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Abstract 

According to most of the definitions, an idiom is a special linguistic expression whose meaning cannot 
be determined by the literal definition of the constituent parts, but rather refers to a figurative meaning 
that is fossilized and becomes known only through common use. This paper proposes that a consid-
erable number of idioms in Arabic are motivated by a systematic conceptual meaning. The systematic 

motivation is derived from a set of conceptual mappings that is obtained between a source and a tar-
get domain on the basis of Cognitive Theory of Metaphor developed by Lakoff and Johnson (1980). 
Despite the existence of numerous studies on this phenomenon in English (Lakoff and Johnson, 
1980; Lakoff, 1987; Gibbs & O'Brien, 1990; Kövecses & Szabó, 1996; Benczes, 2002), it has not been 
the focus of much attention in Arabic. In an attempt to fill in this gap in the literature, the present study 
investigates how the Cognitive Theory of Metaphor works on some hand idioms in Arabic. After exam-
ining the data, a particular interest is directed to the syntactic features of the corpus. The internal se-
mantic structure of idioms has been taken into consideration by testing how Langlotz’s (2006) idiomat-
ic activation-sets model of idiom semantics operates over the data. The investigation has shown how 
the hand is being conceptualized in Arabic idioms. In addition, two of Langlotz’s (2006) idiomatic acti-
vation-sets models have been applied effectively to the idioms of the study. 

Keywords: hand idioms, Arabic idioms, conceptual structure, Cognitive Theory of Metaphor, activa-

tion-sets model 

Introduction 

The assumption that idioms are “dead” metaphors has been rejected by cognitive linguists (e.g. 
Gibbs, 1980; Gibbs, 1993; Gibbs & O’Brien 1990; Gibbs et al., 1997). Cognitive linguistics, which is a 
relatively modern school of linguistics, has originally emerged in the early 1970s. It has been as-
sumed by cognitive linguists that language reflects our conceptual structure and organization. They 
further argue that there exists a common conceptualising capacity, which derives from shared aspects 
of human cognition.  
Lakoff and Johnson (1980) maintain that people generally conceptualise the ‘nonphysical’ in terms of 
the ‘physical’, and the main source of our physical experience in the world is our body and its interac-
tion with the environment. Such view proposes that one of the most predominant source domains by 
which we understand target domains is the human body. 
This paper aims at studying the phenomenon of employing body in the conceptualization of other ab-
stract concepts in Arabic by means of the examination of the conceptual structure of hand idioms. 
However, the paper does not aim at creating a detailed analytical study of all existing hand idioms in 
Arabic dictionaries; it only focuses on one idiomatic area which is the hand under a special thematic 
classification. 

Selected Literature Review 

There have been a number of studies attempting to describe the conceptualization of idioms. 
The conceptuality of idioms designates the idea that the meaning of the components of an idiom 
might be related to the concept to which the idiom essentially refers to.  
Lakoff and Johnson (1980) investigate the systematicity of metaphorical concepts. In Lakoff’s (1987) 
study, it has been stated that conventional images play a very essential role in language, especially in 
the case of idioms. Lakoff asked hundreds of people about what image they have of the expression 
keeping someone at arm's length, and quite remarkably there was a rather high degree of systema-
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ticity among the replies. The results prompted Lakoff to conclude that in a large number of idioms 
meaning is not arbitrary but motivated. Motivation arises from conventional images, conceptual meta-
phors which provide the “link" between the idiom and its meaning. Lakoff and Turner (1989) study the 
two levels of metaphor: the conceptual and the linguistic. 
Gibbs & O'Brien (1990) attempt to investigate further Lakoff's view in an experiment where subjects 
were asked to answer detailed questions on their mental images of twenty-five common idioms. They 
find a surprisingly high level of similarity in the way the subjects conceptualised the idioms. 
Kövecses and Szabó (1996) present a study on the analysis of those English idioms which have to do 
with the human hand. It has been found that the conventional knowledge on the use of the hand give 
rise to some idioms. They claim that one of the most popular metaphors in English for idioms based 
on the hand is the hand stands for the person, which motivates a large number of idioms. Further-
more, Benczes (2002) studies the conceptualization of the head in English idioms. She also examines 
how the various idioms stand in close relation. 
In his study, Langlotz (2006) goes further and examines the internal semantic structure of idioms and 
creates a model of idiom conceptual motivation by means of idiomatic activation-sets. These idiomatic 
activation-sets make use of various symbolic and semantic substructures associated with the idiom, 
the coordination and activation of which triggers the behaviour of the idiom. He also states that not all 
idioms require activation of component structures on every occasion of use, nor are they activated at 
the same level of intensity.  
It is worth pointing out that despite the existence of numerous studies on metaphorical idioms, Arabic 
idioms in particular have not been the focus of much research.  

