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Abstract:

Language may be used non-literally for multiple reasons and to achieve various purpose and this
is a delicate nature which makes language so unique among other means of communications. The
major concern of this paper is to thoroughly examine the improper interpretation of the non- literal
use of body idioms particularizing the complications that Kurdish EFL learners may encounter
while attempting at interpreting such idioms in certain given sentences. The paper focuses on
revealing linguistic incompetence Kurdish EFL learners may encounter in this respect grouping such
incompetencies according to the percentages of the improper occurrences in the interpretation of
the body idioms, and, thus, demonstrating the significance of linguistic knowledge required for a
better and an efficient language performance. To examine the possible inefficiency of the body
idiom knowledge, a test compromising various body parts with non-literal sense in specific contexts
1s administered for the academic year 2023-2024. The results of the study reveal that Kurdish EFL
learners lack knowledge concerning how body parts can be used nonliterally and this results into
misinterpretation which can be grouped according to the influence of the linguistic factor resulting
into such misinterpretation.
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1. Introduction

Language is more than using words, phrases or sentences in certain contexts; it is a human
behaviour that needs all possible requirements to achieve various purposes, the most important of
which is communication. This latter significant purpose may have various spoken or written forms
which humans can utilize to express various ideas, achieve multiple goals, act and interact, do
things, motivate and all other possible purposes which are intended by speakers when they use
language in all communicative situations, contexts and talks.

It is beyond dispute that any language comprises a set of elements that are used to perform such
communicative purposes including words, phrases and sentences of various syntactic and semantic
structures. But this is not the whole picture, there is always more to be achieved by and through the
use of those elements. Sometimes, for certain intended communicative purposes, it is possible to
use a set of words or phrases combined in certain syntactic structures in a way that is entirely not
related to what they denote, rather, to what they intend to connotate so as to achieve a certain
purpose. In other words, sometimes we use certain words or phrases in a specific syntactic pattern
to give a meaning that is beyond their literal meaning which can be called the non-literal use of
language or the figurative one. The purpose of such special use of language varies according to the
intention of the speaker and according to the context whether spoken or written in which this special
use of language is performed. At this point, many factors beyond the use of language interfere such
as phycological, social, mental and other possible factors. But what is the purpose of such special
use of language? This question needs digging deep and deep to arrive at an answer that is often not
comprehensive because of the fact that humans’ mentalities and psychologies are so complex and
in a continuous state of change. Indeed, the non-literal use of language is an accumulation of long
years of experiences, events and interactions reflecting cultural, traditional, and social norms.
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The paper is an industrious attempt to reveal and explore how Kurdish learners approach interpreting
the meanings of some selected body parts in various contexts. In fact, mastering idioms in general
and body parts idioms in particular is so significant for learners seeking a better language
performance. Thus, the paper would be a great opportunity to explore thoroughly how those learners
approach this special non-literal use of language and, by doing so, there would be, hopefully, a precise
linguistic identification of their misinterpretation so as to be taken into consideration for future
recommendations and suggestions. The most important questions this paper raises can be listed as in
the following:

1. What are the major linguistic factors behind misinterpreting body idioms of non-literal use?
2. Why would such linguistic factors resulting into misinterpretation occur?

2. The Scope of Idioms

To have a better understanding of the overlap of the individual-whole meanings of idioms, it is
possible to consider a situation when, for instance, one says ‘I put my foot in it the other day at
Linda’s house — I asked her if she was going to marry Simon’ what does it mean? If you do not
know that “put your foot in it” means, say something accidentally which upsets or embarrasses
someone’ ((McCarthy & O'Dell, 2002, p. 6). Indeed, the area of non-literal use of language through
idioms would be a crucial and vital as far as having an efficient performance of language is
concerned. Knowledge of idioms with non-literal use can be assumed to have a great influence on
language process at the two main levels of competence and performance due to the fact that such
knowledge is a prerequisite for learners who will be capable of comprehending and using idiomatic
expressions, and, thus, they may have potentialities in making idiomatic choices similar to the way
the native usually do and ultimately learners will approach fluent language performance in various
communicative and contextual.

