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Introduction 

 

 

This book explores the themes of possibility and impossibility in translation, examining 

them from both diachronic and synchronic perspectives. The first perspective examines how 

both concepts —translatability and untranslatability — have evolved, while the second engages 

in close readings of contemporary texts to question the current forms of translatability and 

untranslatability. Comprising seven chapters, this book brings together seven peer-reviewed 

research papers written and published between 2021 and 2025, unified by a shared inquiry into 

the limits and possibilities of translation. While initially conceived as independent academic 

papers, these chapters collectively reflect a sustained and evolving engagement with one of the 

most persistent and complex questions in translation studies: what can be translated, and what 

resists translation? 

The central theme of translatability versus untranslatability runs throughout the seven 

chapters, not as a binary opposition but as a spectrum of tensions, negotiations, and creative 

choices. By republishing these research papers in a single book, I aim to offer a broader 

intellectual arc: one that moves from the historical foundations of translation terminology to 

contemporary case studies drawn from diverse linguistic, literary, and cultural contexts. 

Chapter One offers a historical and semantic analysis of the term 'translation,' tracing its 

conceptual and linguistic development from antiquity to the present. Using a comparative 

approach, it examines the evolution of the term in both French and English, providing context 

for its cultural and ideological foundations across important historical periods. From the ancient 

Greek metaphrasis and Roman interpretatio to the intricate reconfigurations of textual transfer 

in medieval and Renaissance periods, this chapter tracks the changing meanings and shifting 

practices associated with the idea of "to translate." Special emphasis is placed on the French 

linguistic shift from "translater." Understanding this rich historical background is essential, as 

the development of the term directly shapes our modern understanding of what translation 

involves, including its perceived limits and boundaries. 

Chapter Two explores explicitly the historical development of the two key concepts: 

translatability and untranslatability. By examining how these ideas have been shaped, debated, 

and re-evaluated over centuries, the evolving perception of translation barriers emerges, often 

reflecting dominant linguistic theories, cultural sensitivities, and technological progress. This 

historical outlook reveals that untranslatability is not a fixed, absolute concept, but rather a 

context-dependent issue, often surmounted through innovation and changing understanding, 

rather than an insurmountable obstacle. This dynamic perspective is essential for understanding 

the nuanced conversations that follow. 



6 

 

 

 

Chapter Three offers an in-depth examination of translatability and untranslatability as 

key and interconnected concepts in translation studies. It begins by framing the theoretical 

debate about the possibilities and limits of translation, contrasting optimistic views that see 

translatability as an achievable ideal with sceptical perspectives that challenge the idea of 

perfect equivalence. The discussion then explores a typology of untranslatability, covering its 

linguistic, cultural, religious, and philosophical aspects. Particular focus is given to the 

untranslatability of religious texts through an analysis of the Qur'an, where divine inimitability, 

lexical gaps, and the aesthetic challenges of sound and rhythm highlight the complexity of 

translating sacred texts across languages. The chapter also reviews House's Translation Quality 

Assessment (TQA) model and the concept of "untranslation," comparing functional 

untranslatability with more radical theoretical approaches. 

Further sections examine absolute untranslatability, assessing whether it is an objective 

fact, a cognitive and cultural limitation, or an ideological construct shaped by postcolonial and 

publishing-market influences. As a counterpoint, the research introduces a middle-ground 

model that views translatability and untranslatability as a continuum rather than binary 

opposites, highlighting graded translatability and context-dependent negotiation. The chapter 

then situates these discussions within the broader history of translation studies, tracing the 

development from the linguistic turn through the cultural, ethical, narrative, and technological 

shifts, culminating in the emerging "untranslatability turn." It argues against the idea of absolute 

untranslatability, promoting instead creative translation strategies that reinterpret the translator's 

role as both mediator and innovator. By combining theoretical, linguistic, and cultural 

perspectives, this work emphasises how the ongoing tension between translatability and 

untranslatability continues to influence the epistemological and ethical foundations of 

translation studies. 

Chapter Four provides a comprehensive overview of translation strategies, integrating 

theoretical concepts with sensible considerations. The chapter begins by examining the concept 

of strategy from various academic perspectives, highlighting its differences from tactics and 

identifying its core elements and areas of focus. Then, it shifts to translation-specific strategies, 

considering the requirements for making strategic decisions and the structural and functional 

factors that influence them. These include text type, language function, levels of signification, 

and the cultural and communicative contexts of both source and target texts. Strategies are 

categorised into direct, oblique, and global types, covering literal translation, calque, 

modulation, adaptation, and broader approaches such as foreignisation and domestication. This 

layered classification emphasises the importance of adaptable, context-sensitive decision-

making in the translation process. The chapter argues that addressing untranslatability involves 

more than just technical skills and prowess; it requires a dynamic, reflective, and strategic 

engagement with meaning across different languages and cultures. 

To solidify the understanding of strategic choices, Chapter Five meticulously examines 

translation strategies through Juliane House's TQA model, which offers valuable insights by 

integrating linguistic, pragmatic, and cultural factors into a cohesive analytical framework. This 

chapter reviews the translation strategies required for various textual genres and evaluates their 
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effectiveness through a detailed comparative analysis of source and target texts. By analysing 

texts in Arabic and English, this chapter uses House's concepts of register, genre, and language 

function to identify the strengths, deviations, and errors in practical translations. The findings 

show that overt strategies focus on preserving fidelity to the source text via foreignisation, while 

covert strategies aim for domestication to enhance fluency for the target audience. Applying 

House's TQA model to specific examples of both overt and covert translations between English 

and Arabic, the research demonstrates how genre conventions systematically influence 

translation choices, register variations, and functional requirements. The results indicate that 

successful translations depend not only on linguistic equivalence but also on strategic decisions 

regarding cultural factors and contextual adjustments. Consequently, this research contributes 

to translation studies by empirically validating House's theoretical framework and providing 

practical guidance for translators facing intricate decisions in cross-cultural and cross-linguistic 

communication, demonstrating that even perceived "untranslatable" elements can often be 

navigated through astute strategic application. 

Chapter Six explores the lively and emerging flash fiction scene in Morocco, highlighting 

the country as a key centre for this concise literary genre in North Africa. Although often 

overshadowed by longer narratives, the very short story, or flash fiction, has gained increasing 

recognition, emphasising its distinctive stylistic and thematic features. This chapter identifies 

the pioneering Moroccan authors who have played vital roles in developing flash fiction in 

Morocco and have been instrumental in popularising it ever since. Additionally, by critically 

analysing the selected translated works, the research investigates the thematic diversity and 

formal innovations within their writings. Specifically, the chapter examines representative 

pieces by Moroccan contemporary fiction writers, highlighting their unique voices and 

engagement with various socio-cultural and existential issues. Through these translated texts, 

this work seeks to bridge linguistic gaps and introduce Anglophone audiences to the rich and 

nuanced landscape of Moroccan flash fiction, thereby underscoring its distinctive contribution 

to contemporary Arabic literature and its potential for wider scholarly recognition. 

Chapter Seven provides an in-depth examination of the approach to creative writing 

adopted by American novelist Ernest Hemingway. It considers the challenge of translating his 

evocative texts into languages as distinct as Arabic, recognising that Hemingway's works are 

essentially autobiographical in novelistic form. This chapter focuses on analysing his 

expressive style, celebrated as the king of narrative language and master of narrative technique. 

It traces Hemingway's straightforward language, accessible to readers of all ages, and his plain 

style that reflects his attitudes towards his era. It concludes that any translation of Hemingway's 

works should aim to faithfully reproduce the form—morphologically, stylistically, 

syntactically, and semantically—to justify the label of translation and support those who argue 

for translatability. 

The decision to publish these papers as a unified book is designed to facilitate extensive 

cross-referencing between chapters and provide readers with a clearer, more holistic 

understanding of the development, contrast, and continuity across diverse aspects of translation 

research. This book is intentionally aimed at a broad audience, encompassing not only scholars 
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of translation studies but also linguists, literary theorists, and students with an interest in the 

intricate dynamics of cross-cultural communication. Furthermore, its structured approach and 

blend of theoretical exposition with practical application make it an ideal pedagogical resource, 

encouraging critical reflection on the essential interplay of theory and practice in the translator's 

demanding work. 

Publishing these papers as a book enables cross-referencing between chapters, providing 

readers with a clearer understanding of the development, contrast, and continuity across various 

aspects of translation research. This book is intended not only for scholars of translation studies 

but also for linguists, literary theorists, and students interested in the complexities of cross-

cultural communication. It can also serve as a pedagogical resource, fostering reflection on the 

integration of theory and practice in translation work. 
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A History of the Term "Translation" in the 

Western Context 

 

1. Introduction 

History acts as the ultimate repository where minor histories converge and blend. 

Everything has its history, documenting its activities from the very beginning to the very end, 

whether it be a living being, a place, or a word. "To translate" is a term that warrants its own 

history and must be examined within its cultural context to understand its cultural role, discover 

its inherent dynamism, and grasp its purpose. To fully comprehend the term "to translate," it is 

essential to explore its history (including its etymology and evolution) and reflect on its 

significant milestones, in order to question and analyse it. In the European context, the term has 

undergone five main stages that have simultaneously shaped the concept of translation, both in 

theory and practice, as it is recognised and regarded today. 

