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This study investigates the ability of Jordanian learners of English as a foreign language
to understand color-idiomatic metaphorical expressions. It also examines whether gender
can have an effect on the participants’ ability to comprehend these expressions. Twenty
females and twenty males from Isra University took part in this study. The adopted
framework is Charteris-Black’s model (2002), which contains six types of metaphors to
compare and contrast different types of color idiomatic metaphorical expressions in
English and Arabic. A multiple-choice test containing thirty items was administered. The
results show that there are differences in the perception of the six types, with the most
difficult one being the third type. The results also reveal that there are statistically
significant differences between the participants’ results due to gender in favor of females,
suggesting that females have a better comprehension of color idiomatic metaphorical
expressions compared to males.
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Introduction

Figurative language expressions have been the focus of many research studies that
investigated the ability of EFL learners to comprehend and produce these expressions, with
special focus on metaphors, idioms and metonymies (Cacciari and Padovani, 2012, Zibin
and Altakhaineh, 2018; Zibin, Altakhaineh, Hussein, 2020; Abu-Joudeh, 2021).
Metaphorical expressions are omnipresent in our daily life conversations, to the extent that
some of these expressions can become completely non-compositional through time and
frequent use and in turn, they would have an idiomatic meaning (Kovecses, 2010). Cain
(2005, p.66) defined an idiom as “a figurative expression that usually can be interpreted
literally that takes a non -literal meaning”. For instance, the idiom “break the ice” means
to remove the tension when you meet a person for the first time. Another example related
to color idiomatic expression, which is “green around the gills”, reflects the conceptual
metaphor “sickness and death are down” where the concept of ‘sickness’, the target
domain, is understood in terms of the color ‘green’ or the source domain (Cacciari &
Padovani, 2012, p.506).
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The ubiquitous nature of metaphor in daily life conversations and its essential link to
the field of second language learning have motivated researchers and EFL teachers to focus
on examining as well as teaching these expressions in the EFL context. However, due to
their lack of semantic compositionality, idiomatic expressions that are based on conceptual
metaphors can be considered as stumbling blocks for Arabic-speaking EFL learners; they
may face problems in comprehending them because of the difficulty arising from
establishing mappings between the source and target domains at the conceptual level and
at the linguistic level, especially when there are differences between English and Arabic
(see Zibin, 2016) and between the individual words’ meaning and the meaning of the
idioms as a whole (Wasow & Nunberg, 1983). The investigation into the relationship
between metaphorical expressions with idiomatic meaning and language learning has led
researchers to new lines of inquiry where they explored the effect of certain variables such
as language proficiency level and gender on L2 metaphor use. Researchers such as
Galantomos (2019) suggested that females Greek learners have an advantage over their
male counterparts in the use of metaphorical expressions. In the context of L2 pedagogy,
other researchers (e.g. Bacon & Finnemann, 1992) argued that females exhibit higher levels
of motivation, comprehension, strategy use, exposure to authentic input, willingness to
confront and positive affect compared to males. Even in neurological and psycholinguistic
research, it has been suggested that at least at the beginning stages of learning L2, females
have an advantage over males due to their higher lexical-declarative memory abilities
(Ulman, 2005). However, counter-studies do exist, for instance, Fattahi and Nushi (2021)
reported that gender had no effect on metaphor use in TEFL students’ writings. Thus, the
results in relation to gender in this respect are still inconclusive.

With regard to Arabic-speaking EFL learners, several researchers have investigated
the comprehension of metaphorical expressions (e.g. Salim & Mehwash, 2013; Zibin,
2016; Abu-Joudeh, 2021). For instance, Zibin (2016) examined the ability of Jordanian
learners to comprehend metaphorical expressions in English, focusing on the role of their
first language in the comprehension process. Abu-Joudeh (2021) explored the ability of
Jordanian EFL learners to comprehend culturally bound idiomatic color expressions paying
special attention to whether L1 transfer plays a role in their processing of color idioms.
Other studies examined the difficulties that face learners and translators when rendering
idioms from English into Arabic (Khalil, 2010; Tameemi, 2016; Khalifah & Zibin, 2022),
yet none of these studies investigated the effect that social variables, such as gender, can
have on the comprehension of idiomatic color idioms and the difficulties that face males
and females in understanding them. Thus, this study aims to contribute to the still growing
literature on the relationship between mastery of L2 idiomatic expressions and social
variables such as gender. Specifically, the aim of this study is to examine the ability of
Jordanian EFL learners to understand color idioms in contextualized sentences, taking into
account their first language and their gender.

This study seeks answers to the following research questions:

1. To what extent do Jordanian EFL learners comprehend color idiomatic metaphorical
expressions in English?

2. To what extent does gender affect the comprehension of these expressions?

3. What are the problems that face these learners in comprehending English color
idiomatic metaphorical expressions?
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Literature review

Theoretical framework

Within the framework of Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT), the essence of metaphor is
understanding one concept or thing, usually more complex and harder to define, in terms
of another that is simpler through highlighting the shared similarities that exist between the
two (Lakoff & Johnson, 2003). In CMT terms, this understanding involves an interaction
between a more concrete ‘source domain’ and a more abstract ‘target domain’ where the
‘target domain’ is structured, at least in part, similarly to the ‘source domain’ through
unidirectional systematic metaphorical mappings that are established between them
automatically and unconsciously (Kovecses, 2010). An illustrative example that shows
how metaphorical mappings work is the conceptual metaphor “life is a journey”. Here, the
more complex target domain ‘life’ is viewed in terms of the simpler concept ‘journey’ to
facilitate understanding through establishing a set of systematic correspondences between
the two, i.e., metaphorical mappings (Kovecses, 2010, p.35).

