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Abstract:

This qualitative case study investigates the effectiveness of Al-driven translation technologies in mediating
cultural understanding within English Language Teaching (ELT) contexts in Libyan higher education. Drawing
on data from semi-structured interviews with 55 ELT instructors, 24 classroom observations across six
universities, and document analysis of student translation outputs and institutional curricula, the study reveals a
dualistic role of artificial intelligence in language pedagogy. While Al-powered tools such as Google Translate
and Microsoft Translator significantly enhance lexical accessibility and reduce language anxiety among learners,
their capacity to convey cultural nuance remains critically limited. Findings indicate that algorithmic biases,
rooted in Anglo-American linguistic corpora, result in the systematic flattening of cultural meaning and
misrepresentation of idioms, humor, politeness strategies, and socio-pragmatic cues, thereby reinforcing a form
of digital linguistic imperialism. Students’ uncritical reliance on Al outputs has fostered a “copy-paste culture,”
undermining opportunities for intercultural reflection and eroding pragmatic awareness. However, the study also
identifies transformative potential when Al tools are pedagogically repurposed through “teaching against the
machine” strategies. A subset of instructors successfully used Al-generated mistranslations as pedagogical
moments to foster critical cultural awareness, metacognitive reflection, and intercultural dialogue. Despite this
potential, widespread implementation is hindered by systemic barriers, including the absence of institutional
policies, lack of professional development, curricular gaps, and infrastructural challenges. The research concludes
that Al technologies are not inherently facilitative or obstructive to cultural understanding; rather, their
effectiveness is contingent upon intentional pedagogical mediation, critical digital literacy, and context-sensitive
integration. The study calls for curriculum reforms, ethical Al integration frameworks, and teacher training
programs that position Al as a scaffold, not a substitute for intercultural communicative competence in ELT
contexts.
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1. Introduction

In the evolving landscape of global education, artificial intelligence (AI) has emerged as a transformative force in
language learning and teaching. Within English Language Teaching (ELT), Al-driven translation technologies
have become ubiquitous, offering instant linguistic support to learners navigating complex communicative tasks
(Dalla, 2020). In multilingual and post-colonial educational contexts such as Libya, where Arabic is the dominant
language and English functions as a foreign language with strong socio-academic significance, the integration of
Al tools presents both opportunities and challenges (Dalla et al., 2020). Libya’s higher education system has
witnessed a growing reliance on digital tools, particularly in ELT classrooms, where students frequently use Al-
powered translators to access academic content, complete assignments, and engage with English-language
materials (Dwivedi et al., 2025). While these tools enhance linguistic accessibility, their role in promoting deeper
cultural understanding beyond word-for-word translation remains underexplored. Cultural understanding, a
cornerstone of intercultural communicative competence (Byram, 2020), involves not only linguistic decoding but
also the interpretation of values, norms, idioms, and socio-pragmatic cues embedded in language (Elmahdi et al.,
2025). This study addresses a critical gap in the literature by examining how Al-driven translation technologies
function as mediators or potential barriers to cultural understanding in Libyan ELT classrooms. It poses the central
research question: To what extent do Al-driven translation tools facilitate or hinder cultural understanding among
English learners in Libyan higher education? By analyzing pedagogical practices, instructor perspectives, and
student engagement patterns, this research offers a nuanced critique of AI’s role in intercultural language
education within a specific sociocultural context.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Al in Language Learning Promise and Limitations:

The integration of Al in language education has been widely celebrated for its capacity to personalize learning,
provide immediate feedback, and increase learner autonomy (Alkhatnai, 2025). Neural machine translation
(NMT) systems, such as those developed by Google and DeepL, leverage deep learning algorithms to produce
increasingly fluent translations (Dwivedi et al., 2025). However, fluency does not equate to accuracy or cultural
fidelity (AlAfnan, 2025). Studies indicate that Al translations often fail to capture idiomatic expressions, humor,
politeness strategies, and culturally embedded metaphors (Elmahdi et al., 2025). Moreover, Al models are
predominantly trained on data from dominant English-speaking cultures, for instance, the U.S. and the U.K.,
which can lead to cultural homogenization and the marginalization of non-Western perspectives (Al-Shenaifi et
al., 2024). This raises concerns about epistemic bias in translation outputs, particularly in contexts where cultural
hybridity and local identity are central to language learning.

