether he is alive or dead. 

....................................................................................................................................................... 
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2. Before touching the electricity, you have to be alive to the danger. 

....................................................................................................................................................... 

3. The lake was alive with fish.  

.......................................................................................................................................................    

Sample Four:  

1. Who‘s taken my pen ? 

....................................................................................................................................................... 

2. What size shoes do you take? 

.......................................................................................................................................................    

3. I will take this to be your final offer. 

....................................................................................................................................................... 

Sample five : 

1. She always goes home by bus . 

....................................................................................................................................................... 

2. Where does this road go to?  

....................................................................................................................................................... 

3. The clock doesn‘t go.  

....................................................................................................................................................... 
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Appendix 02 

 The Model Translation of the Test 

Sample One:   

1. The boy broke the window. (Ghazala, 1995,p.98).  

 وغش اٌصجٟ إٌبفزح 

2. We must break for lunch.(Ghazala, 1995,p.99). 

 ػ١ٍٕب االعزشادخ ٌٍغذاء

3. The prisoner brokethejail. (Ghazala, 1995,p.99). 

 فش اٌغج١ٓ ِٓ اٌغجٓ 

Sample Two:  

1.Can you make me a cup of tea? (Oxford, 2010, p.482) 

 ً٘ ٠ّىٕه أْ رذضش ٌٟ وٛثب ِٓ اٌشبٞ

2. The house is made of stone. (Baalbaki,2004,p.552). 

 إٌّضي ثبٌذجبسحش١ذ  /ثٕٟ 

3.  She was made a minister of health.(Oxford,2010,p.482). 

ٌمذ ػ١ٕذ ٚص٠شح ٌٍصذخ       

Sample Three:  

1. We don‘t know whether he is alive or dead. (Oxford,2010,p.37). 

 ال ٔذسٞ إْ وبْ د١ب أَ ١ِذ  

2. Before touching the electricity, you have tobe alive to the danger. (Baalbaki,2004,p.38). 
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 لجً أْ رٍّظ اٌىٙشثبء ػ١ٍه أْ رزٕجٗ ٌٍؼٛالت

3. The lake was alive with fish. (Baalbaki,2004,p.38). 

 وبٔذ اٌجذ١شح رؼج ثبألعّبن              

Sample four:  

1. Who‘s taken my pen ? (Oxford,2010,p.802). 

 ِٓ أخز لٍّٟ؟

2. What size shoes do you take?(Oxford,2010,p.802). 

 ِب ِمبط األدز٠خ اٌزٟ رٍجغٙب؟ 

3. I will take this to be your final offer. (Baalbaki,2004,p.946). 

 عٛف اػزجش ٘زا ػشضه األخ١ش

Sample five : 

1. She always goes home by bus (Oxford,2010,p.343). 

 ٟ٘ رز٘ت ٌٍّٕضي ١ِٛ٠ب ثبٌذبفٍخ

2. Where does this road go to? (Oxford,2010,p.343). 

 إٌٝ أ٠ٓ ٠ؤدٞ ٘زا اٌطش٠ك؟ 

3. The clock doesn‘t go. (Oxford,2010,p.343). 

 اٌغبػخ ال رؼًّ 
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Appendix 03 

University of Mohammed Seddik Ben Yahia/jijel 

Faculty of Letters and Languages 

Department of English 

Questionnaire 

Dear students, 

You are kindly requested to fill in this questionnaire, which is an attempt to gather 

information as a part of a research work . It aims at investigating the problems that EFL third 

year students might encounter in translating polysemous words from English into Arabic. We 

would be thankful if you could sincerely read and answer the following questions. Please tick 

in the appropriate corresponding box and give a full statement whenever necessary.  

1. Do you like translation tasks? 

Yes                                                                                  No 

2. How do you assess your capacity in translation tasks?                                      

a. Excellent                                                                 d. Average 

b. Very good                                                                e. Bad 

c.  Good                                                                       f.Very bad 

3. In which direction of translation do you find difficulties? 

a. From English into Arabic 

b. From Arabic into English         

c. Both 

4. At which level do you encounter translation difficulties? 

a. grammar 

b. vocabulary 
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5. Did you find any difficulty in translating the previous sentences of the test? 

Yes  No 

6. At which stage did you encounter problems in translating polysemous words?  

a. At the comprehension stage                                                       

b. At the rendition level stage 

7. On which factor did you rely in translating the polysemous words in the test? 

a. By sticking to the common meaning of the word     

b. By relying on the context of the sentences  

c. Others…………………………………………………………………………….

…………………………………………………………………………………… 

  

                                                                               

 

 

 Thank you in advance for your collaboration 
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  يهخص

ٍىٍّبد ٌجبِؼخ ِذّذ اٌصذ٠ك ثٓ ٠ذ١ٝ ث٘زٖ اٌذساعخ فٟ رشجّخ طالة اٌغٕخ اٌثبٌثخ فٟ اٌٍغخ اإلٔج١ٍض٠خ  رجذث

٘زا  فٟ رشجّخِٓ اإلٔج١ٍض٠خ إٌٝ اٌؼشث١خ، ٚرغ١ٍط اٌضٛء ػٍٝ اٌصؼٛثبد اٌزٟ ٠ٛاجٙٙب ٘ؤالء اٌطالة اٌّؼبٟٔ ّزؼذدح اٌ

فٟ ٘زٖ اٌذساعخ أْ اٌصؼٛثبد اٌزٟ ٠ٛاجٙٙب طالة اٌغٕخ اٌثبٌثخ  ٕبذث، افزشضٌإلجبثخ ػٍٝ أعئٍخ اٌجٚإٌٛع ِٓ اٌىٍّبد. 

