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Abstract. Translating idioms, metaphors, and humor across cultures remains one of 

the most intricate and debated challenges within Translation Studies. Unlike literal 

language, these expressive forms are deeply rooted in cultural context, collective 

experience, and shared systems of meaning, making direct equivalence between languages 

difficult—if not impossible—to achieve. Idioms often carry figurative meanings that 

cannot be deduced from their individual components, while metaphors rely on culturally 

specific associations and conceptual mappings. Humor, in particular, presents an additional 

layer of complexity, as it frequently depends on wordplay, phonetic similarities, timing, 

and culturally bound references that may lose their effect when transferred into another 

linguistic and cultural framework. 

This article examines the theoretical and practical dimensions of translating such 

culturally embedded elements, drawing on foundational frameworks within Translation 

Studies and key concepts such as Dynamic Equivalence and Formal Equivalence. While 

formal equivalence emphasizes fidelity to the source text’s structure and wording, dynamic 

equivalence prioritizes the effect on the target audience, often requiring creative 

adaptation. The tension between these approaches becomes particularly evident when 

dealing with idiomatic and humorous expressions, where a literal rendering may obscure 

meaning or fail to evoke the intended response. 

Through selected examples and comparative analysis, the article explores a range of 

translation strategies, including cultural substitution, paraphrasing, explicitation, and 
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omission. It highlights how translators must navigate not only linguistic differences but 

also divergent cultural norms, values, and expectations. In the case of humor, the 

translator’s task extends beyond semantic transfer to the recreation of comedic effect, often 

necessitating significant departures from the original text. This process underscores the 

translator’s role as both mediator and co-creator, challenging traditional notions of 

invisibility and neutrality. 

Furthermore, the discussion considers the broader implications of these challenges in 

an increasingly globalized world, where translation plays a critical role in cross-cultural 

communication. It argues that effective translation of idioms, metaphors, and humor 

requires a high level of intercultural competence, creativity, and contextual sensitivity. 

Ultimately, the article demonstrates that translation is not a purely mechanical act of 

linguistic substitution but a dynamic process of meaning negotiation, in which cultural 

understanding is as essential as linguistic skill. By foregrounding the complexities involved 

in translating figurative and humorous language, this study contributes to a deeper 

appreciation of translation as both an art and a discipline. 

Key words: Translation Studies; idioms; metaphors; humor translation; cross-

cultural communication; cultural equivalence; Dynamic Equivalence; Formal 

Equivalence; adaptation strategies 

Introduction. In an increasingly interconnected world, the need for effective cross-

cultural communication has made translation an essential tool for the exchange of ideas, 

knowledge, and cultural values. However, translation is far more than a mechanical process 

of converting words from one language into another; it is a complex act of interpretation 

that requires sensitivity to linguistic nuance and cultural context. This complexity becomes 

particularly evident when dealing with idioms, metaphors, and humor—forms of 

expression that are deeply embedded in the cultural and cognitive frameworks of a given 

language community. 
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Within the field of Translation Studies, these elements are widely recognized as some 

of the most challenging to translate. Idioms often carry meanings that cannot be inferred 

from the literal definitions of their individual components, while metaphors rely on 

culturally specific imagery and conceptual associations. Humor, meanwhile, introduces 

additional difficulties, as it frequently depends on wordplay, ambiguity, and shared cultural 

knowledge. As a result, direct or literal translation in such cases can lead to 

misunderstanding, loss of meaning, or the complete disappearance of the intended effect. 

Theoretical approaches to translation, including Dynamic Equivalence and Formal 

Equivalence, offer different perspectives on how such challenges may be addressed. While 

formal equivalence emphasizes fidelity to the source text’s structure and wording, dynamic 

equivalence prioritizes the response of the target audience, often allowing for greater 

flexibility and adaptation. These approaches highlight an ongoing tension in translation 

practice: the balance between preserving the original form and recreating its function in a 

new cultural context. 