What is a prerequisite about such special use of language is to know precisely how this use can
be achieved when using language. Simply, idioms are the bridge through which one can arrive at
understanding the presupposed intended meaning of the non-literal use of language. In fact, idioms
are the forms of communication through which they usually go beyond the literal meaning of words
and phrases and thus understanding their meanings entails more than understanding what they
literally mean taking into consideration certain linguistic factors which influence their intended and
precise meanings (Stemmer and Whitaker, 2008). Hence, idioms, though look like any other piece
of language as they are aa group of words combined together within certain syntactic structures, are
not explicit since it is so difficult to expect what they mean based on their meanings when they are
used individually. In other words, the words which the idioms are composed of and which are to be
interpreted literally have entirely different meanings when they are used alone (McCarthy & O'Dell,
2002).

In fact, it is quite plausible to state the fact that the non-literal use of idioms in different spoken or
written communicative events or any other type of language interaction reflects the fact that they
resemble “frozen patterns of language which allow little or no variation in form and often carry
meanings which cannot be deduced from their individual components” (Baker,1992, p. 63). This
definition necessarily entails that the most important interpretative characteristic of such idioms in
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relation to language use is the whole meaning of the parts of the idiom together; the meaning of each
part is related to the other and not the individual meanings of each part in isolation. Meryem (2009)
states that it is not possible at all to rely on the meanings of the words that constitute the idiom
separately as it would definitely results into a total improper interpretation of the idiom. In other
words, the literal meaning of the words individually refer to a thing or imply an idea but when they
are grouped into a specific linguistic structure to make idioms of non-literal use, the meaning will be
entirely different as if they will turn into new words which are not related to their original literal
meanings at all. For instance, in “X breaks something with Y, Y typically is an instrument” but when
interpretating such interactive relation in language would be different from the literal idea or semantic
interpretation as ‘X’ which has an agent role may turn into the patient role as when saying ‘you break
my heart’ and here it is so important to state the fact such interpretation would absolutely go beyond
the literal interpretation (Sporleder & Li, 2009).

3. Body Idioms

Since the major concern of this paper is to verify how Kurdish EFL learners interpret idioms of
body parts used nonliterally and whether they encounter certain difficult linguistic aspects, an account
of interpreting such type of idioms is essential so as to efficiently understand how and why those
learners may misinterpret or encounter linguistic difficulties when dealing with the non-literal use of
body parts being idiomatic expressions.

First of all, it is worth mentioning that body parts are one of the major sources humans usually
exploit to express ideas, opinions, feelings and so on. In fact, they reflect the accumulated experiences
humans have in their lives in a wide range of communication, interaction and behaviour.

The spread of the non-literal use of body parts idioms has been possibly caused by the fact that
human beings give central importance to their bodies and are considered a bountiful source for
enriching language with various interesting and influential use of such idioms (Skara, 2004).
According to Manerko (2014), idiomatic expressions of the body parts used nonliterally are viewed
as ampule duplicate structure. She mainly divides them into groups according to the non-literal sense
they have as their distinctive features as in the following:

1) In the first group of body parts, head, eye(s), nose and mouth are considered as carriers since they
have this physical feature. According to this clarification, a simulated limit signified by the use of
the preposition in highly assist in featuring a body part (eyes, nose, mouth) as a perceived object.
For instance, the idiom ‘have eyes in one’s head’ means ‘to be attentive; to be able to carefully
watch the surroundings and, thus, ‘eyes’ are used to express a major pivotal distinction.

2) The body parts in this special sense might be open or closed if the meaning of the verb is meant to
indicate some limited intrinsic subpart of the apparent surface of the body part. This can be clarified
by the following example: if someone says © And then I'll be good and not open my head again’,
then he/ she may uses the phrase ‘open one’s head’ to express the idea that someone talks a lot to
the extent that he/she says everything in his mind. In fact, the paper is centered around such
interpretation with the aim of exploring, revealing and identifying why it might be possible. In the
second sentence Everything I say is wrong this morning. I'm frightened to open my mouth the
expression to_open_one’s _mouth means "to say something. the implication often being that
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somebody speaks too readily or indiscreetly". The difference between to open one's head and to
open one's mouth is associated with the positive in the first case and positive or negative evaluative
connotation in the second phrase (Manerko, 2014). As can be seen form the examples mentioned
earlier about body parts of no-literal use, they usually have this figurative sense of meaning only
when they occur with certain other words so as to have the non-literal use. In other words, body
parts accompany specific words so as to connotate various meanings and ideas beyond their literal
sense.