2. "To Translate", in the Time of the Greeks 

Historians believe that the Greeks of the classical era showed little interest in translating 

the works of neighbouring cultures and civilisations during their dominance over the ancient 

world. However, two ancient Greek terms related to (written and verbal) translation were used 

to denote two aspects of "translation": translating and interpreting, or hermeneuein and 

meîapherein. These two terms have endured in modern Romance languages and Anglo-Saxon 

languages, referring respectively to hermeneutics and metaphor.  

Later, during Plutarch's era, the term "metaphrazein" first emerged and appeared closely 

related to "paraphrase," a term now used very frequently. As a result, the Greeks seem to have 

defined translation in three domains: metaphor (transfer of meaning), interpretation 

(hermeneutics), and reformulation (paraphrasing), thereby allowing translation to be associated 

with any of these domains. (Berman, 1988, p. 28)   

3. "To Translate", in the Time of the Romans 

Unlike the Greeks, who neglected translation and overlooked neighbouring civilisational 

efforts, the Romans established Rome as the centre of translation in the West, helping to make 

the West the birthplace and cradle of translation ever since. From the very beginning, the 

Romans understood that translation demanded effort, involving reading, understanding, 

interpreting, and rendering a text from its source language into Latin. However, the challenge 

increased when Roman translators and scholars lacked the terminology to express their views 

in translation. 
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Initially, the concept of translation activity in the Roman era lacked a specific term to 

denote it or to distinguish it from other mental activities. It did not have a noun to refer to it or 

a verb to describe its function. According to the German grammarian Lohmann, the concept of 

translation first emerged with the Roman philosopher, writer, and orator Cicero, who, in the 

absence of a specific concept or term for translation during his time, introduced several verbs 

and terms to describe translation, such as vertere, convertere, exprimere, verbum e verbo, ad 

verbum exprimere, reddere, verbum pro verbo reddere... (Lohmann, cited in Berman, 1988, p. 

29)  

Some additional Roman terms, such as interpres and transferre, became widely used by 

the end of the Roman Empire. Interpres was used to denote both a translator and an interpreter. 

The other Latin verb indicating translation, "transferre", was used to signify transfer and 

conversion. The verb "transferre" was a compound of "trans-" (across) + "ferre" (to carry). The 

present active infinitive (main verb) was "transferre", meaning "to carry across" or "to transfer". 

The past participle (or perfect passive participle) was "translatus", meaning "having been 

carried across" or "transferred" when used in passive constructions. The present participle was 

"transferens", and the gerund was "transferentis", meaning "carrying across" or "transferring". 

While the correct classical Latin verb was "transferre" (to carry across, transfer, translate), 

the past participle was "translatus" (used in perfect passive constructions). The frequentative 

form "translatare" developed later, likely due to Vulgar Latin or Medieval usage. In Italian, 

"traslatare" meant "to transfer" or "to shift," derived from Latin "transferre". Consequently, of 

the two Roman terms, "interpres" and "transferre," which were widely used by the end of 

Antiquity, only one established itself and continued through to the Middle Ages, prevailing 

over the other terms: the noun translatio (meaning: "translation") and the verb translatare 

(meaning: "to translate"). Nonetheless, the term "translatio" was not used solely to denote 

translation. It was employed to indicate various other activities simultaneously. Translatio could 

mean the transfer, transport, change, conversion, removal, or conveyance of people, objects, 

thoughts, metaphors, rights, or properties from one individual to another, from one body to 

another, from one place to another, and from one language to another. In other words, 'translatio' 

in Latin can refer to various transfers and conversions, both tangible and intangible, as well as 

to literal and symbolic movements.  

4. "To Translate", in the Middle Ages 

In the Middle Ages, the term "translation" in its Latin context was used to mean transport, 

transfer, change, transposition, transition, and conversion, much as it had in Antiquity. Due to 

this semantic plurality, the Latin Middle Ages saw the development of the concept of Translatio 

Studii. However, despite the dominance of "translation" in European Medieval texts, it could 

not prevail over other terms or establish itself as a single, unique term invariably associated 

with the act of translating. 

Indeed, the Medieval French language, or Old French, featured many verbs as common 

as "to translate". For instance, there were espondre, turner, mettre en romanz, enromanchier, 
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translater (Simon, cited in Berman, 1988, p. 26) before the French verb "traduire" emerged in 

the early sixteenth century AD, originating from Italy, passing through France, reaching other 

Romance languages (Spanish, Catalan, Portuguese and Romanian), and settling in their 

cultures, along with the noun "traduction".  

Unlike Romance languages, English retained the Medieval term, "Translation", clung to 

it, and officially adopted it as the sole term in the field, developing around it a typically English 

perspective toward translation, best known later as "literal translation", or "word-for-word 

translation", or "direct translation", or "overt translation", or "linguistic translation", etc. Thus, 

the Medieval term "Translation" has remained common and established in English to this day. 

5. The Term "Translation" in the European Renaissance 

Although "traduire" and "traduction" became common in early 16th-century France, they 

had been in use since the 15th century. Still, they were initially confined to legal contexts, as 

shown by phrases such as "il a été traduit en justice" (meaning "He was brought to the court"). 

The use of these terms for linguistic translation originated from a misinterpretation by the Italian 

humanist Leonardo Bruni, who, willingly or unwillingly, while attempting to translate Aulu-

Gelle's Vocabulum graecum vetus traductum in linguam romanam (Noctes, I, 18, 1) [Latin 

Loans from Romance Languages], translated the verb "tradūcĕre" as if it were "tradurre" 

(meaning: "to translate"). However, the context of the passage indicated that the Latin verb 

"tradūcĕre" meant "to introduce," "to convey," or "to insert." (Rîpeanu, 2004, p. 226)  

Bruni's translational error at the beginning of the 16th century sparked the interest of 

European Renaissance humanists. It was quickly embraced by translators and scholars who 

understood the newly coined term (neologism) and adopted it as a distinctive term representing 

a concept unique to a new discipline, worthy of the autonomy gained by the arts, sciences, and 

letters during the Renaissance.  

Since the early decades of the Renaissance, specific fields of knowledge have asserted 

their independence from philosophy and literature, much like criticism. Other fields have sought 

independence from encyclopaedism, such as the experimental sciences. Additionally, some 

areas have distanced themselves from astrology and superstition, as astronomy did. Some have 

also claimed independence from morality, similar to politics. Furthermore, others have gone 

even further by declaring independence from religion. In this context, it was logical that 

translation might have a demand to reveal itself: to be independent of all the spheres of 

knowledge with which translation interacts, since the latter was viewed as part of the field being 

translated.  

That is, Leonardo Bruni's translation error occurred within its appropriate historical 

context. This justifies the 16th-century humanists' immediate adoption of Bruni's term. The 

objective set in Bruni's era was to establish a new environment where translation could flourish 

and operate freely, conveying the essence of human cultures from one language to another and 

utilising new tools against the backdrop of a new philosophy that offers translation the expected 

independence from other fields of knowledge, which were prone to dissolving it, possessing it 
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to the extent of annulment, to the point of obliteration. 

6. The Term "Translation" in Modern Times 

6.1. French and the Transition from "Translater" to "Traduire" 

The English verb "to translate" corresponds to two different verbs in French: "translater" 

and "traduire". In terms of usage, the first term, "translater", predates the second. However, 

during the European Renaissance, society began to assign specific tasks to the newer term 

"traduire", which focused almost entirely on the development of early translation theory and 

the practice of careful translation. Meanwhile, the older term ("translater") retained the 

remaining tasks related to issues outside translation, mainly in biology, mathematics, and 

astronomy. 

6.1.1. In the Beginning Was "Translater" 

Since the Middle Ages, the terms "translater" and "translation" have been widely used in 

French, anchoring the original Latin meanings of these words within French linguistic usage, 

even as they expanded to include additional scientific and technical meanings. However, they 

generally retain the sense of "to transfer" from one language to another, from one location to 

another, or from one time to another. Sometimes, the term implies "to carry" (e.g., "translater 

la croix": to carry the cross). Other times, it means "to relocate" (e.g., "translater un prisonnier”: 

to relocate a prisoner). Additionally, it refers to "to transfer financial or real estate". Finally, it 

denotes changing an appointment, amending a date, or postponing it. 

In the first edition of his dictionary, published in 1679, Pierre Richelet clearly stated that 

the term "translater" was not used outside the religious sphere in French. It referred to the 

transfer, relocation, and movement of clergy and church property, as well as the postponement 

and delay of church activities. (Richelet, 1759, p.771)  

In the 19th century, Émile Littré's dictionary excluded the religious usage of "translater," 

which had been included in Richelet's dictionary two centuries earlier. It also strengthened the 

term's exclusion from cultural usage, leading to "translater" being sometimes seen as an old and 

obsolete word. At other times, it also referred to "poor and base translation," with the term 

"translateur" meaning "bad and poor translator."  