Significance and Hypothesis  

Since the majority of the previous research has been conducted on English idioms; and relatively few 
studies were done in Arabic, this paper is intended to fill in this gap by testing the assumption which 
suggests that the Cognitive Theory of Metaphor could be applicable to Arabic idioms and by examin-
ing the appropriateness of Langlotz’s idiomatic activation-sets model of idiom semantics.  

Theoretical Framework  
Within the framework of Cognitive Theory of Metaphor developed by Lakoff and Johnson (1980), the 
idioms in this paper have been examined and analyzed. A special attention is also paid to the applica-
tion of Langlotz’s (2006) activation-sets model. 
According to the Cognitive Theory of Metaphor, metaphors are conceived to be conceptual rather 
than a linguistic phenomenon, which indicates that metaphorical expressions detected in any lan-
guage mirror the metaphors that exist at a conceptual level. By presenting an analysis of a large 
number of words and phrases from the English language, Lakoff and Johnson (1980) account for this 
argument, which evidently explains the systematicity of metaphorical concepts.  
Taking idioms into consideration, Lakoff and Turner (1989) claim that, including idioms, there are two 
levels of metaphor: the conceptual and the linguistic. At the conceptual level, a metaphor is a relation-
ship between two concepts, one of which functions as the source and the other as the target. A 
source domain is a concept, usually a concrete entity, which is metaphorically used to provide the 
means of understanding another abstract concept. A target domain, on the other hand, is a conceptu-
al domain that we try to understand. The particular relation between source and target domains, 
which is regarded as the ontological mapping, is based on the basic conceptual correspondences be-
tween the two domains. 
For example, Lakoff and Johnson(1980) assume, that the conceptual domain of ARGUMENT is struc-
tured in terms of WAR based on linguistic evidence in the form of phrases such as Your claims are 
indefensible, He attacked every weak point in my argument, and His criticisms were right on target. 
Here, WAR is understood to be the source domain, which is mapped onto the target domain of 
ARGUMENT. A conceptual mapping is a set of correspondences between elements in the two do-
mains, where the source is a more concrete concept and the target a more abstract one. In this case, 
mapping knowledge from the domain of WAR onto the domain of ARGUMENTS allows us to reason 
about one in terms of the other (Lakoff 1993: 207). The conceptual metaphor ARGUMENT IS WAR is 
far from being an isolated example. In fact, Lakoff and Johnson claim that our conceptual system is 
fundamentally metaphorical. 
In his book Idiomatic Creativity, Langlotz (2006) studies the internal semantic structure of idioms and 
explains his model of idiom motivation by means of idiomatic activation-sets. ‘Activation-sets’ is the 
term used by Langlotz to refer to "the mental network that can be potentially activated when an idiom 
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is used” (Langlotz 2006: 95).  He examines the activation which triggers the behaviour of the idiom. 
Accordingly, four models are created for different groups of idioms. First, idioms with literal composi-
tionality, global motivation and figurative-literal isomorphism are grouped (e.g. spill the beans).  Se-
cond, idioms with literal compositionality, global motivation, figurative-literal isomorphism and constit-
uental motivation are discussed (e.g.  swallow the bitter pill). Third, idioms with only literal composi-
tionality and global motivation are examined (e.g. grit’s one teeth). Fourth, idioms with literal composi-
tionality but with neither motivation nor isomorphism are grouped (e.g. kick the bucket). It is worth 
emphasizing that only two of them operate with the data in our corpus. 