Additionally, it is also important to point out the fact that there are certain structures that shape the
use of such idioms as, for instance, when someone says ‘an eye for an eye’, the meaning is entirely
beyond the literal sense of using or describing the physical entity ‘an eye’ where the meaning might
refer to “the idea that people should be punished according to the way in which they offended”
(Dictionary, 1982). But why an eye is taken to deliver such meaning? Why not other parts? In fact,
the choice of any body part with non-literal use is subject to a number of various attributes and factors
that may go beyond language and must have had a great influence in shaping the non-literal use along
with the specific structures they may have.

It might be satisfactory to state the fact that such special use of language has been the result of the
physiological and physical body part; what is the function and the properties of this body part which,
later, is associated with non-literal use. Another factor is the convention which it represents in certain
cultural background where it is possible to annex the non-liter sense and, perhaps, some other factors
have largely interfered in shaping the non-literal meaning of a body part like humans’ imagination,
experiences, universality and so on (Aitchison, 2012).

4. Research Methodology
4.1. Sample

In this study, 25 Kurdish university EFL students majoring English as a foreign language in the
Department of English (4" stage)/ Cihan University/ Sulaimaniya/ for the academic year 2024-
2025, voluntarily participated to be the sample of the study. The participants’ ranged age was from
20-24 years old in both genders.

4.2. Research Design

To explore the performance of Kurdish EFL learners concerning the body parts idioms of non-
literal use and to reveal and identify the linguistic sources leading to the misinterpretation of such
idioms, the paper necessarily takes into consideration the quality and the quantity of the data
collected. As a result, the paper has a mixed-method approach which is the most appropriate
approach to arrive at precision and clarity in identifying the possible linguistic sources which
influence the performance of the learners and result into misinterpretation. In fact, this mixed-
method would permit the establishment of a solid ground for a deeper and thorough understanding
of how the questions of the paper are verified in addition to the fact that through using this method,
the findings would have a broad view to be considered and inferences resulting from the data
analysis (Enosh, et. al, 2014). There is no doubt that the quality approach would reveal much about
the nature of competence Kurdish EFL learners have when they interpret body idioms as it would,
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manifest the interpretation of the body idioms, then clarify why they may possibly misinterpret them
by revealing the linguistic inefficiencies they may have in this respect.

4.3. Data Collection & Analysis

The quantitative approach would point out to the most occurring misinterpretation to the least
one so as to find out what is the most occurring misinterpretation. So as to have efficient qualitative
and quantitative analyses, a test is carefully administered to elicit the answers of Kurdish EFL
learners and this test would ultimately manifest and demonstrate the aims of the paper. The test
comprises ten body idioms taken from McCarthy & O’Dell’s (2008) and Gomez (2020) (appendix
1) along with their key answers (appendix 2), so as to compare them later to the interpretations of
the learners. To this end, the test has reliability. The participants are asked to write down their
answers within the allotted time which was 30 minutes. Hence, the data to be analysed represent the
responses of the learners as far as how they interpret the body idioms grouping the responses in
accordance with the possible misinterpretations which are, in turn, grouped according to the
linguistic influence and attribute of the potential misinterpretation. The data analysis relies on
providing percentages for each linguistic factor resulting into possible misinterpretation.

5. Results

The results of the study reveal precisely the percentages of the misinterpretations of the body
idioms which represent ultimately how learners failed to interpret the exact meaning of the non-literal
use of each body idiom giving in sentences.