With Émile Littré's dictionary, new administrative and scientific meanings were added to 

the term "translater". The administrative meaning appears in "to transfer a prisoner from one 

correctional institution to another," "to move the capital of a state from one city to another," 

and "to transfer ownership from one name to another." Concerning the scientific meaning in 

Émile Littré's dictionary (physical and mathematical usage), the term "translater" came to 

denote the rotation of physical bodies in space around another body or the sliding and gliding 

of mathematical geometric shapes on design paper.’Littré, 1883, p.2315)  

On the technical front, the terms "translater" and "translation" now have different 

meanings. In astronomy, "translater" refers to the "revolution" of planets around a star, unlike 
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the other movement of planets in space, "rotation" (“tourner autour d'un axe": to rotate around 

an axis), which describes the rotation of planets on their axes. In geometry, the term describes 

a transformation that moves an object a certain distance without changing its size, direction, or 

reflection. In computer science, the term pertains to converting a computer programme, with 

any necessary modifications, to ensure references to addresses are correct so the programme 

can run from its new location without issues.  

In brief, the term "translater" in the French context retained its Latin meanings (to move, 

relocate, or reschedule) for religious purposes and for the transfer of prisoners or property until 

the 17th century. In Pierre Richelet's 1679 dictionary, the term was reserved for religious 

contexts. Later, in Émile Littré's 19th-century dictionary, the meaning shifted to administrative 

and scientific contexts (e.g., transfers, relocations, revolutions, slidings, etc.). Today, the French 

term "translater" specialises in non-linguistic uses only, leaving the linguistic uses to the other 

term, "traduire." 

6.1.2. Then, There Came "Traduire" 

The first use of the term "tradurre" as a synonym for the medieval Latin word "translatare" 

during the European Renaissance originated in Italy, then spread to France. The other Romance 

languages in Europe adopted it later. The verb "traduire" was first used in French in 1509, where 

it occasionally appeared alongside the then-current verb "translater" within the same paragraph 

of the same text and context, as documented in the works of Jehan Divry. The interchangeable 

use of "traduire" and "translater" demonstrates that the two terms were synonymous in French 

for "translation" before the Latin word "translater" was replaced by the newly coined term 

"traduire." This was emphasised in Richelet's 1679 dictionary, where he regarded the term 

"translation" as an old, obsolete word that once meant "translation." 

Since the 16th century, the terms "traduire" and "translater" have shared the meaning of 

"transfer" rooted in their Latin origins. While the verb "translater" has primarily been used in 

physical contexts such as scientific and technical transfer, "traduire" has specialised in the 

symbolic aspects of transfer, meaning "to bring before the courts" or "to appear before justice," 

and signifying "to reverse" the surface to "reveal" and "express" the deeper essence. It also 

implies "to interpret" and "to explain." The final symbolic transfer associated with "traduire" is 

the translation of speech, text, or a collection of works by an author from a source language to 

a target language. 

By examining French dictionaries from the Renaissance to the present day, one can 

closely trace the development of the term chosen to denote translation and the evolution of the 

underlying concept. In Richelet's dictionary at the end of the 17th century, the term denoted 

both "to convert into a language different from the first language in the original version" and 

"to plead in court." In the French Academy's dictionary, the term "traduire" monopolised all 

meanings associated with translation and transformation. It meant "to convert a written work 

from one language to another," as well as "to render" someone in a different image or form. 

(Dictionnaire de l’Académie Françoise, 1696, p. 583) It also meant "to transport people from 
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one place to another." Here, "traduire" intersects with "translater" but does not fully coincide 

with it. At the end of the 19th century, Émile Littré's dictionary reinforced the legal meaning of 

the French term. In addition to "transporting, relocating, and transferring suspects, accused 

persons, prisoners, and detainees," the term came to mean "to appear in the courts," traduire en 

justice.   

At the beginning of the 20th century, Le Grand Larousse encyclopédique (in ten volumes) 

broadened the term's meanings to include "representation", "expression", "interpretation", and 

"indication of something". (Dictionnaire Larousse Universel, 1923, p. 1124) The le Grand 

Robert de la langue Française morphologically breaks down the French term "traduire” into 

trans, meaning "beyond", and ducere, meaning to "lead" and to "convey", such that "traduire" 

denotes the transfer to a different culture and the conveyance to a different language. (Nouveau 

Larousse Illustré, n.d., p. 1083)  

While Pierre Richelet limited the term's scope within an ecclesiastical context, Claude 

Augé, in his Grand Larousse encyclopédique, defined two domains for it. The first is cultural, 

where the term refers to the act of translation. The second relates to the legal, legislative, and 

judicial aspects of the transfer, relocation, and movement of accused persons, suspects, 

prisoners, and detainees.  

The French Robert dictionary includes four entries related to translation: the act of 

translating and its result, a translated version of the original, the corresponding word in the 

source or target language, and the material expression of something immaterial, as in the 

sentence: "In the spread of crime, a translation of insecurity." Additionally, the term also 

signifies "appearing before the court and the law." (Le nouveau Petit Robert, 2001, pp. 2556-

2557) 

Over time, "traduire" gained dominance over "translater" and "traduction" prevailed over 

"translation". This can be attributed to two factors. The first factor is that "traduction" belongs 

to a distinct linguistic family comprising ductio and the verb ducere, which correspond to "to 

lead" and "to drive". This family includes words such as Induction, Déduction, Production, and 

Reproduction, which encompass the four systems of transformation. Induction is prominent in 

experimental fields such as chemistry, while Déduction is relevant in logical-mathematical 

domains and related disciplines. Production is prevalent across various practical fields, 

including economics and technology. "Traduction" predominates in the realm of transforming 

texts of all kinds, whether human or machine-generated, written or spoken, literal or figurative. 

All four systems share the characteristic of ending in -duction. (Serres, 1974, p. 9)  

The second factor contributing to the dominance of "traduction" over "translation" in the 

French context since the Renaissance is the dynamism and expressiveness of the former term 

compared to the latter. While "translation" emphasises transfer or conversion, "traduction" 

underscores the energy and activity underpinning this movement of transfer, which can be 

described as the transformative force (la force transformante). More precisely, "traduction" 

signifies an intentional, conscious, and deliberate process, presupposing the existence of an 

agent, much like all words containing "-duction". In contrast, "translation" represents merely 
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an anonymous process of crossing.   

6.2. English Language and Loyalty to the Term "to Translate" 

The Oxford English Dictionary (full title: A New English Dictionary on Historical 

Principles), a twenty-volume work, is highly regarded among contemporary dictionaries for 

being the largest in both size and quality. It uses an approach different from that established by 

Arab lexicographers since the 8th century AD. This dictionary employs an alphabetical order 

of entries, unlike the root-based order still used by Arabic dictionaries today. Furthermore, it 

improves its presentation of linguistic items by including phonetic transcriptions of words, 

which was uncommon in other European dictionaries at the time. In contrast, Arabic 

dictionaries use vowelisation or discretisation to ensure correct pronunciation. 

The Oxford English Dictionary also employs a historical method, focusing on tracing the 

origins of words, much like how records are kept for individuals and families in real life. This 

approach revitalised linguistic entries, moving away from the absolutism that once dominated 

and persists in other dictionaries. It also took the opportunity to broaden its explanations by 

incorporating proverbs, maxims, sayings, and common expressions, while citing poetic verses 

or writers' expressions and referencing the source of each quoted phrase. Essentially, it was 

primarily a corpus-based method. 

French lexicographers initially suggested this choice during discussions concerning the 

project for the first French dictionary, the Dictionary of the French Academy, in the reign of 

King Louis XIV in the 17th century. However, they ultimately rejected it, only to revisit it in 

the 18th century and incorporate it in subsequent editions. 

The Oxford English Dictionary is credited with shifting lexicographical efforts from the 

era of voluntary individual endeavour, which characterised the Arab lexicographical experience 

since the publication of the first dictionary during the Abbasid era (beginning with Al-Jawhari, 

and including Ibn Duraid, Al-Asqalani, Al-Zubaidi, Al-Fayruzabadi, Al-Fayyumi, Al-Safadi, 

Al-Nawawi, Al-Qali, Al-Azhari, Al-Suyuti, Kra' al-Naml, Ibn Sidah, Al-Rumi, Al-Dimashqi, 

Al-Razi, Al-Saghani, and Ibn Manzur, among others), to an era of organised institutional action. 

In the 19th century, the Philological Society in Oxford appointed James Murray as supervisor 

of this project, which spanned more than 27 years. Work on the dictionary began in 1857 and 

finished in 1884. Perhaps the most noteworthy contribution from the team was its collaboration 

with other scholars, writers, artists, and clergy, while avoiding the pitfalls of encyclopaedism 

that could divert it from its primary linguistic focus. From the outset, the team welcomed 

contributions from philologists and scholars in comparative and historical linguistics, as well 

as others from various disciplines, until the Oxford Dictionary was regarded as a second major 

shift in lexicographical work, following the first Arab shift that established this field ten 

centuries prior to the development of the British Oxford Dictionary. 