Research Methodology 

It must be stated that the data under consideration has been selected to create a corpus particularly 
for the purpose of this study. The corpus contains twelve idioms each one of which includes the term 
hand. The main resources for these metaphorical idioms are Dawod (2003) and McLoughlin (1988). 
Out of the total (2385) idioms in Dawod’s (2003) dictionary, which include classical and spoken idi-
oms, 7 of the most common hand idioms corresponding to the thematic classification of the study 
have been selected. As for McLoughlin’s (1988) dictionary, 5 hand idioms have been chosen amongst 
(985) idioms; and the selection was according to the most representative idiom of the thematic classi-
fication. The categorization of idioms takes into consideration the meaning of each idiom as a whole 
which is affected by the meanings of the individual parts of the idiom in question. The classification in 
this study is according to the thematic field the idiom belongs to which includes: cooperation, authori-
ty, value, robbery, power and disability.  
The investigation starts with the literal meaning of each idioms; then it proceeds to present how these 
words are used in the conceptual structure of the idioms to express metaphorically another meaning. 
This meaning is the combination of two different conceptual levels one of the source domain and the 
other of the target domain with a consideration of the semantic mapping between the two domains. 
The representation and analysis of these idioms mainly relies on the Cognitive Theory of Metaphor 
developed by Lakoff and Johnson (1980). 
In the discussion, a special attention is paid to the syntactic structure of the idioms. Each idiom is be-
ing analysed syntactically in order to explore the syntactic features of the corpus. Then, a particular 
interest is directed to the internal semantic structure of the idioms. The paper finally ends with a con-
clusion and some suggestions for further research.    

Data Analysis 

Apart from its frequent use in Arabic language, the hand is associated with a great variety of mean-
ings as can be seen in (1): 
hand, terminal part, upper limb, pointer, function, physical assistant, help, participant, a specialized 
person, degree of reliability, strength, force, possession, ownership, keeping, power, jurisdiction, care, 
involvement, participation, influence, effect, aptitude, ability, movement, occupation, work, reach, 
touch, give, pass, hold, take, evidence, craftsmanship, artistic skill, manner of performing, permission, 
commitment, transmit, to distribute freely, to administer, near, imminent, easily, control, availability, 
concede... etc.   
In the following table, semantic extensions that represent the thematic classification of the data are 
being listed. Then, we will propose some explanations for the underlying conceptual structure for each 
idiom. 
Table1. The Semantic Extensions of the idioms 

Semantic Extension Idioms 

Cooperation  االيیدد االووااحددةة التصفقق 'One hand cannot applaud' 
أأخذذ بيیددهه   ‘Take by the hand’, 

Authority لهھ االيیدد االططوولى في ‘He has a stretched out hand on ...’ 
     ’... Put a hand on‘ ووضع يیددهه على

Value    اايیدديي االيیميینن ‘My right hand’ 
 ’From hand to hand‘ منن اايیدد إليیدد
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Robbery إإيیددهه ططوويیلهھ ‘His hand “arm” is long’ 
 ’His hand is light‘ إإيیددهه خفيیفهھ

Retributive Power ضرربب على يیددهه  ‘To strike on the hand’        
 ’To strike with a hand of iron‘  ضرربب بيیدد منن حدديیدد

Disability   مكتووفي ااأليیدديي  ‘With tied hands’ 
 ’A perceptive eye and a short hand‘  االعيینن بصيیررةة ووااليیدد قصيیررةة

