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Cultural Problems in Arabic/English Translation 



Learning Outcomes

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

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




The Concept of Culture 

· Taylor’s (1871) defines culture as “ complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, customs and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of a society.” 

· Newmark (1988) defines Culture as  ‘the way of life and its manifestations that are peculiar to a community that uses a particular language as its means of expression’. 

· AlJundi (1982) makes a distinction between  culture and civilisation: “the former involves beliefs, customs, traditions, laws, value-systems, etc. Whereas the latter generally involves progress and development  at the level of scientific inventions, technology, industries, education, etc.” 




Culture and Translation  

· When you think translation, you need to think of the following Cultural Categories (see Lecture No. 7 for more details) 

· Ecology : flora, fauna, winds, plains, hills; ‘honeysuckles’, ‘downs’, ‘plateau’ 
· Material culture (artefacts):  (food, clothes, houses and towns, transport. 

· Social culture: work and leisure 
· Organisations, customs, activities, procedures and concepts Political and administrative,  Religious,  Artistic 
· Gestures and Habits like ‘spitting’.



Examples of Cultural Problems in Arabic /English  Translation

A) Political and Administrative 
 This involves texts relating to politics and diplomacy. 
Difficulties in translation arise from  terms or expressions 
with  cultural connotations attached to them. For example, الشورى مجلس  ‘Shura /consultation council’ English does 
not afford an absolute equivalent to the word شورى which 
in Arabic has its own political significance and  cultural 
association especially its religious implications. The English
 word ‘Parliament’ is not enough because it lacks the 
religious implication attached to the Arabic word ‘شورى’. 
 




 B) Religious

· This involves terms and expressions or texts relating to the Quran, the Sunnah of our Great  Prophet Muhammad (PBBUH) and any other religious text. 

· Difficulties in translation arise from  terms or Expressions with  cultural connotations attached to them.  It is not only  a matter of translatability but rather of rendering a concept: 
  




Religious continue

It is not only a matter of translatability but rather of rendering a 
concept:  
"ولا تقربوا الزنى أنه كان فاحشة وساء سبيلا" (سورة الأسراء: آية 32)  
Dawood: “You shall not commit adultery, for it is foul and indecent” (1956/1974p.236) 
Arberey: “And approach not fornication; surely it is an indecency, 
and evil as a way” (1964p.272) 
Ali: Nor come nigh to adultery; for it is a shameful (deed) and an evil,
 opening the road (to other evils) (Ali, 1934/1977p703) 
Yuksel: “Do not go near adultery, for it is a sin and an evil path” (2007/2010Sura17:32)




Religious continue

· Unfortunately, all the above versions clearly violate the Islamic 
concept of adultery.  Dawood’s and Ali’s versions  would mean to an 
English reader that it is prohibited to practise illegal sex only after 
marriage; whereas Arberey’s version would mean that it is prohibited 
to practise illegal sex only before marriage.  


· According to western culture, it is socially and culturally acceptable
 to practise sex before marriage only not after marriage.  
· It seems that their English versions have given a much distorted 
picture of the Islamic principle which considers any illegal sexual 
intercourse, whether before or after marriage, is strictly prohibited. 



C) Literary

· This involves the translation of literary prose and  poetry .  No matter how skilful the translator may be, he/she still falls victim to the historical, social or cultural associations and connotations attached to literary texts.  In Wormhoudt’s translation of Al-Mutanabi, for example, mistakes arising from the gaps in the translator’s cultural knowledge of animals such as ‘owls’ occur. The following line, for example: 

كأن الأسود التي فيهم غراب           حوله رخمون وبوما	 
As if the Nubian blacks were crows   Around them vultures and owls 
 Wormhoudt (1978,P503) 



Literary Continue

· In addition to the grammatical mistake made in pluralizing the singular word الأسود ‘ the black into ‘blacks’ , Wormhoudt’s historical and cultural knowledge of the ‘owl’ is quite poor.  His translation distorts the meaning and does not convey the same conveyed message in the Arabic version, because the main object of AlMutanabi’s  satire  ‘هجاء’  here is Kafur AlIkhsheedi the black ruler of Egypt who was compared to a crow surrounded by vultures and owls. 

·  Furthermore, when the ‘owl’ is used in Arabic, it is generally used to refer to bad omen and bad luck, whereas in English culture it is not necessary used to refer to bad omen, but rather as a symbol of wisdom and sometimes love. 

  
D) Ecological

This involves terms or expressions and texts relating to flora, fauna, 
climate, plains, hills;  ‘downs’, ‘plateau’. Taking Shakespeare’s poem 
“to His Love” as an example we can  illustrate the translation 
problem caused  by its climatic features: 

Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?
Thou art more lovely and more temperate

 A poetess called Fatima AlNaib translated it as follows: 

من ذا يقارن حسنك المغري بصيف قد تجلى             وفنون سحرك قد باتت في ناظري أسمى وأغلى

To back translate it as follows: 
Who could compare your glamorous beauty with a divine summer! 
And the arts of your beauty appeared in my eyes lovelier and more precious 
  
 
Ecological continue

· Although AlNaib was a poetess and well qualified to approach
 translating Shakespeare’s poetry, she failed to capture the 
cultural dimensions of the poem. 
· The mistake AlNaib made was the misunderstanding of the 
cultural significance of the key word of the whole poem’s 
‘summer’s day’.  She gave it the literal Arabic equivalent ‘الصيف’. 
This makes her translation lose the message Shakespeare wants
 to convey, the poetic and emotional effect on the reader and
 climatic significance of ‘summer’.  In other words, the Arabic reader’s attitude towards summer is completely different from that of the English reader. 
  
Ecological continue

A comparison between the connotation of the English and Arabic 
summers will show the seriousness of the problem that the 
translator may face while working on something relating to climatic 
features: 

 English Summer                                     Arabic Summer 
* A Symbol of beauty & liveliness           *.............................................
* Very short  1-2 months		      * Very long 3-4 months 
* Cool and temperate	    	                * Dry/humid and hot 
* Positive psychological effect	      * Negative psychological effect 
  
Ecological continue

· Therefore, the ‘substitution’ approach could be used to solve a problem as such.  Substitution approach is one of a number of concepts and techniques in the general class of ordered metamorphosis.  Substitution can operate in a way that maintains the matter and logic of a theme while altering the expression convention (Steiner, 1975).  

· In other words, Al Naib could have substituted the Arabic Spring ‘الربيع’ for the English summer as the connotations of Arabic Spring are more or less the same as those of the English summer.  A rough comparison may illustrate this point: 

English Summer		   	    Arabic Spring 
A Symbol of beauty & liveliness            A Symbol of beauty & liveliness 
Very short  1-2 months		    Very short  1-2 months          
Cool and temperate			    Cool and temperate 
Positive psychological effect	  	    Positive psychological effect 

 

E) A Little Task for your to do

Find the ecological feature and attempt to translate the following example into English and explain the translation approach or strategies you are using. 
  
أحبها وتحبني	               ويحب ناقتها بعيري

When dealing with culture in translation you need to be aware of the following:

1. Contextual Factors such as:

 Purpose of text, Motivation and cultural, technical and linguistic level of readership, Importance of referent in the SL text, Setting (does recognised translation exist?), Recency of word/referent 

2. Translation procedures such as : 

Transference, Cultural equivalent, Naturalization,  Literal translation, Label, Componential analysis, Accepted standard translation, Paraphrasing, etc..
Notes:_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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