Table 1: Types of Misinterpretation Based on Each Idiom

Types of Errors
Failure d
. atiure due Improper The Lack of
Idio to i ) o
ms literal Percent non-literal Percent influen Percent linguistic Percent
. . age interpretati  age ce age knowledg age
interpretati on of L1 .
on
One 7 8.64 4 10.00 3 9.68 1 6.67
Two 8 9.88 4 10.00 5 16.13 1 6.67
eThre 8 988 5 1250 4 1290 2 13.33
Four 9 11.11 3 7.50 4 12.90 2 13.33
Five 7 8.64 3 7.50 2 6.45 0 0.00
Six 10 12.35 4 10.00 3 9.68 2 13.33
ieve 6 741 3 750 2 645 2 13.33
Eight 9 11.11 4 10.00 4 12.90 1 6.67
Nine 7 8.64 7 17.50 2 6.45 2 13.33
Ten 10 12.35 3 7.50 2 6.45 2 13.33
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As can be explicitly noticed, the results are distributed according the most frequent occurring
misinterpretation of the given body idiom within the sentences. Each idiom is given its own
percentage of misinterpretation according to the above-mentioned linguistic factors so as to have a
clear, thorough and a profound discussion about such misinterpretation. The percentages are arranged
from the most frequent to the least. This is beyond dispute very significant since the percentages
would reveal where would the learners misinterpret more and why such misinterpretation occurs.

Types of Errors Vs Idioms
10 10

Types of Errors

MR

ONE OUR FIVE SIX SEVEN EIGHT NINE TEN
Idioms
B Failure due to @ Improper non-literal interpretation @ The influence OLack of linguistic
literal interpretation of L1 knowledge

Figure 1: Bar Chart for Types of Misinterpretation of the Idioms

Table 1 and Figure 1 show the number of incorrect answers of the responders for each idiom across
the factors, and it is clarified that most incorrect answers belong to the first factor (Failure due to
literal interpretation), which is the highest 12.35% (10 incorrect answers) in idiom six, and the lowest
7.41% (6 incorrect answers) in idiom seven.

In contrast, the least incorrect answers belong to the fourth factor (Lack of linguistic knowledge),
which is the highest 13.33% (only 2 incorrect answers) in idioms three, four. six, seven, nine, and ten.
and the lowest (zero incorrect answer) in idiom five.

Such detailed percentages would ultimately direct the study to explore objectively the
misinterpretation of the body idioms taking into consideration the linguistic attributes which lead to
such failure. Finally, the results are to be generalized according to each linguistic factor so as to have
a more comprehensive and efficient percentages for each misinterpretation as in the following table:
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Table 2: Total Number of Misinterpretations within Factors

Types of Errors (Factors) Number of Errors Percentage
Failure due to literal interpretation 81 48.50
Improper non-literal interpretation 40 23.95

The influence of L1 31 18.56
Lack of linguistic knowledge 15 8.98

Total 167 100

The percentages of such errors by Kurdish EFL learners reflect their competence as far as the
knowledge they have about idioms in general and the body idioms in particular.

6. Discussions

The results of the study, based on the responses of the learners, are used so as to reveal, explore,
and discuss the occurring misinterpretations resulting into the errors made by learners. Such errors
mainly reflect the improper competence, and, thus performance of the interpretation of non-literal
idiomatic expressions.

It is worth mentioning that the discussion is based on the percentages of the committed errors for
each given idiomatic expression pointing to the linguistic factor, source or attribute resulting into
such failure. The frequency of the errors necessarily demands discussing the highest percentage of
errors moving to the lowest providing some examples from the collected data.

6.1. Failure due to literal interpretation

This linguistic factor has the highest percentage of errors which was %48.50 reflecting the fact
that learners highly misinterpret body idioms because they are linguistically incompetent in
recognizing that body parts are sometimes used nonliterally in specific contexts. As such, learners
heavily relied on the literal interpretation of the given body idioms; they are linguistically unaware
of the non-literal use though the sentences containing the body idioms have some other words imply
that there is more than the literal use of the body parts. This failure due to the literal interpretation
might be attributed mainly to the fact that the semantic knowledge of the learners is incompetent
which is, in turn, a possible result of not being exposed efficiently to such type of language use. In
addition, it might be plausible to state that the leaners while attempting at explaining the body
idioms are highly engaged with what the words mean separately; they are linguistically unaware of

the lexical relations between a word which might be a significant clue to understand what the bodv
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idiom intends to convey within sentences. Such failure implies that knowledge of idioms requires
additional attention to the non-literal use which is neglected by the learners. Ultimately, the entire
meaning of such an explanation is improper and irrelevant to the intended meaning.

