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A General Introduction to Translation

What is translation ?

Translation is the art or activity of rendering a text from one language to another.
Translation is necessary for people of different linguistic backgrounds to be able
to communicate. The translator needs to constantly work on his or her knowledge
and mastery of the languages they translate from and into, as language is ever
changing and evolving.

When translation is performed orally, i.e when the texts to be translated are
delivered in speech (as in live conferences), we talk about « interpretation ». The
person performing the oral translaion is called an « interpreter ».

« Interpertation », as a word, has also a different meaning used in translation
terminolgy. It means ‘attributing a certain meaning to a certain word or segment
of text’.

How does translation take place ?

The object of translation is mainly the meaning. It is of a paramount importance
to first understand the source text fully, clear up any kind of ambiguity, before
starting the translational operation.

» Requirements for a good translation :

Translation is mainly a mental activity that requires more than
mastering/knowing two languages. It requires reading comprehension skills,
research skills (for example, how to find the right equivalent of a word in a
dictionnary, how to seach for a piece of information on the internet, etc). It also
requires writing and composing skills, especially in the target language, i.e the
language to which you translate, the language you translate from being the
source language.



For example, in order to translate a text from english to arabic, you need :
- Full understanding of the overall meaning of the text.

This require some knowledge about the topic of the text. For example, if you have
to translate a text about a certain theory in physics or philosophy, you need to
learn about this topic through reading about it on the internet and/or watching
videos of popularization, or even learning about it from a tutor. You have to
acquaint yourself with the subject matter of the text so that you can reach
satisfactory understanding of what it deals with.

- Understanding the intent of the author (i.e the purpose or function of the
text : is it an informative text ? does it tell a story (narrative) ? Does the
author want me to embrace a certain viewpoint (argumentative) ? This is
also of great importance as it helps with the ways you are going to translate
the text.

If the author of the text is known, it might be helpful to look for background
information about him/her (for example, their socio-cultural background, their
positions on certain important matters, their other books/publications, or any
other relevant information that helps you acquire better understanding of the
text).

It is also of great importance to be able to determine the register of the text.
Determining the register (and even tone) of the text is also key in understading
and in translating. Legal texts for example, are generally worded in formal,
neutral, impersonal language, and the exact author is generally not known to the
reader. In a novel, you may find passages where the style of the author shines
with all of it peculiarities. He/she may also resort to slange words, colloquial
language in dialogues etc. This is important because it will inevitably dictate the
way you would translate such passages into the target language.

These were the requirements concerning the source text. Now when it comes to
the writing part, i.e the translational process per se, you need :

- mastery of the target language.
- ability to express youself in the target language.



Generally, translators translate towords their mother tongues because it is the
one they necessarily master more than their second language. However, in many
cases translators work from their mother tongue to their second language.

When you translate, the object of translation is mainly the meaning conveyed by
the text, meant by the author. A translator is not asked or expected, or told, to
say anything other than what the author said, but in a different language. So,
understanding the meaning as intended by the author is key.

Reexpressing that meaning in the target language is what a translator must do.
The translator should formulate a new text, in a different language, a text that
says the same thing as the source text. The target text, i.e the translation as a
product, should be worded in accordance with the linguistic rules of the target
language : rules of grammar, syntax, sentence structure, word use, spelling,
proper register etc. Generally speaking, the translation needs to read as if it were
written directly in the target language. This is why the better you master the
target language, the better would be your translation to that language.

And anyone who has attempted to translate even a short passage or a sentence,
will soon realise that translation is not an activity where you simply substitute the
words composing the sources texts with their counterparts of the target language
that you find in the dictionary. Language is far more complex and dynamic in its
use than it being a mere collection of words. And the transational process is
equally complex and dynamic.

> Steps of translation/the translational operation :

1. Reading and understanding the source text :

The most obvious first thing to do when presented with a text to translate, either
in class, in an exam, or in a professional setting, is to read the text. If the text is
very long, as is the case of books, it needs to be read at very least once, and well
understood before embarking on the translational operation bit by bit. When the
text is relatively short, you ought to read it more than once. Especially when it
comes to texts that you find difficult, either because of the language or because
of the topic, reading the text twice or three times, or more if necessary, will help
you uncover layers of meaning and areas of thought that were still hidden to you



the first time you read it. In any case, it is always advisable to read the text as
many times as you think is necessay for full comprehenison of the meaning.