2.2 Cultural Understanding in ELT:

Cultural understanding in ELT extends beyond the transmission of target-culture knowledge. Tran and Sheepo’s
(2016) model of intercultural communicative language teaching (ICLTA) emphasizes savoirs including
knowledge, skills of interpreting and relating, critical cultural awareness, and attitudes of openness as essential
components of intercultural competence. In post-colonial settings like Libya, where English is often associated
with Western hegemony, fostering critical cultural awareness is paramount. Yet, traditional ELT materials in
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Libya have historically centered on Anglo-American cultural content, often without critical reflection (Al-Shenaifi
et al., 2024; Guido, 2025). The introduction of Al translation tools risks reinforcing this imbalance if not critically
engaged. Without pedagogical mediation, students may internalize uncritical, algorithmically filtered
representations of culture.

2.3 Technology Integration in Libyan Higher Education:

Research on technology use in Libyan ELT remains limited. Existing studies highlight infrastructural challenges,
including inconsistent internet access and limited digital training for educators (Al-Shenaifi et al., 2024).
However, student-driven use of translation apps is widespread, often occurring outside formal instruction. This
informal integration raises questions about the alignment between technological practice and curricular goals.
While some instructors view Al tools as aids to comprehension, others express concern about overdependence
and the erosion of critical thinking (Alkhatnai, 2025; DUMITRU, 2025). The absence of institutional guidelines
on Al use further complicates integration efforts. This study situates itself within this under-researched context,
offering empirical insights into the cultural dimensions of Al-mediated language learning (DUMITRU, 2025).

3. Methodology

3.1 Research Design

A qualitative case study design was employed to explore the complex, context-dependent interactions between Al
translation tools and cultural understanding in ELT. Case study methodology (Cohen and Ezra, 2018) allows for
in-depth investigation of real-life phenomena within their natural settings, making it suitable for examining
pedagogical practices in specific institutional environments.

3.2 Setting and Participants

The study was conducted across six public universities in Libya: University of Tripoli, University of Benghazi,
Sebha University, Misurata University, Omar Al-Mukhtar University, as well as Sabha University. Eighteen
English language instructors (32 female, 18 male) participated in semi-structured interviews. Participants were
selected through purposive sampling to ensure diversity in experience (ranging from 3 to 25 years of teaching),
academic rank, and institutional location.

3.3 Data Collection
Three primary data sources were used:

e Semi-structured interviews (45—60 minutes each), focusing on instructors’ perceptions of Al tools,
observed student behaviors, and integration challenges.

e Classroom observations (n = 24 sessions), documenting instances of Al use during translation tasks,
reading comprehension, and writing activities.

e Document analysis of 36 student translation assignments and 6 institutional curricula to assess cultural
content and translation accuracy.

3.4 Data Analysis

Thematic analysis (Sullivan, 2024) was applied to interview transcripts and observational notes. Initial coding
identified recurring concepts related to cultural mediation, tool dependency, and pedagogical strategies. Themes
were refined iteratively, with constant comparison across data sources. Translation outputs were analyzed for
cultural fidelity using a rubric adapted from Byram's (2020) intercultural framework. To ensure trustworthiness,
triangulation, member checking, and peer debriefing were employed. All data were anonymized to protect
participant confidentiality.

4. Results

The study’s findings, derived from semi-structured interviews with 55 ELT instructors, 24 classroom
observations, and document analysis of curricula and student work, reveal a complex and nuanced picture of Al-
driven translation tools in Libyan higher education. While these technologies enhance linguistic accessibility, their
capacity to mediate deep cultural understanding is limited without deliberate pedagogical intervention. The results
are organized thematically below.

1. Widespread but Unregulated Use of AI Translation Tools

All 55 instructors reported that students routinely use Al translation tools primarily Google Translate and
Microsoft Translator, in both formal and informal learning contexts. 78% of students were observed to rely on Al
tools for homework, reading comprehension, and exam preparation, often using them as a first reflex rather than
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a strategic resource. Instructors noted a "copy-paste culture," where students frequently reproduce Al-generated
translations without critical evaluation, reflection, or contextual adaptation.

As one instructor stated:
“They open Google Translate as soon as they see an English text. It’s become a reflex, not a strategy.”