To illustrate this type of failure more efficiently, a number of responses can be analysed in
accordance with the aforementioned discussion. The following are some of the incorrect responses
by the participants due to this factor:

Idiom (1a) ‘maybe to push because of the problems she has’
Idiom (1b) ‘shoulder is to be strong’

The responses reflect a total literal interpretation where the learners interpret ‘shoulder’ in
relation to the physical property as can be clearly seen when using the word ‘push’ in (a) or ‘to be
strong’ in (b). in fact, the literal interpretation results into a completely different meaning to be
conveyed where ‘blame the shoulder’ means ‘to take the responsibility of some action’. What may
motivate such explanation is also the word ‘problems’ as the leaners uses it in the explanation.

Here it is so convincing to state the fact that ‘shoulder; is used literally to imply an action because
of a problem. The entire explanation is physically motivated relying on the physical connection
between ‘shoulder’ and ‘problem’.

Idiom (2a) “it is the bill that have made by the company which contains the name of the foot”.
Idiom (2b) ‘he will step on the bill using his foot’

The responses show clearly that the learners explain the body idiom literally; he explains it by
relying on the word ‘foot’ and, thus, the focus is on the physical aspect of ‘foot’ rather than relating
it to the word ‘bill’. This literal interpretation results into a meaning which is not related to what the
idiom intends to convey and, thus, the misinterpretation occurs due to the focus on the physical
aspect of ‘foot’ as a part of the body associating it with the normal function as in (b) when the
learners associate it with ‘step’.

Idiom, (3a), “keeps Jana of standing....”
Idiom (3b) “save Jana on her toes....”

The responses above show that the learners focused on the literal interpretation of “toes”
which is semantically associated a part of the foot. In addition, the word ‘standing’ is highly
misinterpreted because the result of ‘toes’ and ‘standing’ would imply a movement while it is not
so at all. Thus, the explanation is directed to show the physical idea of standing rather than
explaining the non-literal use of “to keep Jana on her toes” as staying active and focus.

Idiom (4) “Here this line talks about Gina’s eye that you can understand everything in Gina’s eye”.

This response deals with explaining the body idiom “has an eye for” which carries the non-literal
meaning of being a good observer or to have the ability to notice in detail while the response shows
that the learner focuses on the concept of ‘eye’ physically ignoring the idiomatic tendency together
with the other accompanied words. Consequently, the leaner explains the use of ‘eye’ literally as to
look at someone’s eye to understand and not to relate the use of ‘eye’ with the proper meaning of
being a good observer.
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Idiom (5) “means hand in hand someone into another”.

This body idiom “hand in hand” is totally explained as having hands together (like shaking
hands” when the learner uses the word ‘someone’ he is directly referring to the physical aspect of
using a hand and that more than one person is involved.

Once again, the learner’s focus was on the literal use of hand as he/she refers to its literal sense and
not to what is beyond; hand in hand does not mean the use of hands physically but the fact that two
things happen at the same time.

Idiom (6a) ‘this mean a car hurt the arm and the leg’
Idiom (6b) * the driver is tired.... he used his leg and arm in driving a long time’.

Again, the failure due to literal interpretation is so implicit within this idiom where learners
associate ‘arm’ and ‘leg’ to an entirely physical activity. Here, the learners associate ‘car’ with body
parts which are usually used in driving and, hence, the misinterpretation is based on the improper
bilateral relation between ‘car’ or ‘driving’ on the one hand, and ‘arm’ and ‘leg’ on the other hand.
This might lexically demonstrate that the failure of interpreting the body idioms is due to a fixed
strategy followed by those learners who are entirely unaware of the non-literal use of such idioms
as their mental lexicon is directed towards physical association between body parts and the possible
physical activity each body part can naturally perform. Additionally, they are unaware of the
significant relation between body parts and other words which are so decisive in giving the body
part an entirely different meaning.

In the example above the word ‘cost’ is entirely ignored by the learners though it has a significant
role in shaping the meaning of the body part as, together, they create an entirely a new meaning.