When speakers use and interpret conceptual metaphors through their linguistic
manifestations, they do not need to be overtly aware of these mappings, but their
subconscious presence is imperative. Thus, one cannot decipher a sentence like ‘I see
myself at crossroads in my life’ without being subconsciously aware of the set of
correspondences that exist between ‘crossroads’ and ‘making decisions’ (Kdvecses, 2010,
p-3). These mappings make the sentence imply that the speaker is at a point where he/she
necessarily needs to choose a course of action that will affect his/her future in significant
ways. Thus, conceptual metaphors are reflected through metaphorical expressions that are
used by speakers on a daily basis, such as ‘my career has reached a dead end’. The main
tent of this theory is referred to discuss the results in the current study.

Previous studies on comprehending idiomatic expressions

Many researchers have examined the reasons behind the difficulties that face EFL learners
in comprehending idiomatic expressions (Zibin 2016, Zibin et al. 2020). Their aim was
mainly to provide pedagogical techniques that might help learners in acquiring these
idioms. These researchers have examined the comprehension, production, judgment of
transparency, judgment of familiarity, and translation of English idioms by Arabic-
speaking EFL learners and other EFL learners (Noor & Fallatah, 2010; Aljabri, 2013;
Galal, 2014; Salameh, 2015; Zibin, 2016; Xie, 2017; Abu-Joudeh, 2021). For instance,
Mamshag (1999) suggested that color idiomatic expressions present numerous problems
related to translation. The aim of her research paper was to examine the problematic areas
that interpreters might face when translating color idioms from English into Arabic. In her
research, 20 master translation students were sampled and their responses were analyzed
for meaningfulness and accuracy. The responses were divided into 3 categories which are
correct, semi-correct, and incorrect. The results showed that English color idiomatic
expressions are difficult to be translated because of cultural gaps between Arabic and
English.

In another study on idioms, Noor and Fallatah (2010) examined females’ ability to
understand English idioms. Sixty Saudi females, learners of English studying at Taibah
University, took part in this study. Two tests were administered: multiple choice and a
translation test. The results revealed that context plays a significant role in the process of
recognizing English idioms. In addition, idioms that have simple vocabulary and structure
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were more easily recognized and used compared with idioms that had complex vocabulary
and structure. However, the two researchers did not compare the results of the female
participants to those of male participants to examine the effect of gender on the
comprehension and translation of English idioms.

Aljabri (2013) investigated how L2 learners judge the familiarity and transparency of
English idioms and whether these judgments are related to the comprehension of idioms.
Ninety male participants, students in Saudi Arabia, took part in the study, and they were
divided into two groups based on their level of English proficiency. Three tasks were
administered which are: Familiarity Judgment Task, Idiom Comprehension Task, and
Transparency Task. The results revealed that students of level four had a higher score on
the familiarity task with greater accuracy compared to students of level one. Both groups
performed similarly regarding the Transparency Task. However, the researcher provided
no clear justification for the differences between the participants’ results on the three tasks;
thus, it is not clear whether their level of English proficiency was the only variable that had
an effect on their marks. In addition, since there was no comparison between male and
female participants’ answers, the effect of gender has not yet been examined.

Galal (2014) explored the conceptual differences between English patience idioms and
their Arabic counterparts. The study concentrates mainly on idioms that have similar
linguistic form with different meaning, using Conceptual Metaphor Theory as its
theoretical framework (Lakoff & Johnson, 2003). The study is based on a corpus of idioms
from both English and Arabic. The results showed that English and Arabic patience idioms
as motivated by conceptual metaphor theory are similar at the conceptual level but different
at the linguistic level. They share similar conceptual bases but have different linguistic
manifestations due to cultural differences between the two languages. The researcher
stressed the necessity of enhancing L2 learners’ knowledge of patience idioms through
explaining to them how idioms are motivated by conceptual metaphors that could be shared
between the two languages. Despite the value of the previous study, it can be observed that
it has only examined patience metaphors (one theme) and explored one type of
similarity/difference between English and Arabic in terms of conceptual bases and
linguistic expressions, while this study examines 5 types and also investigates whether
gender can have an impact on the participants’ comprehension of these types

Focusing on translation strategies, Salameh (2015) examined idiom comprehension
and the difficulties related to the translation of these idioms. The researcher asked the
students not only to give the meaning of the idiom, but also to translate its meaning in
another language. The aim of the study was to classify the translation strategies that were
used and the types of errors they produced. The study was quantitative and descriptive,
consisting of 60 females majoring in English translation, who were divided into two groups
based on their year of study, either the fourth or fifth year. The results revealed that the
participants did not encounter any difficulties in understanding these idioms, but the
problem appeared when they tried to translate these idioms to another language. The results
also showed that the participants used seven translation strategies and produced eleven
types of errors. While the study was more focused on translation strategies of English
idioms (see Khalifah & Zibin, 2022 for more details on translation strategies of English
metaphors), these idioms were not motivated by conceptual metaphors and again since no
comparison was done between male and female participants, the impact of gender is yet to
be explored.
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Xie (2017) examined the role of context in understanding English idioms. Seventy
students took part in this study, and 20 English idioms were collected from different
sources. The researcher employed two versions of the idiom comprehension task. The first
contained 20 idioms without a context. The students were asked to give the meaning of the
idiom either in English or Chinese. The second task consisted of the same 20 idioms that
were used in the first test, but this time the idioms were used in a short context. The results
showed that it was easier to understand idioms in context rather than being isolated. The
study also provided pedagogical implications that help teachers in teaching English idioms
in the classroom. Similarly, the current study provides the idioms in context but examines
the comprehension of five types of these idioms.