The Oxford English Dictionary traces the origin of the term "to translate" in the history 

of the English language, pinpointing its Latin roots. The Byzantines of the Middle Ages 

inherited various uses of the term "to translate" from the ancient Romans, denoting both 
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translation and transfer, specifically "transferre," the present active infinitive form. In contrast, 

the past participle form was "translatus," which, in the 11th century AD, evolved into a new 

independent Latin verb meaning "transfer" and "translation": "translatare." With the rise of 

vernacular European languages, the term "translatare" transitioned from Latin to the emerging 

Western languages, such as English, which has adopted the verb "to translate" to this day. (A 

New English Dictionary on Historical Principles, 1926, p. 265)   

The English verb "to translate," as defined by the Oxford English Dictionary, denotes the 

act of moving or transferring information across various fields, from physical to figurative 

contexts, including scientific and literary contexts. The primary physical sense involves 

transfer, relocation, and movement, often referring to the movement of professionals, 

craftsmen, clergy, and prisoners from one location to another. The figurative sense relates to 

the transfer of ideas, emotions, hopes, and dreams (e.g., "divine transfer," "the ascension of 

prophets," "transfer of the remains of the dead from one place to another" for honour or 

vengeance, etc.). In physics, "to translate" describes a physical body orbiting another or rotating 

about its axis. In geometry, "to translate" refers to moving geometric shapes by sliding them 

across a surface. Lastly, in literary terms, it pertains to "the transfer of written texts from one 

language to another."  

The American Heritage Dictionary offers additional subordinate meanings of the English 

verb "to translate." The first is "to express in another language while retaining the original 

meaning." The second is "to explain and interpret using simple words." The third is "to convert 

from one form to another and from one style to a different style." The fourth is "to work in 

translation." (American Heritage Dictionary, 1976). p. 1288) In other words, translation, 

according to the American Heritage Dictionary, is a profession in which practitioners can focus 

on translating either form or content. 

Webster's Dictionary, the well-known American dictionary, lists several meanings for the 

noun "translation" and the verb "to translate": the act of translating, the state of being translated, 

a translated product, a translated version of a text (in the fields of humanities), the transfer of 

people or the transfer of corpses or human remains (ecclesiastical glossary), the transfer of 

property (rare usage), the transfer of rights, conversion and transformation, the revolution of a 

body around another body (in the field of physics), and the sliding of geometric shapes (in the 

field of mathematics). (The Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 2004, p. 760)  

The semantic range of the term "translation" in its Anglo-Saxon context may appear richer 

and broader than its French counterpart, as noted by Antoine Berman. It may also seem better 

able to express both concrete and figurative transformations and conversions, which in French 

is achieved only by using the term "traduction" metaphorically. However, it would be 

unreasonable to compare the French term "traduire" with the English term "to translate", given 

that the latter encompasses the meanings of both "traduire" and "traducer". The difference 

between the French and English terms, in the context of translation studies, extends far beyond 

the richness and abundance of semantic meaning. 

It is no coincidence that the English language has retained the original Latin term, 
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"translation." This is closely linked to the concept established in Anglo-Saxon culture since the 

Middle Ages, when the English language adopted a terminological system inspired by everyday 

language to facilitate communication, a practice that has always been regarded as "translation."  

This choice stems from an early functional and communicative orientation in Anglo-Saxon 

cultures. As early as the 14th century, thinkers such as Nicolas Oresme considered translation 

to be part of a broader system of communication. Thus, English developed into a language of 

exchange, or even one that embodies a form of translation, characterised by adaptability and 

lexical flexibility.  

Nicolas Oresme, the originator of the term 'communication', was also the theorist of 

Translatio Studii. This is logical: translation and communication are not contradictory as long 

as Translatio Studii is itself a communicative process. However, only Anglo-Saxon culture has 

systematically developed its language over the centuries to make it more communicative. It has 

pursued this path by relying on a vast array of terminology and establishing a foundational 

discursive fabric, referred to since the sixteenth century as 'the Plain Style', that serves as a 

multi-purpose transmission channel.   

Thus, the English language appears, in its essence, as translation. For this reason, 

translation holds central significance in this particular language, which has become, firstly, the 

primary medium for producing the term (or the specialised signifier capable of conversion and 

translation). Secondly, it has emerged as the fundamental medium for technological 

communication worldwide, with English serving as a model language for other languages 

seeking to become languages of connection and communication. Thirdly, English has assumed 

the role of the primary medium for transferring written texts in what has come to be termed 

"distant languages" (such as Chinese, Hindi, and Japanese), by Westernising their texts and 

transforming their meanings to facilitate generalisation.   

In modern times, since Spanish is a phonetic language that is read as it is written and vice 

versa, English has become the chief language of translation. This development arises from its 

foundation on a self-conception based on a pure system of interchangeable and exchangeable 

signs. As a result, every translation within the Anglo-Saxon context is necessarily influenced 

by the concept of "translation" as defined seven centuries ago by Nicolas Oresme (1320 - 1382). 

In other words, English does not truly translate. Instead, it replaces a word from its source 

language with a word from the target language and vice versa. That is, it generalises the content 

of a translatable nature.  

The term "to translate" has several meanings in English, but the core meaning that shapes 

the image of translation in the Anglo-Saxon context is the one used in physics. While Arabic 

uses a single verb "داَرَ، يَدوُر، دوََرَانًا" (dāra, yadūru, dawarān - to rotate, to revolve, rotation) to 

describe the rotation of a planet, firstly around itself and secondly around another star that forms 

the nucleus of a hypothetical solar system, English employs two verbs. The first is "to rotate," 

which signifies a planet's movement around its own axis. The second is "to orbit" or "to 

revolve," indicating a planet's movement around a star that is at the centre of the solar system. 

This suggests that in English, each word is regarded as a planet. When a word "rotates" around 
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its axis, the opposite side, previously hidden, becomes visible — just as the other side of a 

rotating planet becomes visible through light and darkness, or proximity and distance. These 

two sides, which alternately appear and disappear as planets revolve in space or words move in 

a text, are what linguists refer to as the original word in the source language and the 

corresponding word in the target language. Essentially, English assumes that every word in one 

language must have an equivalent in another language. To "translate" a word is simply to rotate 

it so that its counterpart can be seen in the other language. 

7. "Dragoman": Origin and Evolution in the Western Context 

The dragoman was known in ancient Latin as Interpres, a term composed of two parts: 

inter, meaning "between," signifying mediation and connection, and pretium, meaning "price" 

or "value." The term "interpres" first referred to a "mediator"; second, a "messenger" or 

"envoy"; third, an "explainer" or "commentator"; and finally, a "translator" or "dragoman." 

(Gaffiot, 1934, p. 844)   

The Arabic word "tarjumān" or "turjumān" (meaning "dragoman”) was also used in 

European languages from the Middle Ages to the 18th century. In Italy, the dragoman was 

referred to as "dragomanno." In Turkey, Persia, and other parts of the East, "drogman" was a 

title given to individuals who served as translators at their country's consulates and embassies 

abroad until the end of the 19th century. (Cary, 1962, pp. 118–127) The term "dragoman" was 

also used in various languages, including German, Swedish, Spanish, Dutch, Polish, Romanian, 

and English.  

Dictionaries of Western languages indicate that the word "dragoman" has Arabic origins. 

For instance, Merriam-Webster's dictionary states that the term "Dragoman" specifically refers 

to a professional interpreter in Near Eastern countries. The first recorded use of the word in 

English dates back to the fourteenth century.  

The Oxford English Dictionary confirms the statement made in the previously cited 

dictionary: A dragoman is an interpreter or guide, particularly in countries where Arabic, 

Turkish, or Persian is spoken.  

In 16th-, 17th-, and 18th-century France, alongside the use of the term "dragoman" in 

most European languages, the term "truchement" (or "trucheman") was commonly employed. 

This was either as a positive equivalent of the Arabic word "tarjumān" ((Seleskovitch, 1968, 

pp. 253-263), or as a pejorative term used by Blaise Pascal to denote a "weak interpreter" or a 

"treacherous interpreter." (Pascal, 1657) The derogatory connotation of the term "truchement" 

characterised simultaneous translation and underscored the immediacy of the process, 

suggesting that the "truchement" was a deficient interpreter because of the spontaneity of his 

rendition. In terms of written translation, a poor translator was given a distinct name to 

differentiate him, as noted in Émile Littré's dictionary: "translateur." 

However, beyond positive and negative labels, the term "truchement" or "trucheman" 

firstly referred to a mediator in general, and secondly, to the person or employee responsible 
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for verbally translating conversations between two individuals speaking different languages. 

The term "truchement" or "trucheman" was also used figuratively to denote the human ability 

to convey feelings and images through speech.  

In the mid-20th century, after World War II and during the Nuremberg trials, a pressing 

need arose for specialised, professional simultaneous interpreters to facilitate communication 

between judges and defendants accused of war crimes. This demand also prompted a distinction 

between this category of translators and others. Thus, the old Latin term "interpres" was 

revisited and adapted with symbolic regional variations: "interprète" in French and "interpreter" 

in English for simultaneous translation, versus "traducteur" in French and "translator" in 

English for written translation. 

8. Conclusion 

In summary, translation in the English context differs from that in French. Translating 

into English involves substituting one word for another and reorganising phrases accordingly. 