When you encounter words that are new to you, you can use a dictionnary, but
you have to be really carefull. Dictionnaries are tools and not translators. As a
learner, and to maximise your learning opportunities, look up the word in a
monolingual dictinnary in an attempt to understand the meaning of the word
directly in the language, then look it up in a bilingual dictionnary. You may deduce
the correspondant word/expression if you understand what the word refers to
without resorting to a bilingual dictionnary.

On the other hand, the dictionnary will only provide you with the corresponding
word in the second language. But it is up to you to choose the right equivalent,
following the context. Words are generally polysemous, i.e they have more than
one meaning and can be used in different contexts with different meanings. It is
up to the translator to decide which is the right meaning intended by the author,
(the context will help elicit that particular meaning), and thereby choose the right
equivalent to that word. In many cases, the right equivalent is not found in the
dictionary. Failing to decide the exact meaning of a word in a certain text is failing
to understand the meaning of the particular segement of the text. Failure to
understand will automatically lead to errors in translation.

You can also search for further information on the internet about the topic
discussed in the text, if you are not familiar with it, and familiarise yourself with
the topic. This can make the operation of translating much easier, yielding better
results.

To recap, translation requires you to read and understand a text and to reexpress
its content in another language.

2. Reexpressing the meaning :

This is the second part of the translational operation. If you have well understood
the meaning of the text, now you have to reexpress that very same meaning in
the target language. When you translate from English to Arabic, you will have to
abide by the rules of writing in Arabic. The same applies to when you translate
from Arabic to English. It is not correct to simply look for equivalents in the



dictionnary and substitute each word with the its target counterpart, which
disregarding the rules of syntax of the target lagnuage, or replicating the syntax of
the original sentences. Translation is an operation of writing, or rewriting. So you
are epxected to produce a text that is correct, lexically and syntactically, and not
merely a number of juxtaposed words.

Translating towards a target language requires a certain level of mastery of
writing, of wording sentences and paragraphs correctly in that language.

For example, when translating from English to Arabic, you can ask yourself such
questions as: « how would an Arab say this » ? « Would | ever read such an
expression a newspaper like EI-Ahram ? or Asharqg el-Awsat ? ». « Do Arabs refer
to this idea using such an expression ? or is this just a literal translation ?»
« Would | ever hear this on Aljazeera ? » etc. As mentioned before, the translation
must be a correct text that reads naturally and as close to the ways native
speakers/writers use the language as possible.

When you translate from Arabic to English, you can ask yourself the same
questions about English native speakers/writers’ linguistic habits : « Is this how
they say it in English ? » « Do English native speakers write like this ? « Does this
sound English at all» ? « Would | ever find this expression in the Guardian or an
article on bbc.com ? » etc. Of course for you to answer these questions you need
to expose yourself to the language, by reading a lot and also listening to the
language being used.

3. Comparing/contrasting source and target texts :

Once your translation done, you may want to verify how exact it is. You have to
read your translation again and compare and contrast it to the original, to see if
there are any differences of meaning or innacuracies in rendering it. In this part of
the operation, you will also make sure that the target text is worded correctly,
without any grammatical or spelling mistakes. Again, you need to make sure both
the source and target text convey the same meanings and ideas.

IN this step too, you will ask yourself the same questions about whether the
wording you have chosen is close to « native speakers » use of language.



Let us study some practical aspect of translation.

Science and Technology

There is a difference between science and technology. Science is a method of
answering theoretical questions; technology is a method of solving practical
problems. Science has to do with discovering the facts and relationships between
observable phenomena in nature and

with establishing theories that serve to organize these facts and relationships;
technology has to do with tools, techniques, and procedures for implementing the
findings of science. Another distinction between science and technology has to do
with the progress in each.

Before undertaking translation, it is always advisable to carry out an analysis of
the text in order to determine its type and function, the register of the language
and uncover any other feature that may guide the translational process.

In the text above for example, the text is meant to provide information about a
certain topic, in this case the differences between science and technlogy. It is an
informative text intended to provide the reader with a certain amount of
information, namely to populartize such concepts as science and technology in a
rather simple language. The transaltion of the text needs to be a text with the
same intent and type, and meet as much as possible the same register of
language used for similar texts written in the target language.

Let us take the first sentence as an example and the ways in which we can turn it
into Arabic. If we proceed word by word, we may get the following results as

given by the dictionnary :

There /is / a / difference/ between / science/ and / tehcnology




L sl / g/ alall /oy /DA /05 / /llia

What we have just done here is provide the corresponding words in Arabic for
each of the words of the sentence in English. But it is clear that this method does
not yield a grammatical sentence.