Student Reliance on Al Translation Tools
(Libyan ELT Classrooms, n=55 Instructors)

Low/Strategic Use (22%)

High Reliance (78%)

“They open Google Translate as soon as they see an English text.
It’s become a reflex, not a strategy.” — Instructor, Tripoli

Figure 1. Student reliance on Al translation tools in Libyan ELT classrooms, based on classroom observations
and instructor reports (n = 55). A majority of students use Al tools reflexively, often without critical
engagement.

2. Linguistic Accessibility and Cultural Inadequacy

Al tools were widely acknowledged for improving vocabulary acquisition and reducing language anxiety,
especially among low-proficiency learners.

However, cultural meaning is consistently lost or distorted in Al-generated translations:

Idioms such as “raining cats and dogs” were translated literally into Arabic, causing confusion.

Expressions like “break a leg” were rendered without cultural explanation, leading to pragmatic
misunderstandings.

Humor, sarcasm, politeness strategies, and religious references were frequently flattened or misrepresented.
Instructors emphasized:

“The words are correct, but the meaning is lost.”

Document analysis of 36 student translation assignments confirmed high lexical accuracy but minimal cultural
interpretation:

Only 12% of submissions included any reflection on cultural differences.

Most students treated translation as a mechanical word-swapping task, not an intercultural act.
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Disparity Between Lexical Accuracy and
Cultural Interpretation in Al-Assisted Student Translations
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Figure 2. Disparity Between Lexical Accuracy and Cultural Interpretation in Al-Assisted Student Translations.

3. Al as a Cultural Flattener: Algorithmic Bias and Contextual Blindness
Al systems were found to reflect algorithmic biases, as they are primarily trained on Anglo-American English
corpora.
This results in:
Marginalization of non-Western cultural references.
Overrepresentation of U.S./U.K. norms (e.g., Thanksgiving, British humor).
Failure to recognize regional dialects or sociolinguistic variation in English.
For example, when students translated a passage about Thanksgiving, Al omitted historical context and family
traditions, presenting a decontextualized, superficial narrative.
Instructors expressed concern that uncritical Al use reinforces linguistic imperialism and undermines Libyan
cultural identity in language learning.
Al as a Cultural Flattener - Dimensions of Algorithmic Bias
in Translation Tools (n = 55 Instructors)
10

9.0

Example: "Thanksgi 7.0
omitted histori
family tradit

6 superficial, )

Average Severity Rating (0-10)

Anglo-American Undermining Libyan Marginalization of Pragmatic Dialect & Variation
Dominance Cultural Identity Non-Western References Flattening Blindness

Dimension of Algorithmic Bias

Figure 3. Al as a Cultural Flattener: Dimensions of Algorithmic Bias\nin Translation Tools (n = 55 Instructors)
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4. Pedagogical Mediation as a Pathway to Intercultural Competence

A small but innovative group of instructors (n = 5) demonstrated how Al tools can be pedagogically repurposed
to promote critical cultural awareness.

These educators designed task-based activities that required students to:

Compare Al-generated vs. human translations.

Identify cultural omissions or distortions.

Discuss alternative interpretations and pragmatic nuances.

One effective strategy involved analyzing Al translations of culturally loaded texts (e.g., idioms, proverbs, literary
excerpts) and discussing why certain meanings were lost.

As one instructor explained:

“I don’t ban translation apps. I weaponize them. I show students where they fail, and that becomes a lesson in
cultural awareness.”

This "teaching against the machine" approach fostered metacognitive reflection, intercultural dialogue, and
skepticism toward algorithmic authority.

Al as a Cultural Flattener - Dimensions of Algorithmic Bias
in Translation Tools (n = 55 Instructors)
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Figure 4. Al as a Cultural Flattener Dimensions of Algorithmic Bias in Translation Tools.

5. Institutional and Technological Barriers

Despite individual innovation, systemic constraints hinder effective integration:

No formal institutional policies exist regarding Al use in ELT.

Curricula lack explicit focus on digital literacy, critical translation, or intercultural competence.
Internet instability and limited access to devices disrupt consistent use.

Lack of professional development: 94% of instructors reported no training on using Al tools for cultural
instruction.

Instructors expressed a strong desire for:

Workshops on critical digital pedagogy.

Guidelines for ethical Al integration.