Regarding the role of gender, studies that showed the superiority of females’
perceptions of colors exist in the literature. For example, a study by Ayan and Qilian (1971)
noted that the ability of girls to recognize essential colors was better than boys. The study
involved children aged between five and six. At both ages, females performed better,
whether they attended school or not. This result corresponds with the current finding
indicating that females have better perception of color idiomatic expressions than males.

Based on Charteris-Black’s (2002) model of six types of metaphors, Zibin (2016) and
recently Abu-Joudeh (2021) explored the ability of Jordanian EFL learners to comprehend
English metaphorical expressions, focusing on the role their first language can play in the
comprehension process. The results of their study showed that the lack of similarity
between the two languages, either at the linguistic or the conceptual level, was the main
reason for the participants’ errors. This study is different from Zibin (2016) and from Abu-
Joudeh (2021) in that these researchers did not examine the effect that gender can have on
the comprehension of color idioms. Even though they adopt the same model, this study
integrates the social variable gender and tests whether it can have an effect on the
participants’ comprehension of color idiomatic metaphorical expressions that are based on
conceptual metaphors. This social factor could be worthy of investigation since females
are usually judged to be better with colors compared to males. For example, according to
Yang (2001), females outperformed their male counterparts in size and accuracy of color
vocabulary; thus, it would be interesting to examine whether females are also good at
comprehending color idioms. This study opens the door to the examination of the effect of
variables other than the level of English proficiency on the comprehension of idioms and
other figurative expressions. The next section presents the methods employed to conduct
this study.

Methodology

Sample

Twenty males and twenty females Jordanian EFL learners took part in the present study.
They were second and third year students majoring in English translation at Isra University,
Amman/Jordan, all are native speakers of Jordanian Arabic. Based on an English
placement test, only students who have an advanced level of English proficiency
participated in this study since the target phenomenon may require such a level (see
Charteris-Black, 2002). This suggests that the sampling method followed in this study is
not random since the researchers were interested in those students who only obtained a
certain result on the placement test. The researchers considered gender as an independent
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variable that might affect the participants’ results in one way or another. The data collection
took place in the second semester of the academic year 2019.

Data collection

Thirty English idiomatic expressions were selected from two sources: (1) the book of
idioms (2001) taught in the American language course at English language center at Isra
University, (2) the idioms dictionary (https://www.theidioms.com/). The selection of the
idioms was based on the correspondence or lack of correspondence between the conceptual
metaphor and the idiomatic linguistic expression in both English and Arabic. For example,
the conceptual metaphor LOVE IS A JOURNEY is reflected in linguistic expressions such as
‘this relationship has reached a dead-end’, ‘look how far we’ve come’, and ‘we are at
crossroads’, and these expressions also exist in Jordanian Arabic, as in:

o wsilna: la tari:? masdu:d

‘We reached a dead end.’

Test
A 30-item multiple-choice test, containing the target expressions in a short context, was
administered in this study. The contextualized sentences were used to examine the
participants’ ability in understanding idiomatic metaphorical expressions. The participants
had to choose the correct meaning of the idiomatic metaphorical expression. The multiple
choice options were designed based on Charteris—Black’s model (2002) with some
modification based on Zibin (2016) as follows: one correct answer, a primary distracter
(that gives the literal meaning of the idiomatic metaphorical expression), a secondary
distracter (which either gives a contradicted meaning of the idiomatic metaphorical
expression or it is related to the text in one way or another), and the last one is  don 't know.
The last option is given to reduce the chances of guessing by 25%. A slight modification
was made to the types of metaphorical expressions—the fifth and sixth types were
combined in one category based on the results of a pilot study, that is, a copy of the test
was piloted on 10 participants and the results showed that types 5 and 6 were equally
difficult to the participants due to cultural differences between Arabic and English. In other
words, the differences between the participants’ answers on these two types in the pilot
study were not statistically significant. In addition, the participants indicated that the
original test was too long (36 items), thus this provided more motivation for combining
types 5 and 6 as they target cultural differences between the two languages, and hence, the
number of items on the test was decreased. Therefore, in the modified version of the test,
the following categories were tested:

1. Type 1: This category contains metaphors that have equivalent conceptual basis and
equivalent linguistic expression, which means English and Arabic are the same at the
conceptual and linguistic levels, e.g. a white lie (see Appendix A). Thus, it can be
suggested that this category will be easier to comprehend through accessing L1
equivalent.

2. Type 2: This category contains metaphors that have equivalent conceptual basis and a
similar linguistic form in both languages. ‘Similar’ means that part of the expression
is the same in both languages while other parts are not. Thus, it is expected that this
type might be easy to comprehend as well but not as easy as the first type.
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3. Type 3: This category consists of metaphors that have different conceptual basis in
both languages but a similar linguistic expression (see Appendix C). This type could
be challenging for the participants to comprehend due to the difference in the
conceptual basis. It might also lead the participants to provide a faulty answer
because of the negative transfer from L1 to L2.

4. Type 4: This category consists of metaphors that have similar conceptual basis in
both languages but a completely different linguistic expression (see Appendix D). In
this type, the participants should avoid literal translation because the two expressions
are linguistically different. However, if they employ L1 conceptual knowledge in
comprehending L2, this type might be easier to comprehend compared to type 3.

5. Type 5: This type contains metaphors that have different conceptual basis and a
completely different linguistic expression; the difference between the two languages
under this category are cultural. All the expressions under this type in Arabic do not
have a color word compared to their English counterpart. These differences might
make this category the most challenging one to comprehend.