Hand for Cooperation 

التصفق االيید االوااحدةة    .1                                  
'alyad 'alwaḥida lātuṣaffiq 
The hand the one not clap 
    S         Adj         V  
'One hand cannot applaud'  
In the above idiom, the concept of cooperation in the target domain is metaphorically established in 
the image of clapping in the source domain. The concrete entity, which is the single hand, represents 
symbolically a person who is in need for the help and support of others. The semantic mapping be-
tween the source and the target domain is built on the need for a partner.  
 أأخذ بيیدهه    .2              
'akhadha biyadihī 
Take with hand-his.       
 V      P       N      
‘Take by the hand' 
The image of a person taking another person by his hand to help him out in the source domain con-
ceptualizes the notion of cooperation in the target domain. This experiential image conventionally in-
dicates support and assistance. The mapping that constitutes the metaphor is the provided help in 
both the source and the target domain.   

Hand for Authority 

 لهھ االيید االطولى في ...
lahu 'alyad 'aṭṭūlā fī ...  
for him hand long in 
  P  Pr    N    Adj.  P  
‘He has a stretched-out hand on ...’ 
It is culturally established that a man with a stretched-out hand is a powerful person. The image of 
such a stretched-out hand in the source domain metaphorically symbolizes the concept of authority in 
the target domain. The metaphorical depiction is built on the power and influence, which are associat-
ed with both domains, and serves as the cognitive mapping in this idiom. 
ىووضع يیدهه عل ...    .4                           
waḍaca yadahu calā  
Put his hand on 
V       S       P  
'Put his hand on ...'  
The theme of illegal possession is metaphorically and conventionally built on the image of a hand be-
ing put over some properties in the source domain. As in the previous idiom, authority is the target 
domain. The metaphorical mapping that links the target and the source is the idea of effect and power 
(though illegal power here) which is shared between the two domains. 

Hand for Value 

 ....اايیديي االيیميین   .5             
'alyad 'alyamīn 
Hand the right. 
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   N        Adj. 
‘... is the right hand' 
Globally, most of the people are right-handed. The right hand being the concrete source domain con-
ceptualizes the abstract notion of high value in the target domain. The significance of the right hand to 
the extent that almost nobody can work without it facilitates the figurative image. Also, the wide scope 
of the source domain which includes work and importance constitutes the metaphor and represents 
the semantic mapping for this idiom.  
               ... من اايید إليید   .6             
min 'īd li'īd 
... from hand to hand 
       P      N     P   N 
‘... from hand to hand' 
The concept of low value in the target domain is inferred from the experiential picture of something 
being passed-around from hand to hand in the source domain. This theme is contrasted to the theme 
of the high value in the previous idiom. If something possesses a high value, it will be kept out of 
reach opposing to the passed-around object. The metaphorical mapping in this idiom is based on the 
idea of being circulated or rotated till loosing the presupposed worth.   

Hand for Robbery 

 إإيیدهه ططويیلهھ    .7             
'īdu ṭawīla 
Hand-his (is) long.        (hidden verb) 
  N        V      Adj. 
‘His hand is long' 
In Arabic as in some other cultures, it is conventionally believed that the long hand represented in this 
metaphorical idiom as a source domain is associated with robbery in the target domain. The concrete 
image of the long hand evokes another image which is the ability of reaching that constitutes the se-
mantic mapping. Yet, reaching in this particular case goes beyond legal boundaries and symbolises 
robbery.  
 إإيیدهه خفيیفهھ   .8             
'īdu khafīfa 
Hand-his (is) light.        (hidden verb) 
  N        V      Adj. 
‘His hand is light' 
The light hand as an experiential source domain could figuratively symbolise robbery as the target 
domain in modern Arabic background depending on the context. Since the light hand is culturally as-
sociated with skilfulness, an expert thief should have a light hand that nobody can even notice its skil-
ful movement. The semantic mapping between the source and the target domain in this metaphorical 
idiom is based on the preconception of skilfulness.  

