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A Short Introduction to Arabic/English Translation




Learning Outcomes

By the end of this lecture, you should be able to 

1. show knowledge of the importance of Translation in Islam. 
2. develop a historical knowledge of Translation in the Arab world. 
3. Show understanding of the main translation methods used by Arab translators. 





Islam Emphasis on Learning Foreign Languages

Islam almost looks at Learning a foreign language as a religious duty. Allah  says in the Holy Quran, Sura 30, Verse 22: 

· “And among his signs is the Creation of the heavens and the earth, and the variations in your languages and your colour; verily.   In that are signs for those who know.” 

· Muhammad, (PBBUH), was reported to have said: “He, who learns the language of a people, has a full protection against their evil intentions.” 




Translation in the early days of Islam

· In the early days of Islam which started as a new religion in the Peninsula, there were two super powers; The Persian Empire, and The Roman Empire. 

·  At that time, due to lack of writing papers, Muhammad, The Prophet of Islam, (PBBUH) sent a message to Hercules, a Roman military leader at that time, written  on a piece of animal skin. 

· The geographical and political situation at that time made Arabs very interested in learning foreign  languages such as Persian, Latin and Greek, 




Translation during the Abbasid Age (811-1331).  

· Enthusiasm for learning and a high standard of living made the people of Abbasid Age very interested in getting to know what  other nations like the Greeks, Romans or Persians had achieved in the field of knowledge, art and science. The only way for them to do so  was through the process of translation. 

· In the time of Caliph Al-Mamun, translation prospered and expanded.  He established Dar Al-Ĥikmah (The House of Wisdom) for translators.  

· Translators were very selective. Works on philosophy, medicine, engineering, music and logic were translated from Greek into Arabic; while works on astronomy, art, law, history and music were translated from Persian into Arabic. 




Methods of Translation in the Abbasid Age 

	· Yūĥanna bin Batriq’s method, the literal way- has some demerits.  This is due to the linguistic differences between Arabic and Greek.  Arabic, for instance, cannot provide equivalences to all words in Greek.  For this reason words like: 
   

falsafa  =  Philosophy 
dĭmūqraťya  =  democracy
Still exist in Arabic.

	· Ĥunayn bin Isĥaq’s method –the free way- which has been favoured and preferred to the literal method of bin Batriq, because it gives the translator the liberty to omit what is not necessary and add what is necessary for the understanding of the message to be translated.  

· These two general methods have dominated the process of translation throughout its long history.  





Translation during the French Invasion of Egypt  in 1789

· When Napoleon Bonaparte invaded Egypt in 1789, he brought along with him translators and interpreters to help him communicate with Egyptians with regard to political, social and administrative affairs. 

·  The task of these translators, who came from France, was to translate official and administrative documents and sometimes they acted as interpreters. 

·  However, translators like Jean-Michel Venture de Paradis (born 1776), looked at translation as a kind of linguistic exercise and pastime.  


Translation during Muhammad Ali’s rule in Egypt (1805-1848)

· Translation took the form of an independent movement & thrived as Mohd Ali  was  very interested in learning about European civilization. 
· He tried to make all forms of education available to his people. In his book, The history of Education in Muhammad’s period, Ahmad Izat Abdul Karim,  says: “As far as the Scientific Renaissance is concerned, it would be no exaggeration to call Muhammad Ali’s time “The Period of translation”. 



· Translation  was not literal but full of foreign  expressions and structures as  translators  could not help being influenced by the foreign language from which they translated . 
· The translation movement in Egypt was an incentive for translators all over the Arab Worldt. 



·  Since that time, the number of translated books has continued to increase, the quality of translation has generally improved and the methodology used in the process of translation has become more sophisticated. 
·   (A news paper was issued 1828 in both Arabic and Turkish) 


The effect of Arab Translators on European Movement of Translation

· Arab translators translated the works of Greek authors like Aristotle, Plato, Hippocrates, etc.  and made Baghdad the site of what might be called a “school” of  translation. 
· When Arab learning declined, Toledo in Spain replaced Baghdad and started to attract the attention of Western translators. 


· As the works held in Toledo were in Arabic, and of a Greek origin, translators started to translate from Arabic into Latin and then later on translators from different nationalities translated Latin works into their native languages such as English, French, German, Italian, etc.
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