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Linguistic Problems in Arabic/English Translation 
Part 2       Grammatical Problems 


Learning Outcomes

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

· recognise translation problems at different grammatical levels 
· develop your own strategies to solve such kind of problems. 


Definition of Grammar

· Grammar is the set of rules which determines the way in which units such as words and phrases can be combined in a language. 

· Grammar is organised along two main dimensions morphology and syntax:   

· Morphology covers the structure of words, the way in which the form of a word changes to indicate specific contrast in grammatical system, for instance ,most nouns in English  have two forms a singular form and a plural form man/men, child /children/ car/cars. 

· Syntax covers the grammatical structure of groups, clauses and sentences: 

the linear sequences of such classes of words, such as nouns, verbs, adverbs and adjectives, and functional elements such as subject, predicator and object which are allowed in a given language. 


Grammatical Translation Problems  

The following are examples of the major categories of difficulties translators encounter  because of differences in the grammatical structures of source and target languages: 

· Number 
· Not all languages have a grammatical category of number and those that do do not necessarily view countability in the same terms 
· Arabic , for example, unlike English have a dual form in addition to singular and plural form.  Look at this Arabic example  taken from an unpublished document about arbitration procedures in Cairo: 
· عندما يُراد تعيين ثلاثة محكمين، يختار كل طرف محكما واحداً، ويختار المحكمان المعينان على هذا النحو المحكم الثالث و هو الذي يتولى رئاسة هيئة التحكيم.  
· When the appointment of three arbitrators is required, each party selects on arbitrator , the two arbitrator thus appointed select the third arbitrator who then heads the Arbitration committee
B. Gender

· Gender is a grammatical distinction according to which a noun or pronoun is classified as either masculine or feminine in some language. 
· English does not have gender for second person pronouns like Arabic أنتَ وأنتِ  and does not have gender for  الناقة والبعير 

The following English example translated into Arabic illustrates  the kind of problems gender can pose in translation: 

· Shampo the hair with a mild WELLA-SHAMPOO and lightly towel dry. 
· يٌغسل الشعر بشامبو من "ويللا" على أن يكون من نوع الشمابو الملطف، ثم يُجفف الشعر بواسطة المنشفة، وذلك تجفيفاً بسيطاً ليُترك الشعر رطباً. 

· The translator uses passive voice to avoid using gender because he does not want to restrict the sale of the shampoo to men or women. 
  


B. Person

· The category of person relates to the notion of participants roles. 
· In English we have first person (I, we) second Person, you) and third person (he/she/it/they) in Arabic the person system has both a gender and number dimension as in "هنَّ/أنتم/أنتنَّ"  
· Some language unlike English have some formality/politeness dimension in their person system, in French for example: vous as opposed to tu 



D. Tense and Aspect

· Tense and aspect are grammatical categories in a large number of languages. 

· The form of the verb in such languages indicates two main types of information:
time relations and aspectual differences. 

· Time relations have to do with locating an event in time.  The usual distinction between past, present and future. 

· Aspectual differences have to do with the temporal distribution of an event, for instance its completion or non-completion, continuation or momentariness. 



 E. Voice

· Voice is a grammatical category which defines the relationship between a verb and its subject. 
· The main function of the passive in English and in a number of other languages is to avoid specifying the agent and to give an impression of objectivity. 


·  In active clauses, the subject is the agent responsible for performing the action.  In passive clauses, the subject is the affected entity, and the agent may or may not be specified, depending on the structures available in each language. 


·  Active 	(a) Mr AlShehri opened Ibn AlJawzi Hall in 1993. 
·  Passive	(b) Ibn AlJawzi Hall was opened in 1993 
·                      (c) Ibn AlJawzi Hall was opened in 1993 by Mr AlShehri 


· Rendering a passive structure by an active structure, or conversely an active structure by a passive structure in translation can have implications for the amount of information given in the clause, the linear arrangement of semantic elements such as agent and affected entity and the focus of the message. 



Translation Problems & Word order  
 
· Languages vary in the extent to which they rely on word order to signal the relationship between elements in a clause. 

· Word order in English is relatively fixed. Compare this example: (The man ate the fish and The fish ate the man). 

· Arabic does not have  fixed word order  because it has  elaborate case inflections. It is a matter of stylistic variation and it is available as a resource to signal emphasis and contrast and to organise message in a variety of ways. 

·  Word order is extremely important in translation because it plays a major role in maintaining a coherent point of view and in orientating message at text level. 
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