This process requires, above all, two essential skills. The first step is to identify what is 

necessary in the source material and what is peripheral, likely to be marginalised or overlooked 

during translation. The second skill is translating only the interchangeable and replaceable 

linguistic elements or content. That is, only the solid parts of the source text, which can be 

understood and resonated with in earthly languages, are translated. Anything beyond that, such 

as rhetorical enhancements and verbal embellishments, may be lost in translation. (Hofstadter, 

1985) Therefore, the English term "translation" assumes the existence of items and the presence 

of content stripped of their original linguistic form, waiting to be exchanged for new words and 

clothed in a new linguistic guise. 

The French and Anglo-Saxon perspectives on translation differ from the moment the term 

denoting translation is introduced ("to translate" or "traduire"), resulting in different translation 

outcomes. The French word "traduction" is inherently more freeing, as it highlights the process 

of translation, which is fundamentally transformative and mutable in nature, like all nouns 

ending in -duction. Consequently, it is not surprising that French culture developed one of the 

most liberated models of translation in Western history: Les Belles Infidèles (or the Beautiful 

Unfaithful).  

Thus, while English sees translation as an exchange of meanings that overlooks both the 

familiar and the foreign, French views the act of translation as an opportunity to domesticate 

the foreign; as a result, an Anglophone and a Francophone find it challenging to understand the 

same concept of translation, nor do they approach translation in the same way. This conceptual 

difference is deeply embedded and implicit in the distinct terms for the act of translation itself: 

"traduire" in French and "to translate" in English. 

It is evident from the above that coining a term to define the act of translation varies not 

only in linguistic expression across languages but also in its underlying philosophy and practice. 

Therefore, it is challenging to equate the English term "to translate" with the French term 

"traduire", as they do not serve the same function or lead to the same goal. The latter, "traduire", 
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is transformative, aiming to create a (very) free translation, while the former, "to translate", is 

more focused on content because its horizon is preplanned to produce a "literal translation."   

These two models have evolved to represent the two poles of translation theory from the 

19th century through the 20th century and into the 21st century, adopting various names, 

including quantitative translation, qualitative translation, literal translation, free translation, and 

linguistic and literary translation, among others. Despite the confusing terminology, the core 

remains the same. The French and English terms, "to translate" and "traduire," serve as the 

fundamental origins that have established, shaped, and framed translation philosophy from the 

European Renaissance to the present day, at both levels of performance (comprehension and 

rendition), from both perspectives (source-text orientation and target-text orientation), in both 

fields (theory and practice), and across both eras (past and present). 
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Translatability and Untranslatability 

(A Historical Overview) 

 

 

1. Introduction 

The concepts of 'translatable' and 'untranslatable' have been central to translation theory 

since its earliest days. They have been widely examined in translation studies, linguistics, and 

philosophy. Each concept presents unique perspectives, reflecting ongoing debates about the 

possibilities and limitations of conveying meaning across languages and cultures. 

The idea of the translatable is based on the belief that human thought, experience, and 

the fundamental structure of reality are universal. This view suggests that although languages 

may differ in their surface features (words and grammar), the concepts, ideas, and intentions 

they communicate are familiar to everyone. In contrast, the notion of the untranslatable 

challenges the universalist perspective, arguing that language is not merely a container for pre-

existing ideas but an active force that shapes reality and cognition. This view asserts that some 

aspects of a language are so deeply rooted in its specific culture, history, and structure that they 

resist complete transfer. 

Throughout history, the issues of translatability and untranslatability have been central to 

debates in translation studies and the philosophy of language. Some theorists have explicitly 

addressed this question, while others have focused on practical or methodological aspects of 

translation without exploring the ontological or philosophical nature of translatability in depth. 

The philosophical and practical questions of translatability and untranslatability have ancient 

origins, with early discussions emerging in religious, literary, and intellectual contexts across 

civilisations.  

 

2. Ancient and Classical Periods (Pre-5th Century CE) 

2.1. Biblical and Mesopotamian Debates (3rd Millennium BC) 

The earliest and most enduring allegory of untranslatability and the chaos of linguistic 

difference is found in the biblical story of the Tower of Babel (Genesis 11:1–9). This allegory 

serves as the foundational text for the idea that multilingualism is a divine curse and a barrier 

to human unity, since humanity once spoke a single, universal language. In their quest to 

establish their own greatness and unity (and to prevent their dispersion across the earth), 

humans attempted to build a city and a massive tower (the Tower of Babel) "with its top in the 

heavens." 
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In response to this prideful ambition, God chose not to destroy the structure physically 

but to dismantle the universal language itself. He scattered the people by confounding their 

speech, thereby introducing the chaos of linguistic diversity. This multilingualism was seen as 

a divine curse (God's act of creating different tongues (polyglotism) was a direct punishment 

meant to disrupt and fragment human cooperation). Likewise, language differences were 

regarded as barriers (by instantly creating separate languages, God made it impossible for 

people to understand one another).  

This new linguistic reality became the main obstacle to human unity, effectively halting 

the construction of the tower and leading to the people's dispersal. Consequently, 

untranslatability was seen as a form of punishment. The immediate result was a state of pure 

untranslatability: a confusion of language where meaning could not be easily transferred. The 

need for translation stemmed from a divine penalty, marking languages not just as tools for 

communication but as a "sort of punishment" that keeps humanity divided and constantly 

struggling to bridge semantic gaps. 
 

2.2. Greek and Roman Thought (5th Century BC –4th Century AD) 

Aristotle contends that although words differ across languages, concepts (for example, 

"justice" and "freedom") are universal, suggesting they can be translated. (Aristotle, trans. 2016, 

16a3–16a9) He established the philosophical basis for believing in the translatability of 

meaning by distinguishing the sign from the thing signified. He maintained that while words—

spoken sounds and written symbols—are arbitrary and therefore language-specific, the 

underlying concepts or feelings of the soul (such as "justice," "freedom," or "virtue") are 

universal. 

This universality implies that all concepts are fundamentally transferable. Since the idea 

of freedom holds the same meaning for a Greek speaker as it does for a German speaker, an 

accurate translation requires finding the appropriate new sign (word) for that universal concept. 

Aristotle's perspective suggests that perfect equivalence of meaning is theoretically possible. 

In his treatise De Optimo Genere Oratorum (“On the Best Kind of Orator”), the Roman 

statesman and orator Cicero (106–43 BCE) established a lasting dichotomy in translation theory 

by strongly promoting sense-for-sense translation rather than literal, word-for-word translation. 

(Cicero, trans. 2014, 5–6) His approach was not based on abstract philosophy but on the 

practical need to convey the power and rhetorical brilliance of Greek oratory into Latin. 

Cicero's method fundamentally recognised the reality of linguistic gaps. By rejecting a 

rigid, word-for-word approach (“interpretari”), he understood that the grammatical structures, 

idioms, and specialised vocabulary of Greek did not have simple, exact equivalents in Latin. A 

literal translation, he realised, would produce a text that was awkward, opaque, and lacking the 

stylistic force needed to move a Roman audience. Instead, he chose to translate "not as an 

interpreter, but as an orator" (non verbum pro verbo), emphasising the importance of conveying 

the idea and rhetorical effect of the source text. 
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Ironically, by promoting the highly adaptive sense-for-sense method, Cicero implicitly 

acknowledged the limits of translatability. The very need to alter the source text (restructuring 

sentences, substituting concepts, and finding new idioms) demonstrated that the original's 

unique artistic and aesthetic qualities could not be transferred intact. 

To achieve a comparable impact on the audience, the translator must focus on adaptation 

and interpretation rather than merely on language transfer. This realisation (that perfect, 

unaltered equivalence is unattainable across profound linguistic and cultural gaps) raised a 

fundamental issue in translation studies that remains a topic of debate today. Cicero essentially 

outlined the translator's ethical dilemma: fidelity to the words sacrifices meaning, while fidelity 

to the meaning sacrifices the words (Robinson, 1997, pp. 7–9), thereby, consequently, admitting 

the untranslatability of the text. 
 

3. Medieval Period (5th–14th Century) 

Islamic scholars (e.g., Abu Abdullah Muhammad bin Idris ash-Shâfi'î) declared that 

Arabic is the only valid language for the Qur'an, allowing translations only 

as tafsir (interpretation) of the Qur'an, (Abdel Haleem, 2004, Introduction, p. xix) which has 

been regarded ever since as scientifically and linguistically unique, miraculous, and therefore 

untranslatable. Islamic scholars' defence of the Qur'an's untranslatability aimed to protect God's 

words from alteration, distortion, misrepresentation, and textual change. Following the same 

approach, Arab classical literary scholars argued for the untranslatability of Arabic classical 

poetry, but for a different reason.  

They defended its untranslatability to support the parallel claims that Arabic is the mother 

of all languages, the language of God, and the language of the Day of Resurrection, (al-Jāḥiẓ, 

1960, pp. 73-75) on one hand; and to uphold the supremacy of the Arabic language over other 

tongues, particularly in poetry, which is often regarded among Arabs as their highest literary 

genre (Diwan Al Arab) and the primary expressive tool in which they believe nobody 

worldwide can compete or prevail against them. Amrû Al-Jahiz, a renowned scholar of his era, 

argued that the untranslatability of classical Arabic poetry was such that it was a great honour 

for world literature to be translated into Arabic, not the opposite. These claims did not sit well 

with the Europeans, who largely neglected translating Arabic classical poetry into Latin during 

the Medieval Age, focusing instead on translating Arabic science, philosophy, and sorcery. 
 