- Science is a method of answering theoretical questions; technology is a
method of solving practical problems

JSLie fadae /Oa / J/ 48 yha /0 oS0 / s 53 / AL /G ylas /) /0 /A8 Hha /05 falal) e

- Science has to do with discovering the facts and relationships between
observable phenomena in nature and
with establishing theories that serve to organize these facts and relationships

[ G/l sh Adaadle / ([ Bl /g /e /01 BLES) ) ae /0y / (4) Cllay / aladl @
CEMe / o/ Blas / (Y 3p sf) oda Jakamil / anas/ Al /il / Guanli / ae /5 fAzgdal)

- technology has to do with tools, techniques, and procedures for
implementing the findings of science.
CULESY) /U1 / Gadad fdad e/ Gkl [ 5 [ i@l [ il oY1/ ae [ Jady fllay fls sl S50 @
il J ] ()

- Another distinction between science and technology has to do with the
progress in each.
s fe3all b 3kl [/ qa [y fagal [ Lan SUSAN /5 / lall [ o fDER) T Sai /AT e
B YANE

It is obvious after observing this limited number of example of translation
consisting of simply providing the equivalents of the words in the target language,
that this method is no good for transaltion ; in fact this is not translation and the
result is not text.



Translation means creation of equivalences to the units of meaning in the source
texts, the term « equivalence » refers to the coinciding of the source text and
target text especially in terms of meaning.

So, a more acceptable translation of the first sentence would be :
Lin sl 550 5 alall oy DR llia
We may also say
L b 01 5 alall (s AT 2

The words need to be adjusted and composed to form correct
sentences/segments of text that convey identical meaning as the original text.

- Science is a method of answering theoretical questions; technology is a
method of solving practical problems

Adlee JSLia Jal 48yl (g Lin o) g5 Ll eyl Al e a0l ading greia /A5 )l g8 alal)

Aulee JSLe Jal zgie o L sl il e plas Al Jle U sadiad zaie s alall

- Science has to do with discovering the facts and relationships between
observable phenomena in nature and with establishing theories that serve to
organize these facts and relationships

oy 135 daglall 8 el Al alglall oy clidally silial) Galash olall sl e
BN 5 aileal) Gl e faday/Ja<s/ T g ) ey i)

bt elul ety WS digmglall alshall oy il 5 ilEal) CaLiaSh 480e 4l alall Jasi o
LBl g gilaal) @l s

bl pay ey dprplall al skl by 5 Al Gl $laall aiS e alall g shy e
Ll8all 5 laal) ells aawi ) Ll o )

So translation does not consist of linear correspondants to the words in the text.
Rather, it is a dynamic operation where the main focus is on the meaning carried



by these words. The meaning is what make a text a text; it is also the main
element that guides the translational process.

The meaning in the source text and the target text must be the same. You should
not add any inforamtion that is not mentioned in the original.

- technology has to do with tools, techniques, and procedures for
implementing the findings of science.
el Jla i ) CHlBLIECY) Gpadai JASS i) el ja) s oLl 5 ol oV (slais L 5l 531 o
alell

Notice here the the verb «J " has no direct correspondant in the source text.
Yet, the meaning is there : when we talk about the « findings of science » it is
implied that these findings do not inherently belong to « sicence », rather they
were « achieved » or « reached ». The other implied idea that the reader is
normally aware of is that these findings were discovered by the poeple who are
doing the science or the scientists/researchers. It is thus possible to have the
following translation :

Ol Ll Ji 5 1 ALY Gy o 5 ) sl 5 ol oy L 51 56501 Lo
Etc.

There is always more than one possible translation to a text. The translation
needs to read naturally in the target language, as if it were written directly by a
native writer.

In a great number of cases of translation, literal translation (i.e substituting the
words of the original text with their correspondants in the target language), does
not result in a text that reads correctly. Translating is about reformulating the
meaning intended in the source text, in the target language, so as the result is
also a text.

Let us go over the same steps of literal translation with a different type of text.



Report from a War Zone

The streets were filled with rubble and broken glass was everywhere. Food,
water, medecine — the necessities of life — were scarce, and hospitals were
overwhelemed with casualties. Apart from the obvious danger of bombing, there
was also the threat of unexploded shells, snipers and other forms of random
violence. Soldiers and civilians alike suffered from the tension, and were never
far from breaking point, but most people refused to desert theri city. How did |
get through that period ? Adrenalin, that alone kept me going in the face of the
grim reality that confronted a city under siege.