Hand for Retributive Power 

             ضربب على يیدهه    .9             
ḍaraba cala yadihi 
Strike on hand-his.        
  V     P    N-Pr.     
‘To strike on the hand' 
This idiom denotes retributive power as the abstract image in the target domain. This metaphorical 
image is conceptualized by the predicate ‘ḍaraba’, which means strike, as the source domain. The hit, 
which is supposedly done through the hand of a powerful authority, is also on the hand of the object in 
order to prevent carrying out the action. Since both power and striking can symbolise force, the meta-
phorical mapping between the target and the source domain is established by the idea of force.    
 ضربب بيید من حديید    .10           
ḍaraba biyad min ḥadīd 
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(He) strike with hand of iron.      (hidden subject) 
  Pr.    V    P     N      P   N 
‘To strike with a hand of iron' 
The image of striking in this idiom is different from the one in the previous idiom. The action of striking 
here is done with a brutal hand of iron which presents the experiential source domain. The mention of 
iron in this figurative depiction implicates strength and brutality to symbolise an oppressive power in 
the target domain. This idiom has the potential to structure the metaphor cognitively through two dif-
ferent sets of mapping for the same conceptual metaphor. The two metaphorical mapping sets are 
strength and oppression that link both the target and the source domain.    

Hand for Disability  
 مكتوفي ااأليیديي    .11                       
maktūfi 'al'aydī 
Tied hands. 
 Adj    N  
'With tied hands' 
The cognitive relation between hands and movement is globally established. Thus, the theme of disa-
bility in the target domain is metaphorically based on the image of the tied hands in the source do-
main. Being unable to move, tied hands offer neither help nor support and they stand up disabled. 
The semantic mapping between the two domains is built on the lost movement that is shared between 
them. 
 االعيین بصيیرةة ووااليید قصيیرةة    .12                       
  -     'alcayn bașīra walyad qașīra 
                          -     the eye (is) perspective and the hand (is) short 
                          -           S    (V)       adj           C        S       (V)   adj        (hidden verbs) 
                          -     ‘A perceptive eye and a short hand’      
Disability is the target domain which is conventionally associated with the metaphorical image of the 
short hand in the source domain. The hand is being hindered from reaching things not by being tied 
as in the previous idiom but by being short and incapable to be extended out to get the intended ob-
ject. The metaphorical depiction is built on the inability to reach, which is cognitively associated with 
both domains, and serves as the mapping in this idiom. 

Discussion 

The finding of this study agrees with Benczes's (2002) study of the head in English idioms in that the 
analysis gave a clear picture of how the hand is conceptualized in Arabic idioms, and how the various 
idioms stand in close relation under the thematic classification.  
It has also been found that a large number of idioms is motivated by the metaphor based on the im-
age of hand in which the hand stands for the person which also agrees with Kövecses and Szabó 
(1996) study on English idioms.  
In the following subsections the syntactic structure of the idioms in the corpus will be discussed. The 
internal semantic structure of Idioms will be also investigated through the application of Langlotz’s 
(2006) activation-sets models of idiom semantics.   

Syntactic Structure of Idioms  

From a syntactic point of view, the data analysis indicates that there are various grammatical struc-
tures that can be found in the corpus. Verbal Sentences and Adjectival Noun Phrases (NPs) are the 
most frequent forms in the data; whereas Nominal Sentences and Adjectival Prepositional Phrases 
show fewer occurrences than the previous two. Idioms like: 'akhadha biyadihī, waḍaca yadahu calā, 
ḍaraba cala yadihi and ḍaraba biyad min ḥadīd are considered Verbal Sentences since they start with 
a verb; and thus verb-initial sentences. In such cases, the whole sentence represents the idiom it 
conceptualize not a particular part.  
Consider now the following idioms: 'alyad 'alyamīn, 'īdu ṭawīla, 'īdu khafīfa, maktūfi 'al'aydī. Since each 
idiom is a Noun Phrase (NP), it functions adjectivally to modify somebody in some cases and/or 
something in the others. With regards to 'alyad 'alwaḥida lātuṣaffiq and 'alcayn bașīra walyad qașīra, 
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structurally, they are Nominal Sentences due to the fact that they are complete sentences which start 
with a noun. Concerning lahu 'alyad 'aṭṭūlā fī and min 'īd li'īd, they are the only Prepositional Phrases 
(PP) in the data. These idioms usually function as head modifiers in most of the cases. Table (2) 
demonstrates the dominant syntactic structures of the idioms along with the frequency of their occur-
rence in the corpus.  
Table 2. The Syntactic Structure of the Idioms 