4. European Renaissance (15th–16th Century) 

Martin Luther's groundbreaking German Bible translation, completed in 1534, ignited 

profound intellectual discussions and sparked theological debates across Europe that centred on 

the very nature of divine meaning and its ability to withstand translation: could meaning survive 

the process? (Berger, 2017, p. 112) Before Luther, the Latin Vulgate and the belief in the sacred, 

singular authority of the original Hebrew and Greek texts dominated Christian thought. Luther's 

project, by rendering Scripture into the vernacular German of the ordinary people, radically 
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decentralised religious authority.  

This act immediately raised the urgent question: Could the holy, divinely inspired 

meaning inherent in the original languages genuinely survive when translated into a human 

language like German? This discussion extended beyond mere linguistics. It considered 

whether a translation, which is necessarily an interpretation, could preserve the absolute and 

untainted truth of God's word, thereby fundamentally changing the relationship between the 

believer, the scripture, and the ecclesiastical authority that had previously guarded the Latin 

text. 
 

5. Enlightenment and Romanticism (18th–19th Century) 

In the 19th century, three pivotal German figures significantly influenced translation 

theory by emphasising the connections among language, culture, and the translator's ethics: 

Wilhelm von Humboldt, Friedrich Schleiermacher, and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe.  
 

5.1. Friedrich Schleiermacher's Contribution 

In his influential 1813 essay, "On the Different Methods of Translating," the theologian 

and philosopher Friedrich Schleiermacher shifted the focus from the inherent limits of language 

to the ethical decisions a translator faces regarding the target audience, drawing a vital 

distinction between two main translation strategies: domestication and foreignisation. The 

former, domestication, seeks to bring the author closer to the reader by making the translated 

text familiar, fluent, and easily accessible to the target-language audience, employing local 

idioms, cultural references, and syntax to make the text seem as if it were originally written in 

the target language. 

The latter, foreignisation, seeks to bring the reader closer to the author while maintaining 

the original text's unfamiliarity and cultural distance. The translator intentionally preserves 

elements of the source language's structure, vocabulary, and cultural markers, encouraging the 

reader to experience the text as an alien entity. The aim is to enrich the target culture by 

introducing new ideas and styles, rather than merely copying what is familiar. 

Ultimately, Schleiermacher favoured foreignisation, emphasising that accurate 

understanding arises from engaging with the original context. He prefers it over domestication 

for serious philosophical and literary works, believing it is the only way to convey the original 

author's culture and thought authentically. This distinction remains central to translation studies 

today, particularly through the work of theorist Lawrence Venuti, who employs these concepts 

to critique the homogenising influence of domestically focused translations. (Venuti, 2004, pp. 

43–63)   

Schleiermacher acknowledged that perfect translation is unattainable because of inherent 

linguistic and cultural differences. However, he believed that conveying the author's original 

intent is vital. (Schleiermacher, 1992), pp. 36–54) Schleiermacher and, later, Antoine Berman 
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emphasised the distinction and the impossibility of fully capturing foreignness. 
 

5.2. Wilhelm von Humboldt's Contribution 

In his 1836 work On Language, Wilhelm von Humboldt advanced a compelling linguistic 

philosophy that strengthened the case for the relative untranslatability of language. He 

introduced the concept of "worldview" (Weltanschauung), asserting that language is not just a 

tool for naming pre-existing concepts. Instead, it is an active force that influences its speakers' 

thoughts and shapes their perception of reality, and thereby becomes the embodiment of a 

nation's worldview. This is why each language reflects a unique way of perceiving and 

organising reality.  

Given that different languages impose distinct conceptual frameworks, cognitive limits, 

and cultural priorities on their speakers, language assumes a new role as a filter. That is why 

Humboldt believed that translation is feasible but always involves transformation, as it requires 

adapting the original ideas to a different linguistic and cultural context. While he recognised 

the difficulties of translation, he did not consider it impossible. He argued that it is a meaningful 

endeavour, valued for cultural exchange, but, like Goethe, he acknowledged its limitations. 

Because language forms a complex web woven from history, culture, and unique 

conceptual categories, no two languages can ever perfectly align. Translation is therefore not 

just a simple substitution, but a complex and creative act that involves bridging two distinct 

worldviews. This impossibility of achieving perfect equivalence illustrates the concept of 

relative untranslatability (meaning that while a translator can convey the general sense, the 

original's complete, nuanced, and culturally embedded meaning is always subtly altered). 

(Humboldt, 1988, p. 60)   
 

5.3. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe's Contribution 

Another prominent German figure is often mentioned alongside the previous two 

romantics: Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, who influenced later thinking on translation by 

framing it as a key driver of "World Literature" (Weltliteratur) and by formally theorising its 

developing practice. 

"I am more and more convinced that poetry is the universal possession of mankind, 

revealing itself everywhere and at all times in hundreds and hundreds of men... 

National literature is now a rather unmeaning term; the epoch of world literature is 

at hand, and everyone must strive to hasten its approach." (Goethe, 1827)   

Goethe's theory of translation is closely linked to his concept of Weltliteratur (i.e., "World 

Literature"). He believed that the movement of texts across borders, primarily through 

translation, would foster genuine cultural exchange, enabling each nation to appreciate the 

unique philosophical and aesthetic achievements of others. The challenge of untranslatability 

(which is the very attempt to capture the foreign spirit) is what gives this exchange its 
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significance. 

"It is pleasant to see that intercourse is now so close between the French, English, 

and Germans that we shall be able to correct one another. This is the greatest use of 

World Literature, which will show itself more and more."  

 While Goethe championed translation as a means of cultural exchange, he also 

recognised the inherent limitations and the ongoing challenge of untranslatability at each stage. 

(Goethe, 1921, pp. 176–181) This theme recurs in his theoretical discussions, especially 

concerning the need for a "third type" of translation that aims to make the foreign text feel 

foreign to the reader, often at the expense of fluency in the target language. 

Goethe's most systematic reflections on translation are found in the notes and essays 

accompanying his collection of poems, West-Eastern Diwan, published in 1819. He proposed 

three distinct, ascending stages or types of translation to address untranslatability, each 

implicitly dealing with how to handle the "foreignness" or the untranslatable elements of the 

source text: direct or literal translation (i.e., the foreignness itself), paraphrastic or 

domesticating translation (i.e., assimilation), and the assimilation of the foreign as one's own 

(i.e., Perfect Identity). 

The first stage of translation, known as direct or literal translation, concentrates on the 

form and structure of the original. The translator closely follows the source language's syntax 

and vocabulary, aiming to reproduce the source text's rhythm and structure in the target 

language. This stage emphasises the untranslatable elements. It can make the translation seem 

awkward or unidiomatic in the target language because it preserves the foreign flavour, 

compelling the reader to recognise the linguistic difference. The reader is drawn into "the 

foreign sphere." (Goethe, 1994, p. 122)  

The second stage, paraphrastic or domestication translation, is a response to the rigidity 

of the first. Here, the translator strives for fluency and ease in the target language. The foreign 

elements are smoothed out, and the content is rendered in a way that is immediately 

understandable and appealing to the target audience. This stage hides the untranslatable. It 

prioritises meaning (or what the translator perceives the meaning to be) over form and 

effectively domesticates the original. This is the stage later theorists like Lawrence Venuti 

would critique as "domestication."   

The third and highest stage, assimilation of the foreign as one's own, is where translation 

goes beyond mere transference. In this stage, the translation attains a kind of "perfect identity" 

in which the text is completely rendered in the target language while simultaneously conveying 

the unique spirit (Geist) and conceptual force of the original. It requires the translator to adopt 

the source culture's perspective and "make the work as the foreign author would have made it, 

had he written in our own language." This stage surpasses the untranslatable, not by ignoring 

it, but by absorbing its essence into a newly created work. The foreign text is reborn in a way 

that preserves its "untranslatable" spirit while fully integrating it into the target language's 

literary potential.  
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In short, the three stages of translation, following Goethe, progress from the prosaic stage, 

where the reader encounters the foreign work most simply. (Similar to Luther King's Bible 

translation), to the parodistic or adaptive stage, where the translator tries to substitute the 

foreign culture's content with familiar terms from their own culture, ending with the identical 

or interlinear stage (i.e., the "third type"), which is most admired for making it similar to the 

original while still feeling foreign or "unnatural" in the target language. This stage recognises 

and respects the "inherent limitations and the struggle with untranslatability." 
 

6. 20th-Century Debates  

The 20th-century theorists addressed issues of translatability and untranslatability in 

meaningful and often foundational ways. However, the manner and purpose of their 

engagement with the topic varied according to their disciplinary focus (philosophy, linguistics, 

literature, cultural theory) and theoretical orientation. They discussed translatability and 

untranslatability explicitly (e.g., Benjamin, Derrida, Cassin), implicitly (e.g., Nord, Vermeer, 

and Reiss), or contextually (e.g., Jakobson, Spivak, House). Consequently, their approaches 

differed considerably. 
 