This article aims to explore the strategies and considerations involved in translating 

idioms, metaphors, and humor across cultures. It examines how translators navigate 

linguistic and cultural gaps, and how they make decisions that affect both meaning and 

reception. By analyzing the interplay between language, culture, and interpretation, this 

study seeks to demonstrate that successful translation requires not only technical skill but 

also creativity, cultural awareness, and critical judgment. Ultimately, it argues that the 

translation of figurative and humorous language exemplifies the broader role of translation 

as a dynamic and interpretive practice at the heart of intercultural communication. 

Literature review. The translation of idioms, metaphors, and humor has been widely 

examined within Translation Studies, as scholars have long recognized the complexity of 

transferring culturally bound expressions across languages. Early foundational work by 

Eugene Nida (1964) introduced the distinction between Dynamic Equivalence and Formal 

Equivalence, emphasizing that effective translation should prioritize the response of the 
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target audience rather than strict adherence to the source text. This functional approach has 

been particularly influential in addressing figurative language, where literal translation 

often fails to convey intended meaning. 

Subsequent scholars expanded on these ideas by focusing on cultural and pragmatic 

dimensions of translation. Peter Newmark (1988) distinguished between semantic and 

communicative translation, arguing that idiomatic expressions and metaphors often require 

communicative strategies that privilege meaning over form. Similarly, Mona Baker (1992) 

explored equivalence at different linguistic levels, highlighting the challenges of 

translating idioms and fixed expressions due to their non-compositional nature and cultural 

specificity. Baker proposed strategies such as paraphrasing, omission, and the use of 

culturally equivalent expressions. 

The translation of metaphor has also attracted significant attention, particularly in 

relation to cognitive linguistics and the theory of Conceptual Metaphor Theory developed 

by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson (1980). This theory posits that metaphors are not 

merely stylistic devices but fundamental structures of thought shaped by cultural 

experience. As a result, translating metaphors often involves transferring underlying 

conceptual mappings rather than surface-level expressions, which may differ significantly 

across cultures. 

Humor translation represents an even more complex domain, as it combines 

linguistic, cultural, and contextual factors. Delia Chiaro (2010) emphasizes that humor is 

highly culture-dependent and often relies on wordplay, phonological features, and shared 

cultural references, making it particularly resistant to direct translation. Similarly, Dirk 

Delabastita (1996) examined the translation of wordplay, proposing various strategies such 

as substitution, compensation, and adaptation to preserve humorous effect. 

In addition to these theoretical perspectives, more recent studies have explored the 

role of technology in translating figurative language. While machine translation tools have 

improved significantly, researchers note that they still struggle with idiomatic and 
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humorous expressions due to their reliance on contextual and cultural knowledge. This 

limitation reinforces the view that human translators play a crucial role in mediating 

meaning and adapting content for target audiences. 

Conclusion. The translation of idioms, metaphors, and humor across cultures 

highlights the inherent complexity of language as both a linguistic and cultural system. As 

this article has demonstrated, such expressions are deeply embedded in cultural context, 

shared knowledge, and cognitive frameworks, making direct equivalence between 

languages difficult to achieve. The discussion, grounded in key perspectives from 

Translation Studies and informed by concepts such as Dynamic Equivalence and Formal 

Equivalence, reveals that successful translation often depends on the translator’s ability to 

balance fidelity to the source text with the need to produce a meaningful and effective 

target text. 

Idioms and metaphors require careful interpretation and, in many cases, creative 

adaptation to preserve their intended meaning and impact. Humor, in particular, poses 

unique challenges due to its reliance on wordplay, timing, and cultural references, often 

necessitating significant transformation rather than direct translation. These challenges 

underscore the limitations of purely literal approaches and highlight the importance of 

flexible, context-sensitive strategies such as paraphrasing, cultural substitution, and 

compensation. 

Furthermore, the analysis reinforces the idea that translation is not a purely 

mechanical process but a dynamic act of intercultural communication. Translators must 

function not only as language experts but also as cultural mediators who navigate 

differences in values, norms, and expectations between source and target audiences. Their 

role involves making informed decisions that shape how meaning is conveyed and 

understood across cultural boundaries. 
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