Idiom (7a) ‘chin up which means ...raise your head maybe’
Idiom (7b) ‘he gets pain in the chin so it will be better gradually’

The responses imply that the learners have similar strategic lexical approach as with the previous
idioms; ‘chin’ is associated with physical movement as ‘raise your head’ in (a) or it is associated
with a kind of a physical issue as ‘he gets pain’ in (b). Both examples of such responses reflect that
the word ‘chin’ is being focused on as the centre of interpreting the idiom ignoring lexical relations
which are a prerequisite for a proper interpretation. What can be also noticed in (b) is the possibility
that there is an improper lexical connection as the learner connects ‘chin’ to ‘things will get better
soon” where he/she connects ‘chin’ to the words ‘better’ and ‘soon’ and this can be demonstrated
when he/she uses the words ‘pain’ and ‘better gradually’.

Idiom (8a) ‘pulling teeth is to make your teeth making sounds to ask for help’
Idiom (8b) ‘Bobby teeth hurt’
Idiom (8c) ‘Booby in his room is pressing his teeth, he is cold’

Such responses demonstrate the literal use of ‘teeth’ reflecting an entire association between
teeth and the physical activity they are usually associated with; ‘teeth make sounds to help’, ‘teeth
hurt, ‘pressing his teeth’. Such failure is because of the improper competency concerned with the
knowledge of non-literal use of language. ‘teeth’ is used in relation with what they usually
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physically are associated with’. What is obvious out of the responses of the learners is the fact that
the body part used in the sentence is associated with ‘disease’.

In general, what can be explicitly noticed about such responses is that the misinterpretation
occurs due to failure to recognize that body parts are used. Strikingly, the misinterpretation due to
this factor can be reflected in two main directions as the data analysis of the responses demonstrate;
firstly, learners misinterpret body idioms nonliterally due to improper association of the body part
with the physical function it usually performs.

Secondly, learners also associate the body part with ‘disease’. So, the misinterpretation due to
this factor is the result of the improper association of the body idioms with physical function on the
one hand and with disease on the other hand. This is certainly related to the first question of the
study and, for the second question, it can be stated that learners lack knowledge about the use of
body idioms nonliterally because they are, possibly, not exposed to such use of language in general
and, thus, they are entirely unaware of the significance of the lexical relations which play an entirely
a significant role in determining the meaning of the used body part.

6.2.Improper Non-literal Interpretation

This is the second linguistic factor resulting into misinterpretation of the body idioms. Within
this factor, some of the learners recognize that the given body idioms are used nonliterally as they
interpret the body idioms in relation to things other than their literal meanings. However, their
interpretation does not match the exact meaning. Linguistically, they are aware that the body parts
are used to mean things other than their physical performance; their literal interpretation, but the
interpretation is improper as they give meanings which are by far different from those intended to
convey. This might be to a large extent due to the improper lexical association they rely on when
attempting at interpretating them; they associate the body idioms with the neighboring words giving
an entirely new concepts ideas or thoughts. It can be states that within this factor they seemingly
rely on the words occurring with the body parts but giving them interpretation based on the
accompanying words and not to relate them to the body parts with which they occur as will be seen
in the forthcoming examples. Other responses show that some learners rely on the given body part
in isolation from other words within the sentences; they take the body part and attach to it various
ideas which are unmatchable. In this case, it is possible to state the fact that learners may have an
exposure to the nonliteral use of the body idioms but the exposure might be inefficient, awkward or
incomprehensive. All of this discussion can be more elaborated considering the following examples:

Idiom (1a) ‘shoulder the blame refers to lying’
Idiom (1b) ‘it is related to the difficulty because there was a problem’

Such responses demonstrate that there is a nonliteral interpretation of the given idioms as
manifested in the use of the words ‘lying’ and ‘situation’, yet, the interpretation is improper as it
deviates from the intended ones. In fact, associating ‘shoulder the blame’ with ‘lying’ is improper
at all and the linguistic factor behind such misinterpretation could be the lexical connection between
‘blame’ and ‘lying” where both might be hypothetically connected expressing a relation like ‘lying
leads to blame’. Thus, this response implies that the learner relies on the association between
‘blame’ and ‘lying’ ignoring the used body part. In (1b), the same could be applied where the word
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‘problem’ used in the sentence can be connected to ‘difficulty’ used by the learner and this sounds
reasonable as a problem usually means difficulty but sounds unreasonable when it comes to the
proper interpretation of the body idioms.