6.1. The Structuralist Approach: Roman Jakobson's Contribution 

In his seminal 1959 essay, "On Linguistic Aspects of Translation," Roman Jakobson 

presented a pragmatic and systematic framework for understanding how meaning is conveyed 

not only across different languages but also within the same language and across various sign 

systems. He categorised translatability into three distinct types. The first is intralingual 

translation (or rewording). It is a translation within the same language. This entails interpreting 

verbal signs by using other signs in the same language (i.e., paraphrasing a complex poem, 

summarising a legal document, or clarifying an old term with a modern synonym). 

The second type is interlingual translation (or proper translation). It involves translating 

between two languages, such as interpreting verbal signs in another language (e.g., translating 

a French sentence into English). The third is intersemiotic translation (or transmutation), which 

involves translating between different sign systems. This could include interpreting verbal signs 

through non-verbal systems, such as adapting a novel into a film by translating spoken or 

written language into visual signs. 

Roman Jakobson, in the essay above, acknowledged that poetry and metaphoric language 

often resist translation, especially in the case of sound-meaning relations: "Poetry by definition 

is untranslatable. Only creative transposition is possible." (Jakobson, 1959, pp. 232–239)   

Jakobson's model is crucial because it expands the concept of translatability beyond the 

traditional language-to-language exchange, demonstrating that all communication is essentially 

a form of interpretation or recoding. While he acknowledges that differences between language 

systems (interlingual translation) require "creative transposition," his model shows that seeking 
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equivalent meaning is a pervasive human activity, whether we are paraphrasing a concept 

(intralingual) or adapting a story to a new medium (intersemiotic).   
 

6.2. The Philosophical Approach 

What characterised academia in the 20th century was the dominant tendency towards 

philosophical approaches. Antoine Berman, in his The Experience of the Foreign (1984), 

emphasises the "trial of the foreign" and the ethical tension in translation. Gayatri Spivak, in 

The Politics of Translation (1992), highlights cultural and gender-specific untranslatability. 

Jacques Derrida, in his Des Tours de Babel (1985), believes that language is inherently unstable 

and that complete translation is impossible. Lawrence Venuti, in his The Translator's Invisibility 

(1995), focuses on domestication versus foreignisation; he criticises fluency as erasure of 

difference. Barbara Cassin, editor of Dictionary of Untranslatables (2004), focuses on 

philosophical terms that resist translation, emphasising how certain words "resist" assimilation 

into other languages. Umberto Eco, in his Mouse or Rat, champions negotiation...  
 

6.2.1. Walter Benjamin's Contribution 

In 1923, Walter Benjamin translated Charles Baudelaire's Tableaux Parisiens into 

German, prefacing it with an article that would establish Benjamin's distinctive, even mystical, 

theory of translation: "The Task of the Translator." This dense yet foundational essay on the 

philosophy of translation defines the translator's role not as making the original text accessible 

or familiar, but as echoing its intended mode and faithfully representing how meaning is 

conveyed in the original, rather than rendering merely its literal content. 

In this well-known preface, Benjamin dismisses the idea that the purpose of translation is 

to communicate the meaning of the original text to new readers. Translation is not simply a 

matter of linguistic substitution or message transfer. It does not replace, reproduce, or replicate 

the original. Instead, it prolongs its life by becoming part of its "afterlife" (Nachleben). The act 

of translating contributes to the ongoing history and evolution of the original text: "A translation 

issues from the original—not so much from its life as from its afterlife." (Benjamin, 1968, p. 

71)   

Benjamin claims that a literary work has an "afterlife" or "survival" (Überleben), which 

is separate from its immediate life at the time of creation. Translation serves as the formal means 

by which this afterlife is prolonged, allowing the translator to bring the work closer to the ideal 

of Pure Language (Reine Sprache) by highlighting its potential beyond its original form. The 

concept of Pure Language, which Benjamin described as the harmonious essence of all 

languages, was introduced to demonstrate that all languages point toward a hidden, higher, pure 

language (a state of ultimate linguistic unity in which all meaning is fully realised).  

Since no single existing language is this Pure Language, the original text remains 

inherently incomplete, longing for the interplay between the original and the translation to 
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reveal it. Accordingly, translation is never complete; perfect translatability is unattainable, but 

the act of translating allows the original to attain a form of afterlife, enriching both the source 

and target languages. Benjamin saw translation as a means to access a deeper linguistic truth, 

despite its limitations. 

Thus, to complete the task, the purpose of translation is not to enhance the reader's 

understanding or to precisely reproduce the source text, but to serve the original work itself, 

ensuring its continued existence in a new linguistic and cultural context: (Pym, 2020, section 

"Translation Flows”))   

"A translation issues from the original—not so much from its life as from its 

afterlife. For a translation comes later than the original, and since the important 

works of world literature never find their chosen translators at the time of their 

origin, their translation marks their stage of continued life."   

This view implicitly confirms that meaning is never entirely transferable in the 

conventional sense, as the original meaning is itself only a partial expression of the overall 

linguistic truth. The value of translation does not lie in preserving the original content but in 

revealing its destiny and the kinship between the two languages.  

He envisions all translations as fragments that contribute to the discovery of a "pure 

language," an ideal linguistic unity that transcends individual languages. Translation thus serves 

a metaphysical purpose: harmonising different languages and uncovering this profound truth 

of language. In this context, he wrote, "All translation is only a somewhat provisional way of 

coming to terms with the foreignness of languages to each other." That is, from Benjamin's 

perspective, translation is not about conveying information but about revealing this Pure 

Language through the interaction of the original and the translation: "no translation would be 

possible if in its ultimate essence it strove for likeness to the original."   

Benjamin understands translatability differently. For him, whether a work is translatable 

depends not on external influences but on its intrinsic value and inherent nature. A great work 

contains something "translatable" because of its inner meaning and form: "The question of 

translatability is not whether a work can be translated at all, but rather whether it is in its nature 

translatable." He argued that translatability is an innate characteristic of the original work. If a 

text has intrinsic worth or spiritual significance, it will invite translation, even if not 

immediately achievable; it will eventually find its suitable translator because texts are not 

reliant on external linguistic factors.  

Similarly, a text is not untranslatable simply because it has not yet been successfully 

translated or has not been translated at all. The real question is whether there is anything in it 

worth translating. If there is, then despite its current untranslatability, it will be translatable at 

some point in the future: "It is not that a particular work is untranslatable, but that a particular 

stage of its continued life is not yet ripe for translation."   

Overall, Walter Benjamin viewed translation not as a replication of meaning but as a 

revelation of Pure Language (a metaphysical essence beyond both the source and target 
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languages). Benjamin regards translation as a creative and philosophical act that uncovers the 

intrinsic translatability and value of the original, extends its afterlife, and participates in the 

development of pure language. It should focus on fidelity to form and intention rather than mere 

accuracy of meaning. In simple terms, Benjamin's concept of the translator's task is to make 

all texts intelligible to readers in the target language. 
 

6.2.2. Antoine Berman's Contribution 

Antoine Berman's work, particularly L'Épreuve de l'étranger: Culture et traduction dans 

l'Allemagne romantique (1984), translated as The Experience of the Foreign: Culture and 

Translation in Romantic Germany, fundamentally approaches translation as an ethical and 

aesthetic encounter. He focuses not on what translation is, but on how it is typically performed 

and the damage it can inflict on the source text's "foreignness." (Berman, 1992, p. 2)   

Berman argues that the main ethical aim of translation should be to preserve the 

"foreignness" or alterity (l'étrangeté) of the source text. He views the attempt to completely 

erase this foreign texture as a narcissistic desire to assimilate the other into one's own culture. 

For Berman, this resistance to total translatability is where the foreign text's actual value 

resides.   

Berman's most practical and famous contribution is his identification of twelve 

"deforming tendencies" that characterise translation aimed at domestication—the very attempt 

to eliminate the untranslatable elements. These tendencies are implicit meditations on how an 

original's unique form, meaning, and spirit (its untranslatable residue) can be systematically 

compromised when a translator prioritises fluency and clarity in the target language. These 

tendencies include rationalisation (reorganising syntax for clarity), clarification (explicitly 

stating what is implicit), expansion (inflating the text), ennoblement/popularisation (rewriting 

style to fit perceived literary taste), and destruction of rhythms (breaking the original cadence).  
 

6.2.3. Lawrence Venuti's Contribution 

Lawrence Venuti built upon Berman's ethical concerns, focusing his critique specifically 

on the Anglophone tradition of translation. In his influential work, The Translator's Invisibility: 

A History of Translation (1995), Venuti contends that the prevailing demand for "fluency" in 

English-language translation has rendered both the translator and the source culture invisible, 

thereby enforcing a cultural hegemony. 

He critiques the dominant practice of domestication, where a text is translated into a 

fluent, "natural-sounding" version in the target language. He argues that this practice erases the 

linguistic and cultural alterity of the source text, implicitly rendering the "foreign" translatable 

into familiar terms. He sees this as an imperialistic gesture that makes foreign culture palatable 

and consumable. To counter this, Venuti champions "foreignisation." This strategy deliberately 

seeks to preserve the "untranslatable residues" of the original text by allowing the translator to 

leave traces of the source language's structure, vocabulary, and cultural context. (Venuti, 1995, 
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pp. 20-21)   

Venuti's key concept, "the translator's invisibility," is the effect of domestication. The 

translator becomes invisible when their work reads so fluently that it appears to have been 

written in the target language from the outset. Venuti posits that resisting this total 

translatability (through foreignisation) is an ethical act because it forces the target reader to 

acknowledge the text's foreignness and the translator's presence, disrupting the illusion of 

unmediated communication.   
 