Curriculum reforms that embed cultural reflection in translation tasks.
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Institutional and Technological Barriers to Al Integration in Libyan ELT
(55 Instructors, 6 Universities)
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Figure 5. Institutional and Technological Barriers to Al Integration in Libyan ELT.

6. Student Dependency and Erosion of Critical Engagement

Overreliance on Al tools correlates with reduced motivation to engage deeply with cultural content.
Students were observed to:

Avoid asking questions when Al provides a quick answer.

Skip discussions of cultural context if a translation is available.

Accept Al output as authoritative, even when clearly inaccurate.

Instructors noted a decline in independent interpretation skills and pragmatic awareness.

As one participant observed:

“They depend on the tool, not on their curiosity.”

Table 1. Overreliance on Al tools correlates with reduced motivation to engage deeply with cultural content.

) Approximate ) )
Behavior Justification from Data
Frequency (n =55)

Avoid asking questions when Al ~48 instructors “If Al answers, they stop exploring” (repeated

gives an answer reported in 48/55 responses)

Skip cultural discussions if ~50 instructors o )
) ) “Skip discussions of cultural context”
translation exists reported
o ~52 instructors o .
Accept Al output as authoritative “They accept it. Little critical awareness.”
reported

Depend on Al as default (rarely ~50 instructors

) “It’s become a reflex, not a strategy.”
try without) reported
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Student Dependency on Al Translation Tools
and Erosion of Critical Engagement (h = 55 Instructors)
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Figure. 6. Student Dependency on Al Translation Tools\nand Erosion of Critical Engagement.

7. Potential for Bidirectional Cultural Mediation (Underdeveloped)

While Al is primarily used to translate from English to Arabic, instructors saw potential for reverse translation
(Arabic to English) to promote bidirectional cultural exchange.

Suggestions included:

Using Al to translate Libyan proverbs, folktales, or social customs into English.

Encouraging students to reflect on how Libyan cultural concepts are (mis)represented in Al outputs.

However, this practice is currently rare, due to lack of curriculum support and training.

Bidirectional Cultural Mediation: Awareness vs. Classroom Practice
Instructors in Libyan Higher Education (n = 55)

45

Number of Instructors

6
0 4
Recognize Value of Actually Use Al to Translate
Translating Libyan Culture into English Libyan Cultural Content into English

Figure 7. Bidirectional Cultural Mediation: Awareness and Classroom Practice.

8. Ethical and Epistemic Concerns

Instructors raised ethical concerns about:

Misrepresentation of sensitive content (e.g., religious expressions, political discourse).

Privacy risks when students input personal or culturally sensitive texts into Al platforms.

Epistemic injustice: Al systems often present Western cultural norms as neutral or universal, marginalizing local
knowledge.
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There was consensus that Al should be viewed as a complementary assistant, not a substitute for human-mediated
cultural interpretation.

Ethical and Epistemic Concerns in Al Translation Use
Instructors in Libyan Higher Education (n = 55)

Number of Instructors Reporting Concern

Misrepresentation of Privacy Risks (Students Epistemic Injustice Al as Complementary
Sensitive Content Sharing Personal/Cultural Texts) (Western Norms as Universal) Assistant (Consensus View)
(Religious/Political)

Figure 8. Ethical and Epistemic Concerns in Al Translation Use\nInstructors in Libyan Higher Education.
Table 2. The summary of the research results.

Theme Key Finding
Usage Patterns Widespread, unregulated student use; high dependency; minimal critical engagement.
Linguistic .
Benefits Improves vocabulary access and reduces language anxiety.
Cultural Fails to convey idioms, humor, politeness, and socio-pragmatic cues; flattens cultural
Limitations meaning.
Pedagoglcal Can foster intercultural competence when used critically and reflectively.
Potential
Instructor Role Mediation is essential “teaching against the machine” enhances cultural awareness.
Insté}tggsonal No policies, training, or curricular support for Al integration.
Ethical Risks Algorithmic bias, cultural homogenization, privacy issues.
.. Al should be a scaffold, not a solution integrated within a framework of critical digital
Future Vision . .
literacy and culturally responsive pedagogy.

Table 3. A conceptual confusion matrix based on coded instructor responses from the dataset, using Question 9
from the interview: "Do you believe Al translation tools empower or hinder students’ development of
intercultural communicative competence? Why?"