Idiom (4a) ‘an eye means charming’
Idiom (4b) ‘she is angry due to the way she looks’

Here, the responses demonstrate that the learners’ interpretation is centered around the body part
itself; they interpreted the given body part nonliterally relying on the possible interpretation it may
have or the usual association the body part is familiarized with. The use of the words ‘charming’
and ‘angry’ in (4, a and b) can be connected to ‘eye’ in a way or another reflecting the fact that the
nonliteral idea of using ‘eye’ is associated with beauty which is a usual mental image reflection of
beauty. In (4b) the learner centered his interpretation on the other possible nonliteral interpretations
the word ‘eye’ is usually associated with as when expressing the idea of anger by the way someone
looks. The inability to associate properly the boy part with the words with which the body idiom
can express the intended and exact meaning is the main reason for such failure. It can be also stated
that the other possible nonliteral interpretations are also present when learners interpret such idioms
but the nonliteral interpretation is improper due to connecting it to other unintended ones, which is,
in turn, due to the language exposure experience they have concerning interpreting such idioms.

Idiom (8a) ‘pulling the teeth is to start the fight’
Idiom (8b) “pulling the teeth it is about the thinking deeply’

Again, the failure due to improper nonliteral interpretation springs from the fact that the learners
centered their focus on the used body part associating it with ideas and other mental images which
can be reflected by the use of such idiom. In (8a), the learner associates nonliterally ‘teeth’ with
‘fight ‘as, sometimes, using teeth reflects anger and, therefore, the leaner might have associated the
mental image of using teeth with fight. In (8b), it is not really clear why the learner associates ‘teeth’
with ‘thinking’, but it might be plausible to express the idea that he/she may have associated ‘teeth’
with idea of thinking as, for instance, when people press or grind their teeth, they may show a state
of anxiety and, therefore, the idea of thinking can be related to the use of such body part. In such
responses, the learners miss the proper association between ‘pulling teeth’ and the intended meaning
as they attempt to focus on other possible interpretation of the body part.

6.3. The Influence of LI

This factor also influenced the interpretation of the body idioms as implicitly reflected by the
responses of some learners. The most important point to be mentioned about this factor is that
learners interpreted the given body parts nonliterally based on the influence of how they are used in
their L1 (the Kurdish language). This misinterpretation occurs because the learners are unaware of
the nonliteral use of the body parts in the TL (English language), and, therefore, they possibly, resort
to interpreting the body part according to the way it is usually associated with in the Kurdish
language or the ideas it is usually associated with. Though, the body part in L1 has more than one
nonliteral use, the learners focused on one nonliteral use which is common in the TL when they
interpret the body idioms. In all cases, this L1 influence results into the misinterpretation as can be
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considered in the following examples:
Idiom (4a) “an eye for means you are my eyes”
Idiom (4b) “this sentence mean I am at your service”

The responses of the learners demonstrate that they are largely influenced by the nonliteral
interpretation of the body part based on the way the idiom is used in their L1. In Kurdish language
the word ‘eye’ when used in many occasions reflects the idea of showing respect and readiness to
help and serve others willingly as in "l 553 48 A’ " gla an® ¢ "Olsla 4" "Ga sl M edSe g
which can be centered around the idea of “with my eyes” reflecting serving, respect and friendliness.
The possible linguistic factor of such misinterpretation is the fact that the learners are aware of the
nonliteral use of the body parts but are unaware of how to interpret them properly in the TL. Thus,
they may have resorted to translating the body part in their language then giving it a nonliteral
meaning which matches the one used in their L1.

Idiom (9) “cold shoulder refers to taking the responsibility’

This shows that the learner considered the word ‘shoulder’ in isolation from ‘cold’ and, then,
apparently, he/she based the interpretation on the way ‘shoulder’ used in Kurdish language where
it refers to " A 4 gla i "LE 4 QA" ¢meaning ‘taking the responsibility of doing something’ or
doing something together. Such influence is certainly due to the fact of being totally unaware of
what such body part means in English and, hence, it can be considered as an L1 negative transfer.
Ultimately, not being exposed to idioms in general and body part in particular is the result behind
such misinterpretation. What can be added to this factor is the influence of Kurdish language on the
performance of English which can be explicitly detected in some of the responses of the learners.