No. Syntactic Structure Number of idioms Frequency 

1 Nominal Sentences 2 16.6675% 

2 Verbal Sentences 4 33.33% 

3 Adjectival NP 4 33.33% 

4 Adjectival PP 2 16.667% 

 Total 12 100% 

 

 Internal Semantic Structure of Idioms 

In his idiomatic activation-sets model, Langlotz (2006) investigates the mental network that can be 
potentially activated when an idiom is used. While creating his model, Langlotz makes use of various 
symbolic and semantic substructures associated with the idioms in order to constitute each idiomatic 
activation-set. Before applying this model to the corpus, four issues concerning the activation-set 
need to be addressed:  
Identification of the immanent symbolic and semantic substructures that form the activation-set of 
each idiom  
Characteristic connections between these substructures 
Various ways in which these substructures can be activated in an actual usage-event (in most cases, 
conceptual metaphors provide the activation) 
Not all the models are being used in this study. To be more specific, just two of them are examined by 
our data. 
Before proceeding in applying the models to the data, we will account for the symbols that are utilized 
along with their illustrations in the following table: 
Table 3. Langlotz’s Activation-Sets Symbols 

Symbol Illustration 

A, B Idiomatic constituent 

a, β Correspondent of A and B in the idiomatic meaning 

C Literal sense/ literal meaning; C = A ∩ B 

γ Idiomatic sense/idiomatic meaning;  γ = a ∩ β 

L Link = metaphorical grounds 

 Categorization by extension, bottom-up and top-down perspective 

 Composition, bottom-up and top-down perspective 

  
Amongst the four models of Langlotz (2006), two of them fit the corpus of the present study. Other 
models could possibly work out with other Arabic idioms.  

The First Model  

This model is constructed for idioms with literal compositionality, global motivation, constituental moti-
vation and figurative-literal isomorphism. For example, waḍaca yadahu calā ‘Put his hand on’ as illus-
trated by table (4) and figure (1). 
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Table 4. Langlotz’s First Model Formula 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Figure 1, First Model of Langlotz’s Activation-Sets 

 

The Second Model 

With regard to idioms with literal compositionality and global motivation, Langlotz has created this 
model. Such idioms may include: 'īdu ṭawīla ‘His hand is long' as shown in  table (5) and figure (2). 
 

Table 5. Langlotz’s Second Model Formula 

 

 
 
 

	  

β a 

B A 

Illegal	  possession	  

C 
Put	  his	  hand	  on	  

Authority	  

γ 
Extend	  his	  domination	  

his	  hand	  Put	  

his	  domination	  Extend	  

L 

L 

L 

 

[C] <- - -> [γ] is motivated by L 
[[A] <- - -> [a]] and/or [[B]  < - - -> [β]], both lexicalized and potentially motivated by L 
[C] = [A] ∩ [B] 
[γ] = [[A] <- - -> [a]] ∩ [[B]  < - - -> [β]] 

 

[C] <- - -> [γ] is motivated by L 
[C] = [A] ∩ [B] 
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B A 

A	  Long	  Hand	  

C 
His	  hand	  is	  long	  

Robbery	  

γ 
He	  is	  a	  thief	  	  

long	  hand	  

L 

Cause	  for	  
Effect	  

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2, Second Model of Langlotz’s Activation-Sets  
It is worth mentioning that out of the twelve idioms in this research, six can be analyzed to match the 
first model in which each idiomatic constituent goes with an experiential correspondent. These idioms 
contains: 'alyad 'alwaḥida lātuṣaffiq, lahu 'alyad 'aṭṭūlā fī, waḍaca yadahu calā, 'alyad 'alyamīn, 'alcayn 
bașīra walyad qașīra, maktūfi 'al'aydī as explained in the following table: 
Table 6. Langlotz’s First Model Idioms 

