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Translation

Lesson 1: Fundamentals of Translation: English-Arabic

Context

Introduction to Translation Theory

Translation is far more than merely replacing words from one language with their
equivalents in another. It is a complex process of transferring meaning, context, and cultural
nuances between languages. The field of translation studies explores how messages are
conveyed across linguistic and cultural boundaries while maintaining their intended meaning
and effect. In the specific context of English and Arabic translation, understanding the

fundamental differences between these two language families is crucial.

English belongs to the Indo-European language family, specifically the Germanic
branch, while Arabic is a Semitic language. This fundamental difference creates unique
challenges and considerations when translating between them. As second-year students of
translation, you will build upon your basic language skills to develop a more sophisticated
understanding of the translation process, focusing on texts and paragraphs rather than isolated

sentences.
Structural Differences Between English and Arabic

Word Order

One of the most apparent structural differences between English and Arabic lies in their

default word order:



o English typically follows Subject-Verb-Object (SVO) structure: "The student read the
book."

« Arabic commonly uses Verb-Subject-Object (VSO) structure: "usl il | 8" (read
the-student the-book).

Although Modern Standard Arabic can accommodate SVO patterns, the VSO order remains

predominant in formal writing. Consider this example:

English (SVO): The professor delivered an interesting lecture. Arabic (VSO): 3ty ali
aLaiadU 3 i 3 palaa (delivered the-professor lecture interesting)

This difference requires translators to reconfigure sentence structure rather than translate word

by word.
Gender and Number Agreement

Arabic features extensive gender and number agreement that affects nouns, adjectives, verbs,

and pronouns:

English: The large windows were opened. Arabic: .Sl 3 5l cia8 (were-opened[feminine
plural] the-windows[feminine plural] the-large[feminine plural])

Note how the verb and adjective must agree with the feminine plural noun "windows" in

Arabic, while English verbs don't change form to reflect the gender of their subjects.
Definite Articles

Arabic uses the definite article " (al-) but has no indefinite article. Indefiniteness is

typically expressed through nunation (tanwin) in formal Arabic:

English: | read a book about history. Arabic: gl oe LS & 5 (read-1 book[indefinite] about
the-history)

Notice that "history" takes the definite article in Arabic (&_') while remaining unmarked in

English.

Translation Equivalence and Meaning Transfer



Eugene Nida's concepts of formal and dynamic equivalence provide valuable frameworks for

understanding translation approaches:

1. Formal equivalence focuses on matching the source text's form and structure
2. Dynamic equivalence (or functional equivalence) prioritizes eliciting the same

response in the target audience

When translating between languages as structurally different as English and Arabic, dynamic

equivalence often produces more natural results.
Example Text Analysis:
English Source:

Environmental protection has become a global priority. Scientists warn that continued
neglect of our natural resources will lead to irreversible damage. Governments worldwide are
implementing policies aimed at sustainable development, though many argue these measures

are insufficient.
Arabic Translation with Analysis:
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Translation Analysis:

1. Sentence connectors: Notice how Arabic adds the connective particle " " (and) at the
beginning of new sentences to create cohesion.

2. Passive vs. Active voice: Arabic often prefers active constructions, though passives
are used when appropriate.

3. Nominal vs. Verbal sentences: The first sentence uses a nominal structure starting
with "csaal™ (has become).

4. Lexical choices: Technical terms like "sustainable development™” have standardized
translations (Aelaiwell daiill),

Source Text Analysis Techniques



Before translating any text, thorough analysis is essential. This process involves:

1. Identifying Text Type

o Informative texts: Convey information (news articles, reports)
o Expressive texts: Express emotions/opinions (literature, opinion pieces)

o Operative texts: Call for action (advertisements, instructions)
2. Analyzing Context

e Who is the author?
e Who is the intended audience?
e What is the purpose of the text?

e What is the cultural/historical context?
3. Recognizing Potential Translation Problems

e Cultural references
e Idioms and expressions
e Technical terminology

e Structural particularities
4. Determining Translation Strategy

e Whether to prioritize form or function
e Where adaptation may be necessary

e How to handle culture-specific elements
Practical Exercise: Source Text Analysis

English Text:

Coffee has been an integral part of Middle Eastern culture for centuries. First discovered in

Ethiopia, coffee beans made their way to Yemen where the beverage as we know it was



developed. Coffee houses became centers for social gathering and intellectual discussion

throughout the Arab world long before they appeared in European capitals.
Analysis Questions:

What type of text is this? (Informative)
What cultural elements are present? (Coffee culture, historical references)

Are there any terms that might require special attention? (Coffee houses = s s\dl')

e

What translation approach would be most suitable? (Communicative translation)

Arabic Translation:
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Evaluating Translation Quality

How do we assess whether a translation is "good™? Consider these criteria:

1. Accuracy: Does the translation faithfully convey the message of the source text?

2. Naturalness: Does the translation sound natural in the target language?

3. Cultural appropriateness: Has the translation been adapted to the target culture
where necessary?

4. Purpose fulfillment: Does the translation achieve its intended purpose?
Translation quality assessment should be holistic rather than focusing exclusively on errors.
Conclusion and Bridge to Next Lesson

In this first lesson, we've examined the fundamental differences between English and Arabic
and how they impact the translation process. We've explored basic translation concepts like
equivalence and introduced techniques for analyzing source texts. In our next session, we'll
build upon this foundation by examining specific translation techniques and strategies that

help translators navigate between these two linguistic systems.