6.4. Lack of Linguistic Knowledge

This is the last factor which, to a certain extent, results into the misinterpretation of the body
idioms as the analysis of the learners’ responses demonstrate. Within this factor, some learners
could not interpret the body idiom at all as they entirely lack prerequisite linguistic knowledge, in
particular, lexical knowledge about some of the used body parts. This shows that there is an
incompetency as far as lexical knowledge of what some words mean.

Consequently, if the meaning is vague for learners, they cannot interpret only nonliterally but
also the literal interpretation would be also vague. The resulting misinterpretation can be observed
by the repetition of the body part using fillers as can be considered in the following examples:

Idiom (2a) “footing the bill is a kind of ...it is footing ....somehow not clear”
Idiom (2b) “footing is as you think....... it is about footing...... ”
Idiom (3a) “toes are things ....perhaps toes are belong to something”

The responses refer to the lack of knowledge of ‘footing” and ‘toes’ and, therefore, the
interpretation is not efficient at all. What can be noticed is that due to the fact that they do not know
about the meanings of such body parts, they repeated the words as they did not know the meanings.
Repeating the words might also reflect that their lexical retrieval is useless in attempting at
recognizing the meanings of the body idioms. Here, it is significant to state the lack of linguistic
knowledge is doubled; firstly, they do not know about the meanings of the words and, secondly,
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they have no idea about the nonliteral use.
Conclusion

Idioms are a group of words which usually convey a special meaning which is usually nonliteral
when used in certain contexts with certain words. Body idioms are one type of the idiomatic
expressions used nonliterally referring to specific meanings when occurring with certain words. The
meanings which such idioms have are entirely different from their original meanings. In general,
Kurdish EFL learners misinterpret body idioms due to certain linguistic factors which highly
influence their interpretation. The factors, as the percentages of the results demonstrate, comprise
the inability to recognize the nonliteral use of the body idioms and, thus, learners’ interpretations
are merely a literal interpretation. this might be linguistically justified due to possible insufficient
exposure to idioms in general and body idioms in particular, and this factor is found to have the
highest influence on the misinterpretation. Another factor resulting into the misinterpretation is
inability to recognize the exact and intended meaning of the nonliteral use of the body part; some
learners are aware of the nonliteral use of the body part but are unaware at all of the precise
nonliteral use due to awkward of inefficient exposure or due to other possible improper nonliteral
association of the used body part. To a lesser extent, the influence of L1 on the interpretation of the
body idioms is also found to be one of the factors resulting into misinterpretation. Finally, in few
cases, some learners demonstrate a total lack of lexical knowledge concerning some body parts
which, in turn, results into misinterpretation. All in all, sufficient knowledge about the body idioms
is a prerequisite if a better and a more efficient language performance is to be achieved.
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Appendix 1

Read the following sentences carefully and then explain the underlined:

Although others were also responsible for the problem, Sue decided to shoulder the blame.
Choose what you like from the menu- the company is footing the bill.

Having three sons under the age of five Keeps Jana on her toes.
Gina has an eye for detail so ask her to check the report.
Unemployment goes hand in hand with the social unrest.

This car may cost an arm and a leg.

Keep your chin up Things will get better soon.
Getting Bobby to clean his room is like pulling teeth.
. James did not like Nathan, so when he met him, he gave him the cold shoulder.

S R N

10. Can you give me a hand with this box? It’s too heavy to carry on my own.
Appendix 2
Key Answers
Shoulder the blame take responsibility for something bad
Foot the bill Paying

Keep someone on their toes makes someone stay active and concentrated

Have an eye for is good at noticing
Go hand in hand with happens at the same time or as a result of
To cost an arm and a leg to be very expensive
Keep your chin up to try to stay positive when things seem negative
Like pulling teeth to be very difficult
Cold shoulder to ignore someone
Give someone a hand to help someone
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