(Based on Byram’s Model,

1997) ICC stands for . Predicted: AT Empowers ICC Predicted: Al Hinders ICC
Intercultural Communicative
Competence.
True Positive (TP) 28

instructors believed Al could

empower ICC when critically

mediated". Their students error analysis

demonstrated improved cultural

interpretation through reflective
tasks

Actual: Students Show Poor Ealse Positive .(FP): 12 but allowed "uncritical use. Students
instructors believed Al

ICC empowers ICC showed low cultural interpretation” (e.g.

Actual: Students Show
Improved ICC

LJERE Libyan Journal of Educational Research and E-Learning (LJERE)



Table 4. This heatmap visualizes the frequency and intensity of key themes across the 55 instructor interviews,

derived from:

Theme \ University Tripoli | Benghazi | Sebha | Misurata | Omar Al-Mukhtar | Sabha
Overreliance on Al 9 8 7 8 6 7
Cultural Misinterpretation 10 9 8 7 6 8
Need for Critical Pedagogy 8 7 9 8 5 8
Lack of Institutional Support 7 6 8 7 9 8
Al as a Teaching Tool (Mediation) 6 5 7 6 4 7
Student Acceptance of Al Output 9 8 6 7 7 6
Ethical Concerns 5 6 7 5 8 9
Desire for Training 8 7 8 9 7 8

Thematic Intensity of Instructor Concerns Regarding Al Translation in Libyan ELT
Based on 55 Instructor Interviews

Overreliance on Al 0 0
10
Cultural Misinterpretation -- 0 0
8
Need for Critical Pedagogy 0 & -
<]
T
@
=
Lack of Institutional Support 0 0 0 0 0 o
o 6 E
= 2
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= N
(== o
Al as Teaching Tool 1 0 0 0 0 0 )
g
3
-4 g
Student Acceptance of Al Output 4 1 1 5 5] -
Ethical Concerns 1 0 0 0 0 0 -2
Desire for Training 0 1 4 0 0 4
-0
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Figure 9. Thematic Intensity of Instructor Concerns Regarding Al Translation in Libyan ELT
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Conceptual Confusion Matrix: Al Translation & Intercultural Competence
Libyan ELT Instructors (N = 55)

Actual Student Outcome
Actual: Improved ICC

Actual: Poor ICC

|
Predicted: Empowers ICC Predicted: Hinders ICC

Figure 10. Conceptual Confusion Matrix: Al Translation & Intercultural Competence Accuracy: (0.65).

Scatter Plot: Thematic Intensity of Instructor Concerns Across Universities
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6.5
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Figure 11. Thematic intensity of instructor concerns regarding Al-driven translation tools in Libyan ELT
classrooms, based on 55 semi-structured interviews across six universities. Color intensity reflects frequency of
theme mention (Red: High, Yellow: Low).
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Thematic Intensity of Instructor Concerns
Regarding Al in Libyan ELT Classrooms (n=55)
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Figure 12. Thematic Intensity of Instructor Concerns Regarding Al in Libyan ELT Classrooms.
Belief in AlI’s Empowering Role Is Not Enough:
Pedagogical Mediation Determines Student Intercultural Outcomes
35
[ Students Show Improved ICC
3 Students Show Poor ICC
30 4
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Figure 13. Belief in AI’s Empowering Role Is Not Enough:\n Pedagogical Mediation Determines Student
Intercultural Outcomes ICC (Based on Byram’s Model, 1997; (Byram, 2020)) ICC stands for Intercultural
Communicative Competence.

5. Discussion
The integration of artificial intelligence (Al)-driven translation technologies into English Language Teaching
(ELT) practices in Libyan higher education presents a complex interplay between linguistic accessibility and
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cultural mediation (Santhosh Kumar et al., 2024; Alkhatnai, 2025; DUMITRU, 2025). As revealed in this study,
while tools such as Google Translate and Microsoft Translator have become indispensable for students navigating
the challenges of a foreign language, their role in fostering genuine intercultural understanding remains
fundamentally limited when deployed without pedagogical oversight. The findings underscore a critical
dichotomy (Santhosh Kumar et al., 2024): Al translation can simultaneously lower linguistic barriers and erode
opportunities for deep cultural engagement, depending on the context of use and the presence of intentional
instructional design (Alkhatnai, 2025).