To measure the reliability of the test, Cronbach’s alpha was used to measure the

internal consistency of items on the test. Table 1 shows that the total score was 0.89 which
indicates a very good level of reliability.

Table 1. Reliability of the test

Reliability Cronbach’s alpha
1 0.78
2 0.70
3 0.71
4 0.74
5 0.78
Total score 0.89

The next section presents the results and provides a discussion.

Results and discussion

In order to determine whether there are any statistical differences between the participants’
results regarding gender differences on the five types of color idiomatic metaphorical
expressions, one-way ANOVA was used (see Zibin, 2016). Table 2 below presents a
summary of means and standards of deviations of accurate responses on the five types of
color idiomatic metaphorical expressions on the test, and Table 3 presents the results of
one-way ANOVA.

Table 2. Means and standard deviations of accurate responses on the five types of color idiomatic
metaphorical expressions

Gender
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Metaphorical Male Female Total

Expression Mean Std. Deviation Mean Std. Deviation Mean Std. Deviation

1 42 318 72 224 57 311

2 .38 280 .66 283 52 313

3 .30 .184 48 231 .39 225

4 28 230 .61 335 45 328

5 24 226 .55 287 40 .299

Total 32 185 .60 225 46 248
Table 3. Results of one-way ANOVA

Source SS DF MS F Sig.

Between groups 0.196 1 0.196 27.58621 0.000772

Within groups 0.0568 8 0.0071

Total 0.2528

An examination of Table 2 shows differences in the means of accurate responses on
the five types of color idiomatic metaphorical expressions between males and females.
Table 3 shows that the differences between the participants’ results based on gender on the
five types of color idiomatic metaphorical expressions are statistically significant
(p=0.000772< 0.05) in favor of females as their means are higher than those obtained by
their male counterparts. This suggests that the females exhibited a better comprehension of
color idiomatic metaphorical expressions compared to males. The remainder of this section
provides a detailed analysis of the performance of females and males on each type.

Type 1

Table 4 below shows the participants’ results on the first type of the target color idiomatic
metaphorical expressions.

Table 4. Type 1: Correct responses of each item on the test by females and males

. . Gender
Metaphorical Expression
Male Female Total
Std. Std. Std.
Mean Deviation Mean Deviation Mean Deviation
A white lie 45 510 .50 513 48 .506
Black market 40 .503 .85 .366 .62 490

To raise a white flag .30 470 .80 410 .55 .504
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Black listed 45 510 .70 470 .58 501
To give the green light .50 513 .70 470 .60 496
To be red in the face 40 .503 75 444 =y .501

Table 4 demonstrates that the scores of female participants on the first type are higher
than those by male participants on all six items. The idiomatic expression Black market
was the item that obtained the highest score by females (mean=.85), whereas the lowest
was White lie (mean=.50). Regarding males’ scores on the first type, the highest score was
on the item to give the green light (mean=.50), while the lowest was on the item to raise a
white flag (mean=.30), which was surprising since both English and Arabic share the
conceptual basis and the linguistic expression.

It is obvious that this type of English color idiomatic metaphorical expressions was
easy for participants to comprehend. This result was expected and is in agreement with
Zibin’s study (2016) which suggested that the participants might be able to access L1
conceptual and linguistic knowledge to process this L2 metaphorical expression. For
instance, both English and Arabic have the conceptual metaphor black is bad and the
linguistic expression black market, i.e. ssu:q sso:dah. Thus, the participants could have
used literal translation of the English expression. On the other hand, although English and
Arabic share the same conceptual basis and linguistic expression of the item white lie, it
can be suggested that females were distracted by the option ‘nice lie’ since in the Jordanian
culture, a white lie might be perceived as a good thing or a nice thing that one can do to
avoid embarrassment.

Moving to males’ results, it can be noted that to give the green light had the highest
score among the six items. This might be explained by the two languages sharing the same
conceptual basis, which means giving permission to do something. Conversely, the lowest
score was obtained on the item to raise a white flag. It might be the case that the participants
were distracted by the option ‘to hold a white piece of cloth up’ as it gives the literal
meaning. This may suggest that literal translation in this type could be counterproductive
in certain cases.

Type 2

Table 5 below displays the participants’ scores on the second type of color idiomatic
metaphorical expressions.

Table 5. Type 2: Correct responses to each item on the test by females and males

. . SEX
Metaphorical Expression
Male Female Total
Std. Std. Std.
Mean Deviation Mean Deviation Mean Deviation
Black as night 35 489 .85 .366 .60 496
To have a green thumb .30 470 .60 .503 45 .504

As black and white .35 489 .50 513 43 501
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To have black and blue face .35 489 .50 513 43 501
To roll the red carpet .55 510 .70 470 .63 490
To see the red light .35 489 .80 410 57 501

Table 5 shows that female scores on the second type are higher than those of males’
on all six items. The idiomatic expression to roll the red carpet was the one with the highest
score by females (m=.70), while the lowest was on two idiomatic expressions: to have a
black and blue face, and as black and white (m=.50). Concerning males’ scores on the
second type, the highest score was on the idiomatic expression to roll out the red carpet
(m=.55), whereas the lowest was on the idiomatic expression to have a green thumb
(m=.30).

To further examine similarities between the color idioms in the two languages, the
metaphorical expression black as night and its similar counterpart in Jordanian spoken
Arabic sawa:d ?al layl have the same conceptual basis: somewhere very dark. The two
languages employ ‘the night’ as the source domain to express the concept of darkness. Due
to the fact that the conceptual bases are the same and the linguistic expressions are similar,
this type was not very challenging for the participants to comprehend but it was not as easy
as the first type since in the latter, the two languages share both the conceptual basis and
the linguistic expression. Similarly, the expression to roll the red carpet had the highest
scores by both females and males. In Jordanian Arabic, we say ‘nufruf ?il sidzadih ?il
hamra’; both the English and the Arabic expression indicate giving someone a warm
welcome.