No. Literal Meaning (C) Idiomatic Meaning (γ) 

1 
'alyad 'alwaḥida lātuṣaffiq  

One hand cannot applaud' 
A single person cannot work 

2 
 lahu 'alyad 'aṭṭūlā fī 

He has a stretched out hand on ... 
He has a supreme power over… 

3 
 waḍaca yadahu calā 

He puts his hand on ... 
He extends hi domination over… 

4 
'alyad 'alyamīn 

The right hand 
The important person 

5 
'alcayn bașīra walyad qașīra 

A perceptive eye and a short hand 
Various needs and limited ability 
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6 
maktūfi 'al'aydī 

With tied hands 
With limited ability 

 

As far as the second model is considered, the relation between the literal meaning and the idiomatic 
meaning is motivated by the link L. Seven of the idioms in our corpus may represent this category 
which include: 'akhadha biyadihī, min 'īd li'īd, 'īdu ṭawīla, 'īdu khafīfa, ḍaraba cala yadihi, ḍaraba biyad 
min ḥadīd. The following table gives more details: 
Table 7. Langlotz’s First Model Idioms 

No. Literal Meaning (C) Idiomatic Meaning (γ) 

1 
'akhadha biyadihī 

Take by the hand 
To help 

2 
min 'īd li'īd 

From hand to hand 
Has a low value 

3 
 'īdu ṭawīla 

His hand “arm” is long 
He is a thief 

4 
'īdu khafīfa 

‘His hand is light 
He is a thief 

5 
ḍaraba cala yadihi 

To strike on the hand 
To stop an action by force  

6 
ḍaraba biyad min ḥadīd 

To strike with a hand of iron 
To give a strong punishment 

 

Conclusion 

In this research, we have examined how hand idioms in Arabic are motivated, where motivation arises 
from conceptual metaphors on the basis of conventional images which provide the link between the 
idiom and its meaning.  
In addition, we have investigated observed how people conceptualize the ‘nonphysical’ in terms of the 
‘physical’ based on part of the human body (i.e. the hand) in Arabic. We have also observed seen 
how various idioms stand in close relation under a thematic classification. 
Furthermore, the corpus has shown variety of the syntactic structures in the selected hand idioms. 
These structures include verbal and nominal sentences besides NPs and PPs. Also, the internal se-
mantic structure of the selected idioms has been investigated; and two models of Langlotz’s idiomatic 
activation-sets have been applied found to be applicable to all the data included in the study. 
To sum up, the study of the idioms under consideration has proved the hypothesis that the Cognitive 
Theory of Metaphor has been applied can be effectively on applied to Arabic idioms. In addition, 
Langlotz’s idiomatic activation-sets model of idiom semantics is evidently appropriate to operate with 
these idioms.  



The Internet Journal of Language, Culture and Society  
URL: http://aaref.com.au/en/publications/journal/ 
ISSN 1327-774X 

© LSC-2013 Page 40 
Issue 37 

Suggestions for Further Research  

The selection with which this paper has dealt is small and gives only limited examples of the amount 
of information that can be gleaned from the huge store of Arabic idioms related to the hand. A future 
study of more idioms where they fulfil conceptual functions can contribute to their semantic analysis 
and interpretation.  
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Appendices 

Transliteration Notes 

1. Arabic consonants and vowels used in this paper are transliterated with the following symbols: 
Arabic consonants 

 فف f زز z ء '

b بب s سس q قق 

t تت sh شش k كك 

th ثث ṣ صص l لل 

j جج ḍ ضض m مم 

ḥ حح ṭ طط n نن 

kh خخ ẓ ظظ h هھھھـ 

d دد c عع w وو 

dh ذذ gh غغ y يي 

r رر     

 Arabic Vowels 

Long Vowels Short Vowels 

ā اا a  َــ  

ū وو u  ُــ  

ī يي i  ِــ  

 
 
 