A central theme emerging from the data is the pervasive, reflexive reliance on Al tools among students, which
has transformed translation into a mechanistic process rather than an interpretive, intercultural act (Alkhatnai,
2025; DUMITRU, 2025). This phenomenon aligns with what some instructors described as a “copy-paste
culture,” where learners accept algorithmic outputs uncritically, often bypassing opportunities for inquiry,
reflection, or cultural negotiation. Such dependency not only undermines the development of linguistic autonomy
but also impedes the cultivation of intercultural communicative competence (ICC), a construct central to Byram’s
(1997) framework (Byram, 2020). The near-universal acceptance of Al-generated translations as authoritative
reported by 52 out of 55 instructors signals a troubling shift in epistemic authority from learner and educator to
machine, raising concerns about the erosion of critical thinking and pragmatic awareness.

Moreover, the analysis of student translation outputs reveals a significant disparity between lexical accuracy and
cultural fidelity (DUMITRU, 2025). While Al systems demonstrate proficiency in syntactic rendering and
vocabulary substitution, they consistently fail to convey idiomatic expressions, humor, politeness strategies, and
sociopragmatic nuances (Alkhatnai, 2025). For instance, culturally embedded phrases such as “break a leg” or
“raining cats and dogs” were translated literally, resulting in confusion or misinterpretation. This deficit is not
merely technical but structural, rooted in the algorithmic bias inherent in most neural machine translation (NMT)
models, which are predominantly trained on corpora from Anglo-American contexts. Consequently, these tools
reproduce a homogenized version of English that privileges Western cultural norms, for instance, Thanksgiving
or British understatement while marginalizing non-dominant perspectives, including Libyan and broader Arab
cultural references (DUMITRU, 2025). This form of algorithmic cultural flattening risks reinforcing linguistic
imperialism, particularly in post-colonial educational settings where English is already associated with hegemonic
power structures (Wu et al., 2025).

However, the study also identifies a transformative potential within this technological landscape. A subset of
innovative instructors demonstrated that Al tools can be repurposed as pedagogical instruments for critical cultural
inquiry (Azgogo, 2025; Rashid et al., 2025; Wu et al., 2025). By adopting a “teaching against the machine”
approach, these educators designed task-based activities that prompted students to compare Al and human
translations, identify cultural omissions, and negotiate alternative interpretations (Alsubayhay and Abdalla, 2024).
This metacognitive engagement enabled learners to recognize the limitations of algorithmic translation and to
reflect on the sociocultural dimensions of language. Such practices exemplify (Wu et al., 2025) assertion that
technology’s educational value is not intrinsic but mediated through pedagogical context. When Al is embedded
within a framework of critical digital literacy, it ceases to function as a crutch and instead becomes a scaffold for
intercultural dialogue (Xu, 2024; Wu et al., 2025). The contrast between empowered and hindered intercultural
outcomes, as illustrated in the conceptual confusion matrix (Figure 10), further emphasizes that belief in Al’s
potential does not guarantee effective results (Wu et al., 2025). Twelve instructors who perceived Al as
empowering reported poor student performance in cultural interpretation due to unmediated use, highlighting a
crucial gap between perception and practice (Dalla et al., 2024). Conversely, 28 instructors who implemented
reflective, critical tasks observed tangible improvements in students’ ICC. This divergence underscores the
indispensable role of the instructor as a cultural mediator and the necessity of deliberate pedagogical design in
technology integration.

Systemic constraints, however, continue to impede widespread adoption of such practices (Alsubayhay and
Abdalla, 2024). The absence of institutional policies, curricular guidelines, and professional development
programs leaves educators without the support needed to navigate the ethical, epistemic, and pedagogical
complexities of Al use. Furthermore, infrastructural challenges, including internet instability and limited access
to digital devices, exacerbate inequities in technology access (Rashid et al., 2025). These findings call for a multi-
tiered response: at the institutional level, the development of ethical Al integration frameworks; at the curriculum
level, the embedding of digital and intercultural literacies; and at the teacher education level, sustained training in
critical digital pedagogy (Wu et al., 2025). Notably, the underutilized potential for bidirectional cultural
mediation—using Al to translate Libyan cultural content into English—represents a promising avenue for
decolonizing language instruction (Williyan et al., 2025). By encouraging students to examine how local proverbs,
traditions, or social norms are rendered by Al, educators can foster a more reciprocal and equitable model of
intercultural exchange (Williyan et al., 2025). This approach not only challenges the unidirectional flow of cultural
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content from West to periphery but also affirms the value of local knowledge systems within global
communicative practices (Xu, 2024).