What was not expected is the scores on the expression to have a green thumb which
had the lowest score by males, despite the existence of a very similar counterpart in
Jordanian Arabic (JA), ‘?i:duh xadrah’, which denotes the ability to grow plants. Only one
word has changed in this expression: instead of using thumb, in JA, hand is used.
Nevertheless, males were generally unable to produce the correct answer. A possible
explanation is that males were distracted by the literal meaning of the expression. Another
surprising result is the inability of females to recognize the meaning of the expression ‘to
have a black and blue face’, despite the fact that this expression is used in JA. For instance,
when we see someone with bruises, we tend to say widzho: mzo:ri? ‘his face is bluish’. It
seems that the slight linguistic differences between the two languages as far as the color
idiomatic metaphorical expressions are concerned made this type more challenging than
the first one and made literal translation counterproductive on certain occasions.

Type 3
Table 6 below presents the participants’ scores on the third type of the color idiomatic
metaphorical expression.

Table 6. Type 3: Correct responses to each item on the test by females and males

Gender

Metaphorical
Expression

Male Female Total
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Mean Std', . Mean Std. Deviation ~ Mean Std. Deviation
Deviation

To be blue in 15 366 40 503 27 452
the face
A white- 25 444 35 489 30 464
faced person
To be in the 15 366 25 444 20 405
black
A blue -eyed 35 489 55 510 45 .504
boy
A black look 40 .503 .60 .503 .50 .506
To be blue 50 513 70 470 .60 496
blood

Table 5 demonstrates that there are differences in terms of gender on type 3 in favor of
females. The idiomatic expression to be a blue blood had the highest score by both females
(m=.70) and males (m=.50). Regarding participants’ scores on this type, the table indicates
that the idiomatic expression to be in the black had the lowest score; females (m=.25) and
males (m=.15).

As expected, this type has the lowest mean among the five types. This is in
agreement with Zibin’s study (2016, p.4), who indicated that the participants would face
difficulties with this type “because the similarity of the linguistic expression between the
two languages may encourage negative transfer of L1 meaning”. Participants of both
genders provided correct answers on the idiomatic expression blue blood. Even though this
idiom has a similar linguistic form and different conceptual basis, the participants were
able to recognize the correct answer. It might be the case that the two languages share a
generic-level metaphor which is blood as essence where blood is perceived as an intrinsic
factor ascribing indispensable characteristics to the essence of a person in different ways
(Zibin, 2021). The concept itself exists in both languages but the characteristic which is
being attributed to the essence of a person in English, i.e. royalty, does not exist in Arabic.

Similarly, the English idiom black look and the Arabic idiom nazrah so:da: share
only the linguistic form, with divergent meanings. In Arabic, black look means ‘to be a
pessimist’, whereas in English it means ‘to look at someone with anger’. On the other hand,
both genders were unable to produce correct answers on the idiomatic expression to be in
the black. In Arabic, this idiom means ‘to become worse and head towards bankruptcy’,
whereas in English its meaning is the opposite: to become successful and profitable. The
connotations connected with the color black in English are not always negative, while in
Arabic they usually are and thus the participants provided erroneous responses on this item.
Again, this type cannot be recognized unless the participants are familiar with these
idiomatic expressions as well as the cultural references behind these expressions. This
supports the results of Galal (2014), who proposed that that differences between idioms
that have the same form and different conceptual meaning can be explained because of
cultural different experiences and perspectives.

Type 4
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Table 7 below presents the participants’ overall scores on the fourth type of color idiomatic
metaphorical expressions.

Table 7. Type 4: Correct responses to each item on the test by females and males

Metaphorical SEX

Expression

Male Female Total

Mean Std'. ) Mean Std'. ) Mean Std. Deviation

Deviation Deviation

As white as a 35 489 .80 410 57 501
ghost
To be a black 20 410 45 510 33 474
sheep
To get green with 35 489 .70 470 .53 506
envy
To see pink 15 366 65 489 40 496
elephants
To be green-eyed 35 489 45 510 40 496
monster
gGﬁle:n about the 30 470 60 503 45 504

Similarly, Table 7 shows that females’ performance on the fourth type is higher than
that of males on all six items. The highest score by females was on the idiomatic expression
as white as a ghost (m=.80), whereas the lowest was on the idiomatic expressions: to be
the black sheep of the family and to be a green-eyed monster (m=.45). With respect to
males’ scores on the fourth type, the highest was on the two idiomatic expressions to get
green with envy and as white as a ghost (m=.35), whilst the lowest was on the idiomatic
expression to see pink elephants (m=.15).

The participants of both genders had the highest score on the idiomatic expression as
white as a ghost. This is a good indication that both genders were able to distinguish the
conceptual meaning despite the different connotations of the color white in both languages.
That is, in Arabic fear is indicated by the color ‘yellow’, as in safran widzhu ‘he became
yellow with fear’ (see Zibin & Hamdan, 2019). In Arabic, white typically refers to other
emotions and character traits such as innocence, e.g. ?albu ?abyad ‘he is kindhearted’.
Thus, this suggests that different color connotations between two languages might not be
regarded as a problem as long as the participants are aware of these cultural differences.
With regard to females’ outperformance on as white as a ghost and to see pink elephants,
it can be suggested that females exhibit accuracy in relation to color vocabulary even in L2
compared to males (cf. Yang 2001). In addition, idioms and/or similes that have a similar
meaning in Jordanian Arabic might have made it easier for females to choose the correct
answer on the test, i.e. widzhu zay 12amwa:t ‘his face is as white as the dead’. Furthermore,
females’ high score (0.80) on to see pink elephants could attributed to the famous sarcastic
Jordanian Facebook page feel zahri ‘pink elephant’ which publishes sarcastic memes.
Viewers of this page who are mostly females might have searched for the meaning of the
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term or might have deciphered that just as pink elephants do not exist, the posts published
on this page are not true and are only meant for fun.