شجغ إٌٝ وً ِٓ لذ ٠ ّؼبّٟٔزؼذدح اٌاٌ  األٌفبظفٟ اٌٍغخ اإلٔج١ٍض٠خ وٍغخ أجٕج١خ فٟ جبِؼخ ِذّذ اٌصذ٠ك ثٓ ٠ذٟ فٟ رشجّخ 

 ٙبِؼب١ٔ ٛاجبٍُ٘ لذ ٠زٚأٔٙ ػٍٝ دغبة اٌغ١بقفٟ رشجّزٙب  اٌّؼٕٝ األعبعٟ إٌٝ ٔمً لذ ٠جٕذٛا، ٚأُٔٙ إٌمًِشىالد اٌفُٙ ٚ

جبِؼخ ِذّذ ثرُ جّغ اٌج١بٔبد ػٓ طش٠ك اعزج١بْ ِٛجٗ ٌطالة اٌغٕخ اٌثبٌثخ فٟ اٌٍغخ اإلٔج١ٍض٠خ ثب٠ٛٔخ فٟ اٌزشجّخ. ٚاٌ

جّخ. فٟ اخزجبس اٌزش اٌّؼبٟٔ ِزؼذدح ِٕزمبح رذزٛٞ ػٍٝ أٌفبظ ٌز٠ٓ رّذ دػٛرُٙ أ٠ًضب إٌٝ رشجّخ جًّا اٌصذ٠ك ثٓ ٠ذٟ

جبِؼخ ِذّذ اٌصذ٠ك ثٓ ٠ذ١ٝ ثأظٙشد ٔزبئج اٌذساعخ أْ اٌصؼٛثبد اٌزٟ ٚاجٙٙب طالة اٌغٕخ اٌثبٌثخ فٟ اٌٍغخ اإلٔج١ٍض٠خ ٚ

، ٚفٟ ثؼض األد١بْ إٌٝ ِشبوً اٌثب٠ٛٔخ ٌألٌفبظ اٌّزؼذدح اٌّؼبٟٔ ٌٍّؼبٟٔ اٌّّزذح وبٔذ ثشىً أعبعٟ ثغجت ِشبوً اٌفُٙ

ًِب ػٍٝ اٌّؼٕٝ األعبعٟ ٌٍىٍّبد  أظٙشد إٌزبئج أ٠ًضب وّب .إٌمً ػٍٝ دغبة  اٌّؼبّٟٔزؼذدح اٌأْ اٌطالة اػزّذٚا ػّٛ

، ِّب أدٜ ثذٚسٖ إٌٝ ّشاد رشجّزٙباٌ ّؼّٕٝزؼذدح اٌاٌاٌغ١بق، ػٍٝ اٌشغُ ِٓ أْ ٘زا ٌُ ٠ٕمً اٌّؼٕٝ اٌّمصٛد ِٓ اٌىٍّخ 

ِؼٕب٘ب األعبعٟ ، فٟ ٌزفغ١ش٘ب  ِغبسػزُٙ ٌّؼبٟٔ، ٚا ثغجت رجبٍُ٘ٙ ٌٍّؼبٟٔ اٌثب٠ٛٔخ ٌألٌفبظ اٌّزؼذدحرشجّبد ثال ِؼٕٝ ، 

 دفؼُٙ إٌٝ رشجّزٙب ثشىً خبطئ.ِّب 
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Résumé 

La présente étude tente d'examiner la traduction des mots polysémiques de l'anglais en 

arabe par les étudiants de troisième année d‘anglais de l'Université Mohammed Seddik 

Benyahia- Jijel, mettant en vedette les difficultés rencontrées par ces étudiants pour la 

traduction de ce type de mots. Pour répondre aux questions de notre recherche, il a été 

supposé dans cette étude que les difficultés rencontrées par les étudiants de troisième année 

d'anglais à l'Université Mohammed Seddik Benyahia-Jijel pour traduire les mots 

polysémiques seraient dues à des problèmes de compréhension et de restitution, ce qui  les 

pousserait à rendre le sens courant des mots polysémiques anglais vers l'arabe au détriment du 

contexte, tout en ignorant les sens étendus du mot polysémique en question. Les données ont 

été recueillies au moyen d'un questionnaire adressé aux étudiants de troisième année d‘anglais 

à l'Université Mohammed Seddik Benyahia-Jijel, qui ont été également invités à traduire des 

phrases contenant des mots polysémiques lors d'un test de traduction. Les résultats de l'étude 

ont montré que les difficultés rencontrées par les étudiants de troisième année d'anglais à 

l'Université Mohammed Seddik Benyahia étaient principalement dues à des problèmes de 

compréhension du sens étendu des mots polysémiques sources, et parfois à des problèmes de 

restitution. Les résultats ont également montré que les étudiants s‘appuyaient généralement 

sur la signification première des mots polysémiques cibles au détriment du contexte, même si 

cela ne transmettait pas le sens voulu par le mot polysémique en question, ce qui aboutissait à 

des traductions sans sens, et qu‘ils ont souvent ignoré les sens étendus des mots 

polysémiques, s‘empressant de les interpréter dans leur sens le plus courant, ce qui les a 

conduits à les traduire à tort. 

 

 

 