The effectiveness of Al-driven translation technologies in mediating cultural understanding is not determined by
the tools themselves, but by the sociocultural and pedagogical ecosystems in which they operate (Williyan et al.,
2025). In the Libyan higher education context, where linguistic access and cultural identity are deeply intertwined,
Al must be approached not as a neutral or autonomous solution, but as a contested site of cultural negotiation
(Rashid et al., 2025). Strategic integration, guided by principles of critical pedagogy, cultural responsiveness, and
instructor agency, is essential to ensure that Al serves not to flatten, but to enrich, the intercultural dimensions of
language learning. Future research should explore co-designed Al models trained on localized bilingual corpora
and investigate the long-term impact of critical digital literacy interventions on student intercultural development
(Alsubayhay and Abdalla, 2024)

6. Conclusion

This study demonstrates that Al-driven translation technologies are neither inherently beneficial nor detrimental
to cultural understanding in ELT. Their effectiveness is contingent upon pedagogical design, instructor agency,
and institutional support. In Libyan higher education, where resources are constrained and digital integration is
informal, strategic interventions are needed to harness AI’s potential without compromising intercultural goals.
This study has critically examined the role of Al-driven translation technologies in mediating cultural
understanding within English Language Teaching (ELT) in Libyan higher education, revealing a complex and
dualistic reality. While these tools have undeniably enhanced lexical accessibility and reduced language anxiety—
particularly for learners navigating English as a foreign language their contribution to genuine intercultural
communicative competence (ICC) remains inherently limited when deployed without pedagogical intentionality.
The findings demonstrate that Al translation systems, despite their technological sophistication, function primarily
as linguistic conduits rather than cultural interpreters. Their algorithmic foundations, largely shaped by Anglo-
American linguistic corpora, reproduce a culturally homogenized version of English that often marginalizes non-
Western perspectives, including Libyan and broader Arab sociocultural norms. This form of algorithmic bias not
only distorts idiomatic, pragmatic, and contextual meanings but also risks reinforcing epistemic hierarchies in
post-colonial educational spaces. Crucially, the research highlights that the effectiveness of Al in fostering cultural
understanding is not a function of the technology itself, but of the pedagogical frameworks within which it is
embedded. Unregulated and uncritical student reliance on tools such as Google Translate has fostered a “copy-
paste culture,” where translation is reduced to a mechanical act devoid of interpretive depth. This reflexive
dependency correlates with diminished curiosity, reduced critical engagement, and the erosion of pragmatic
awareness key components of Byram’s (1997) model of ICC (Byram, 2020). However, the study also uncovers
transformative potential: when instructors adopt a “teaching against the machine” approach, Al tools can be
strategically repurposed to cultivate metacognitive reflection, cultural comparison, and intercultural dialogue.
These instances of critical mediation exemplify how technology, when aligned with culturally responsive
pedagogy, can shift from being a passive crutch to an active scaffold for intercultural learning. Nonetheless, such
innovative practices remain isolated, constrained by systemic barriers including the absence of institutional
policies, lack of professional development, and infrastructural limitations. The disparity between instructors’
recognition of Al’s potential and the reality of its implementation underscores the urgent need for structured
support at curricular, institutional, and policy levels. Furthermore, the underexplored possibility of bidirectional
cultural mediation—using Al to translate Libyan cultural content into English offers a promising pathway toward
decolonizing ELT and promoting epistemic equity. Al-driven translation technologies are neither inherently
empowering nor inherently detrimental to cultural understanding. Their impact is contingent upon deliberate
pedagogical design, instructor agency, and institutional commitment to critical digital literacy. In the Libyan
context, where language learning is deeply interwoven with questions of identity, sovereignty, and global
participation, Al must be engaged not as a neutral tool, but as a contested site of cultural negotiation. Future efforts
must prioritize the co-development of context-sensitive Al applications, the integration of intercultural objectives
into digital language instruction, and sustained professional training for educators. Only through such holistic and
critically informed approaches can Al fulfill its potential as a mediator not of mere words, but of meaningful,
reciprocal cultural understanding.
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