The lowest score was obtained on the idiomatic expression to be green-eyed monster.
It seems that females were not able to decipher the conceptual meaning of the color green
in this idiom. The most obvious explanation for this is the variation of color connotations
between English and Arabic. Arabic uses the color blue to indicate jealousy. In contrast,
English uses green. Hence, to be able to provide accurate responses to such an idiom, the
participants should be aware of the differences between the two languages in color
connotations.

Type S

Table 8 below displays the participants’ scores on the fifth type of color idiomatic
metaphorical expressions.

Table 8. Type 5: Correct responses of each item on the test by females and males

Metaphorical ~ Gender

Expression
Male Female Total
Std. .. ..
Mean L. Mean Std. Deviation = Mean Std. Deviation
Deviation
Black out 35 489 .65 489 .50 .506
Blackmail 30 470 .60 503 45 504
someone
Blue-collar .10 410 25 444 23 423
Tobe rather 15 366 50 513 33 474
green
White 35 489 75 444 55 504
elephant
Out of Blue .20 308 .55 510 33 474

Table 8 shows that there are differences in terms of gender as far as the accurate
responses on type 5 are concerned; females obtained higher scores compared to males. The
idiomatic expression white elephant had the highest score by both females (m=.75) and
males (m=.35). The meaning of the idiom “a possession that is expensive but useless” could
be more familiar to Jordanian females as opposed to males as they might favor buying
expensive and luxurious things and then regret their decision later. Regarding the
participants’ performance on the fifth type, the table reveals that the idiomatic expression
Blue collar had the lowest score by females (m=.25) and males (m=.10). This idiom is not
only non-compositional but also has a Western origin which could be unfamiliar to the
participants.

This type was the second most difficult type after type 3. This type is considered
problematic because it deals with completely different conceptual bases and linguistic
expressions in both languages. The difference between them is mainly cultural where the
connotations of the colors in these expressions are not familiar to speakers of JA who are
learning English as a foreign language.
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Even though the idiomatic expression white elephant is not found in Arabic, females’
score was higher than that of males. It might be the case they were familiar with this
expression previously due to their tendency to buy luxurious but useless things as
mentioned above. The latter explanation supports that of Xie (2017), who suggested that
students performed better in understanding idiomatic expressions within a context rather
than in isolation. On the other hand, Blue collar had the lowest score, showing the
participants’ lack of familiarity with this item. In this case, teachers need to familiarize
their students with cultural-specific expressions during their classes so that the students are
more exposed to cultural references in L2.

All in all, it can be noted that females outperformed their male counterparts in
providing correct answers on all types of color idiomatic metaphorical expressions. Studies
that showed the superiority of females’ perceptions of metaphorical language as well as
color vocabulary exist in the literature (see Ayan & Qilian, 1971; Bacon & Finnemann,
1992; Yang, 2001; Ulman, 2005; Galantomos, 2019). These researchers argued that
females have more advantages over their male counterparts in relation to their
understanding and use of metaphorical language. They also demonstrate more accurate of
color vocabulary compared to males (Yang, 2001).

Another study that supports the results of the current study is that of Greene and
Gynther (1995). In their study, they examined the identification of colors and vocabulary
skills by both genders. The results showed that females have larger word repertoire and
employ more precise terms when describing certain colors. These results were not
restricted to English, but it was also observed in other languages such as Spanish, Chinese,
Italian and Turkish (MacDonald & Mylonas, 2014). In all these languages, it was found
that girls perform better in understanding and retrieving colors.

There are many possible explanations for these differences between females and males
in comprehending color idiomatic expressions. According to Rabinovich et al. (2020),
gender different experiences and emotions mirror the degree of perception of these
idiomatic expressions. That is, females have more experience pertaining to color
vocabulary compared to males. Furthermore, they posit that “the underlying meaning of
idioms used more by females will reflect semantic biases associated with the language of
women, and similarly for men.” (Rabinovich et al., 2020, p.5181). According to Yang
(2002), women have a larger repertoire of color vocabulary compared to men, and this
repertoire exhibits a wider aesthetic range. It has also been suggested that females’
tendency to specifically understand positive idiomatic expressions is higher than that of
males. Moreover, these differences can be attributed to other factors, i.e. genetic,
physiological, social, behavioral, and cultural (Fider & Komarva, 2014). These differences
play a significant role in the results of perceiving color idiomatic metaphorical expressions,
which in most cases show the superiority of females in perceiving colors. In fact, in a study
by Jaint et al. (2010), the researchers examined whether men and women experience the
appearance of color differently at the cognitive level. The administered task was to match
22 color stripes with 2 shade charts of different colors. The results revealed that females
provided more correct answers and took less time than males, proposing that females can
see more shades of colors than males.