The streets were filled with rubble and broken glass was everywhere
O IS /S Jzla 5/ Sa /5 [plS ) fra [ slaa /ilS g ) 5

The right translation should take into consideration the rules of writing correctly
in arabic :

O JS ) suSall zla 5 S 5 Sl D g )l sl il o

sla )Y any sl zla 3 g (lS I Zai gl 50 CailS o

S IS 3 pditte uSidl zla W g ol 5 5Ky B850 S o
Etc.

Notice that the equivalent 3 s generally refers to « recipients » being filled, in
Arabic, and not flat surfaces like streets; a better equivalent would be the
superlative form

Food, water, medecine — the necessities of life — were scarce, and hospitals -
were overwhelemed with casualties.




Joan 5y sara filS /lifinal) 5 /5500 /S fslall /] Ay 5 el /ool all feladl falzdall e
cbaddl o clilay)

So here again we notice that simply providing word equivalents does not yield the
right translation. The meaning expressed in the original needs to be
reformulated/ reexpressed in Arabic. Thus we can get a sentence like this :

Omliaall ) sare Al CilS 5 AL CulS ) iy 5 i s ol sall g slall g pladall @

Still, the above translation can be improved and made to sound more like if it
were written directly in arabic :

.U:IJL\AAJ\J‘GR_}&_IW\}6%;‘}&j;uje&wzw\ulﬁ‘)})muls )
Llaally A€ claiiional) CuilS 5 638 gia pe CilS 6l g0 g slag alads e slall il o

- Apart from the obvious danger of bombing, there was also the threat of
unexploded shells, snipers and other forms of random violence.
e/ J /gl / A/ S/ i/ ppadil) 5 Jadi¥) / hdll / mal N o o e/ Jrar @
caie /S pdie /DS /AT / () pali@ll /BN / adia

When reordering these equivalents to get a grammatical sentence, we may obtain
the following sentence :

Opalidll g 5 jasiall pe Al aagt X @lia S Guadill maal dl Ghdll e Jra @
* A sdall Caiall (e 5 ,a0 JSET

Let us try to make this sentence better worded, while keeping the very same
meaning :

Jie oAl Clangs Gl ollia culS ol padlll 4Bl QA sl gl jladll e il Copay o
) sl Cainll e (5 AT JISET 1S 5 Cppaliall g any i ol ) Caildll

We can also say :

) gig amy padi ol ) IR Calagags Glilia culS ad ) 3l PR 5 A adgiall Hhadll e sl
() sl il e s AT O 1l 5 (aalial)

Notice that the idea of « has not exploded yet »(2= _aiii &) is not mentioned
explicitly in the original text, yet it is implied and understood, since if these shells
were not going to explode sometime in the future, they would not constitue a



danger. Therefore, keeping the literal translation (unexploded) would not convey
the entire meaning, or even would be mistaken, meaning wise.

- Soldiers and civilians alike suffered from the tension, and were never far
from breaking point, but most people refused to desert their city.
/SN /e Jopam Nl VS / ) [ e N sile fe) s da e /o siadl 5/ asiall e
peiinda /) S i /) gl y /) / Ja /oS /Adaddl)

We notice here that most of the words in the original find their corresponding
equivalents in arabic, and the order of the words will not change dramatically to
obtain a good translation, yet some tweaking is needed :

QLS AE (e G 15 5S5 Al Jaadall (e (g sila o) g 3a e gsiadl g agiall S @

Even after these improvements which allow the sentence to be more lexically and
grammatically acceptable, the sentence still does not sound natural and has room
for improvement, especially in terms of word choice. For example, the expression
" LS Adas e aejs not the first expression that a native speaker using standard
Arabic would think of. Rather she or he may say « _be¥l iy e », keeping in
mind that the « breaking point » as well as "_t&¥!" here refers to «a mental or
psychological breakdown », rather than physical break or collapse. So we may
have the following improved translation :

abare S0 ¢ gVl iy e g S i haala sl g Cndgl g aa e gl g agiall GIS e

Here too, "o&ull" is not a direct equivalent of « people » that you would find in
the dictionnary, but it is understood from the contexts that « people » refers to
none other than the inhanbitant of the town described in the text.

Also, « desert » would be rendered by either, a¢iie Al or aiiie e 3 or aa
A Or agine & i et