Conclusion
The results have demonstrated that there are statistically significant differences between
the participants’ answers on the test due to gender and they are in favor of females. This
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result suggests that females could have a better perception of idiomatic color metaphorical
expressions compared to males. The first type was the easiest to comprehend followed by
the second type. The similarity between the conceptual basis and the linguistic form in
these two types enabled the participants to provide correct answers on the test. Type 3 was
considered to be the most difficult one among the five types; this might be the case because
of the similarity of the linguistic expression between the two languages and the difference
in the conceptual bases. The fifth type was considered to be the second most difficult type
due to the existence of cultural references which the participants may not be familiar with.
The main sources of errors revealed in this study are: the unfamiliarity of certain idiomatic
expressions, the lack of exposure to these idiomatic expressions in the classroom and in
daily life conversations, the erroneous use of literal translation of the English idiom into
Arabic, negative transfer from L1 to L2, lack of awareness of different color connotations
between English and Arabic, and similarities in the genetic-level metaphor but differences
in the specific-level one. Studies that examine the differences between males and females
in perceiving and producing idiomatic expressions that are motivated by conceptual
metaphors with relation to colors in unrelated languages are needed to determine whether
indeed females have a better perception of colors and their related expressions compared
to males or not.
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Appendix A

Type (1). Equivalent linguistic expressions and equivalent conceptual metaphor

1 A white lie A harmless lie (told to avoid clian 44X
hurting someone’s feelings or
giving offense)

2 The black market A market that sells items ¢lagudl (3 gudll
illegally
3 To raise a white flag To give up the discussion and to ¢luanll 44 )l 28 )
lose
4 To be black listed To ban someone from doing 13 gl dailall e L slass
something
5 To give the green light To give permission to someone  jyadll ¢ guall oz,
to do something ) )
6 To be red in the face To be embarrassed saal 4 juan
Appendix B

Type (2). Similar linguistic expressions and equivalent conceptual metaphor

Black as night Somewhere very dark Jasl Jia 1 g

To have green fingers/ thumb To have the ability to make ¢l jiad sayl
things grow

As black and white To simplify things and to judge a }J L u'zz,),\i Ly )A;Y\ I P
everything as either one way or
another

To have a black and blue face  To be badly bruised G pall e Gy cleas

To roll out the red carpet To give someone a warm &l Wyel ) ol jeall Salad) (8
welcome

((BZENIR-NEW{REI TR WL EN
To see the red light To recognize approaching 4 sl BN )4;“2\ FYO2 | R P

danger
(lall

Appendix C

Type (3). Similar linguistic expressions and different conceptual metaphor

To be a blue in the face To try to win _udfh 08 Jlay 3345 (3,50 4ea
someone’s
agreement

A white-faced person Afraid or shocked s, Ghedn | cub Gaw anl 4

oI & Al

To be in the black Become successful élaiag OS5 Qaadhy aale G6SS
and profitable e ¢ parncaalls laia g

A blue- eyed boy A boy who is picked s |y dgua ) h4aic

for special favors by - 11,
someone in a
position of higher

authority
To give someone ablack look  To look at someone Jas ailiie iiSa XU RPWRET
with anger

Blue blood From a noble family 2 d:\s:,c.u k) )j 4ad
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Appendix D
Type (4). Different linguistic expressions and similar conceptual metaphor
1 As white as a ghost To be afraid gl (e G yha
2 To be the black sheep of a To be a disgrace to your family — 4a oll 3 gy an sl 2 g
family
3 To get green with envy To be extremely jealous and full ) 4ie
of envy
4  To see pink elephants When some sees things are not 4.3 54 (‘Jui__a Clule
real in their imagination
5 To be a green-eyed monster ~ An envious person B8 adlivl 5 3y ) Adsae
6  To be green about the gills To look pale (ya wall (o yical sea
Appendix E

Type (5). Different linguistic expressions and different conceptual basis (In Arabic we don’t have colors
for these idioms)

1 To black out To lose conscious sl B iy
To blackmail someone To take money from someone Il jyif
and threat him
3 Blue -collar Factory workers b
4 To be rather green To be unexperienced G b anbe
5  White elephant Useless possession 3yld ) el Ll Ladles
6  To be out of the blue To show up unexpectedly W ale Gade e g el (e
Note:

The researchers are collecting information related to the perception of color idiomatic
metaphorical expressions. Please note that the answers you provide will be confidential.
Your participation is very important and appreciated.
Demographic information:
Sex: Male / Female
Year: 2" year /3" year
Age:
Instructions
This test includes thirty sentences that contain color idiomatic metaphorical expressions.
Kindly select the correct answers that gives the meaning to the bold idiom. Please try to
answer all questions and if you don’t know any expression don’t guess, just choose the
option I don’t know.
1. Rather than hurt his feelings, we told him a little white lie about how nice his new
hair cut looked. What does it mean to tell a white lie?
a. to tell a nice lie
b. to tell a harmless lie
c. to tell a hurtful lie
d. Idon’t know
2. Jerry used to sell cigarettes from South America on the black market. What does
the black market mean?
a. A market that sells black items
b. A market that sells items illegally
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c. A market that sells goods at night
d. Idon’t know
3. There was a heated discussion between me and my mom, she wouldn’t back
down! I just raised my white flag in the end. What does it mean to raise a white
flag?
a. to hold a white piece of clothes up
b. to win the discussion and to take what you want
c. to give up the discussion and to lose
d. Idon’t know
4. When I committed my last crime, I’ve been black listed. I ‘m not allowed to
travel from one country to another. What does it mean to be black listed?
a. to ban someone from doing something
b. to give the permission to someone to do something
c. to give someone a painted list with the color black
d. Idon’t know
5. We have been given the green light by our parents to travel to France this new
year. What does it mean to give the green light?
a. to ban someone from doing something
b. to give the permission to someone to do something
c. to give a light that is green in color
d. Idon’t know
6. I went red in the face when the teacher told me in front of all that I shouldn’t be
late. What does it mean to be red in the face?
a. to become embarrassed
b. to make your face look red
c. to become happy
d. Idon’t know
7. We had another power cut last night; it was black as night in our house. We
didn’t even have candles! What does it mean black as night?
a. Somewhere very dark
b. Somewhere that’s painted in black
c. Somewhere very shining
d. Idon’t know
8. This garden used to look so beautiful when my mum lived here. She definitely
had a green thumb. I wish I did too! What does it mean to have a green thumb?
a. When you have the ability to make things grow
b. When you have a finger that looks green
c. When you feel happy
d. Idon’t know
9. Our boss always thinks that everything is straight forward, but he doesn’t realize
that this whole situation is not as black and white as he thinks! What does it
mean as black and white?
a. To complicate things
b. To be a little bit worried about something
c. To simplify things and to judge everything as either one way or another
d. Idon’t know




10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.
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John’s face was black and blue after the boxing match. What does it mean to

have a black and blue face?

a. He is badly bruised

b. He puts make up on his face

c. Heissick

d. Idon’t know

When king Abdallah came to visit our university, we rolled out the red carpet

for him. What does it mean to roll the red carpet?

a. To give someone a warm welcome

b. To give some an angry face

c. To buy someone a red carpet

d. Idon’t know

When I had a minor heart attack, I saw the red light and realized I need to quit

smoking. What does it mean to see the red light?

a. To recognize approaching danger

b. To recognize approaching embarrassment

c. To recognize that you have a high fever

d. Idon’t know

I kept trying to convince him it was a good idea until I was blue in the face, but

he is so stubborn, he just kept disagreeing with me! What does it mean to be blue

in the face?

a. To try to win someone’s agreement or support

b. To neglect someone’s agreement

c. To shock and stop breathing

d. Idon’t know

When I saw her entering the surgery, she was a white- faced person with no

words to say. What does it mean to be a white -faced person?

a. To be innocent

b. To be frightened

c. To be excited

d. Idon’t know

Their company has been in the black ever since the new manager took over, and

changed it all around! What does it mean to be in the black?

a. Become successful and profitable

b. Become worse and head toward bankruptcy

c. Heading to the black market

d. Idon’t know

He is such a blue -eyed boy! I don’t like that the manager always treats him as if

he is special, it is not fair on the rest of us! What does it mean to be a blue-eyed

boy?

a. A boy who is picked for special favors by someone in a position of higher
authority.

b. A boy who is jealous and envious

c. A boy who is bruised in his eyes

d. Idon’t know
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17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

I tried to apologize for what I said, but she gave me such a black look that [ knew
it wasn’t the right time to her yet. What does it mean to give a black look?

a. To look at someone happily

b. To look at someone with despair

c. To look at someone with anger

d. Idon’t know

Although he is related to the royal family, he never acts as if he is a blue blood.
What does it mean to be blue blood?

a. From a Nobel family

b. Have bad blood

c. Have no relatives

d. Idon’t know

I didn’t think the movie was that scary, but my sister was as white as a ghost.
What does it mean to be as white as a ghost?

a. To look like a ghost

b. To be afraid

c. Not To be afraid

d. Idon’t know

I have been the black sheep in my family, especially after that scandal which was
all over the newspaper. What does it mean to be the black sheep?

a. To be a disgrace to his family

b. To look like black people

c. To make his family proud of him

d. Idon’t know

When we were children, my older brother always used to get green with envy if
my dad bought something for me and not for him. What does it mean to get green
with envy?

a. To be extremely jealous and full of envy

b. To be supportive and helpful

c. To wear green clothes always

d. Idon’t know

Anyone who hears his story thinks he sees pink elephants. It’s just very hard to
believe. What does it mean to see pink elephants?

a. When someone sees things are not real in their imagination

b. When someone sees things that are real

c. When someone lies about something

d. Idon’t know

When I got promoted in my job, the green-eyed monster made Ali fight with me.
What does it mean to be a green-eyed monster?

a. To be extremely jealous and full of envy

b. To be honest

c. To have green colored eye

d. Idon’t know

My friend Ali, was green about the gills after eating some poisoned food in the
wedding. What does it to be green about the gills?

a. To look pale
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b. To look sad
c. To paint green things on your face
d. Idon’t know
25. I don’t know what happened to him, he just blacked out maybe he banged his
head. What does it mean to black out?
a. To lose conscious

b. To sleep
c. To draw something black
d. Idon’t know

26. He has been blackmailing me for months with some photos that I didn’t know he
had. I need help! What does it mean to blackmail someone?
a. To take money from someone and threat him
b. To help someone in delivering his mail
c. To give someone money
d. Idon’t know
27. They got rid of a lot of the blue- collar workers during the recession. What does
it mean to be a blue- collar?
a. Factory workers
b. Poor workers
c. Rich workers
d. Idon’t know
28. He can be rather green sometimes. [ don’t think he is ready to be promoted to a
higher position yet. What does it mean to be rather green?
a. He is experienced
b. He is stupid
c. He is unexperienced
d. Idon’t know
29. My mom bought a new CD played for me, but it’s white elephant. I don’t need it;
I don’t even have any CD’s! what does it mean white elephant?
a. Useless possession
b. Useful possession
c. Valuable possession
d. Idon’t know
30. Ali has decided to quit his job out of the blue, and go travelling for a year! What
does it mean to be out of the blue?
a. To appear in purpose
b. To appear wearing blue
c. To appear unexpectedly
d. Idon’t know

Thanks a lot for your help. Much appreciated