6.2.4. Jacques Derrida's Contribution 

Taking a deeper dive into poststructuralist views on translatability, Jacques 

Derrida's perspective emerges as the most notable one. Derrida's view challenges traditional 

notions of equivalence and the transfer of meaning in translation. Derrida questioned the 

possibility of absolute translatability, suggesting that meaning is always deferred (différance). 

For him, translation involves transformation rather than equivalence (Derrida, 1985, pp. 165–

207), arguing that all translation is haunted by untranslatability because meaning is never fully 

stable: "We only ever speak one language—and, since it returns to the other, it exists 

asymmetrically, always for the other, from the other". (Derrida, 1996, p. 40)  

Derrida critiques the classical idea that translation entails a stable transfer of meaning 

from one language to another, since meaning is never fully present. It is always deferred 

(différance). This means that words do not have fixed, inherent meanings, but rather gain 

significance through differences and context, and that translation is not about finding an 

equivalent. It is about recreating meaning in a new linguistic system, which inherently changes 

it: "The translation will truly be a moment in the growth of the original, which will complete 

itself in enlarging itself."   

Derrida approached translation through the lens of deconstruction, focusing on the 

inherent instability of meaning in language. He argued that a complete translation is impossible 

because words carry context-dependent meanings that are often untranslatable. In his analysis 

of the Tower of Babel myth, Derrida highlighted the paradox of translation: the simultaneous 

necessity and impossibility of fully capturing meaning across languages. Derrida, however, 

emphasised the inherent untranslatability of language due to its complex and unstable nature. 

Derrida wrote: "The 'Tower of Babel' does not merely figure the irreducible multiplicity 

of tongues; it exhibits an incompletion, the impossibility of finishing, of totalising." He uses 

the biblical story of Babel (Genesis 11) as a metaphor: God's destruction of the single language 

introduces necessary but impossible translation. Humans must translate, yet perfect translation 

is unattainable. This tension highlights the "Babelian" Dilemma and defines translation as both 

obligatory and doomed to incompleteness.  

Derrida challenges the notion of "pure" translatability, arguing that language is inherently 

impure and haunted by untranslatability. He discusses how translation both demands and 

defies perfect equivalence, highlighting the inherent untranslatability of specific terms 
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(e.g., différance). Jacques Derrida goes further, arguing that the meaning of a word, before 

proceeding with its translation, is already unstable, and that translating it will always be 

a reinvention, not a replication.   

This led Derrida to introduce the idea of "relevant" translation (la traduction relevante) 

as opposed to "perfect" translation. A relevant translation must choose between possible 

meanings, inevitably losing some aspects. The "best" translation, for Derrida, is one 

that acknowledges its own incompleteness rather than striving for illusory equivalence. The 

French "Être ou ne pas être" is not equivalent to Shakespeare's "To be or not to be". Instead, it 

is a reinterpretation of the famous Shakespearean expression, shaped by French grammar and 

philosophy. (Derrida, 2001, pp. 174–200)  
 

6.2.5. Umberto Eco's Contribution 

Eco believes that "the problem of translation is not merely linguistic; it is cultural, 

because signifiers in different languages refer to different systems of knowledge." (Eco, 2003, 

p. 17) "Bread", for example, can evoke different cultural associations, making perfect 

equivalence illusory and unattainable. () Bread, in Arabic for instance, may refer to "life" and 

"sustenance", "living", "Social bond", "Blessing", "Livelihood", "Hospitality", and "food". In 

French, the word "pain" may refer to various bread types, such as "baguette", "Pain de 

campagne", "Pain complet", "Pain aux céréales", "Pain de mie", "Pain viennois", "Pain 

brioche", and "Ficelle", among others. 

Umberto Eco argues that languages worldwide may use the same signifier but may not 

necessarily refer to the same signified, making translations from one language to another a 

constant source of cultural friction: 

"Saying almost the same thing is all that we can hope for. Every language maps the 

world differently; the translator must negotiate between signifiers and signifieds 

that do not overlap perfectly."   

Eco's semiotic position is that signifiers (words) are arbitrary but not universal, that 

signifieds (meanings and concepts) vary across languages and cultures, and that translation is 

always negotiation, not mere equivalence, leading to "cultural friction." 
 

6.2.6. Gayatri Spivak's Contribution 

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak places significant emphasis on the concept of 

untranslatability, particularly in her essay "The Politics of Translation." She contends that 

translation is never a neutral or mechanical act of linguistic substitution but rather an intensely 

political process that requires negotiating cultural difference, gendered subjectivity, and 

relations of power: "Translation is the most intimate act of reading… I surrender to the text 

when I translate." (Spivak, 1993, p. 181) For Spivak, language carries the histories, hierarchies, 

and ideologies of its speakers, making any attempt at equivalence inherently problematic: "It is 
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not bodies of meaning that are transferred in translation…" She warns that striving for linguistic 

or semantic equivalence often leads to the erasure of the other, as translation can domesticate 

or assimilate marginalised voices into the dominant discourse. Spivak is opposed to 

"transparency" in translation, which often serves the interests of imperialism. She advocates 

for "surrender to the text", where the translator acknowledges untranslatable gaps.   

In postcolonial contexts, this becomes especially fraught. Spivak argues that the voice of 

the subaltern (the socially, politically, and economically oppressed subject) resists complete 

translation because it emerges from a position of structural marginality. Translating the 

subaltern's words into the language of global power (often English or another colonial language) 

risks reproducing the same asymmetries that silenced them in the first place: "The task of the 

feminist translator is to consider language as a clue to the workings of gendered agency." The 

translator, therefore, must remain acutely aware of these ideological and linguistic asymmetries, 

recognising that translation can either reinforce or challenge existing power structures. Spivak 

ultimately calls for a "responsible" or "ethical" translation (one that attends carefully to the 

texture, rhythms, and social location of the original text, allowing the foreignness of the other 

to be felt rather than erased).   
 

6.2.7. Barbara Cassin's Contribution 

20th-century thinkers concentrated directly on what is (un)translatable and why, often 

engaging with meaning, cultural differences, or linguistic limits. In this context, Barbara Cassin, 

in her Dictionary of Untranslatables: A Philosophical Lexicon (2014), fundamentally redefines 

our understanding of translation and philosophy itself. As the director of the project and main 

editor, she maintains that untranslatables (or intraduisibles in the original French) are not signs 

of linguistic failure or impossibility, but rather indicators and sites of philosophical tension and 

productivity across languages. She argues that the untranslatable is not something that cannot 

be translated, but rather something that we never cease translating, or that requires a detailed, 

argumentative paraphrase to convey its meaning. These terms, she claims, reveal the unique 

structure of thought or conceptual architecture embedded in a specific language or 

philosophical tradition. (Cassin, 2004. pp. xv-xliii)  

Cassin and her collaborators examine how certain philosophical terms become so deeply 

embedded in the grammar, history, and conceptual frameworks of their original language that 

translating a single word into another language inevitably results in the loss of important 

semantic or historical nuances. This requires a lexicon that captures the differences between 

languages, illustrating how European philosophical thought developed not despite linguistic 

boundaries but through them.  

An example of an untranslatable term is the Greek Logos, which clearly demonstrates the 

challenge of untranslatability. In ancient Greek, logos encompasses a broad and intricate 

semantic field that no single English or French word can fully capture. It can mean "speech," 

"word," "reason," "account," "argument," "proportion," "discourse," "definition," or 

"principle," depending on the context. In the well-known Biblical opening "In the beginning 
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was the Logos," the translator faces the choice between "Word" and "Reason." However, in 

doing so, their translation will lose the semantic tension inherent in the original Greek that 

connects all those meanings. 

Barbara Cassin views untranslatables not as obstacles but as opportunities for deeper 

engagement with language. She argues that untranslatables are "what one does not stop (not) 

translating," emphasising the ongoing process of interpretation, the dynamic nature of meaning, 

and the epistemological differences between cultures. The Dictionary, then, does not solve the 

translation issue. Instead, it documents this tension, showing how different philosophical 

traditions (German, French, English) have historically used different terms to render logos, and 

how those choices have shaped subsequent philosophical development.   

Cassin's work ultimately makes two powerful claims. The first claim is that philosophy is 

fundamentally linguistic: philosophical thought is not a universal, pure structure floating above 

language, but is always historically and linguistically embedded. The second claim is that 

Translation is a Philosophical Act. Yet, translation is never a neutral, mechanical operation. It 

is a creative, complex, and profoundly philosophical act of choosing, defining, and arguing over 

conceptual equivalence across different linguistic "homes" of thought. Cassin's Dictionary, 

thus, serves as a map of the conceptual fault lines of European philosophy, making 

untranslatability the very motor of philosophical creation. 
 

6.2.8. Emily Apter's Contribution 

Apter explicitly defines her project as drawing on the concept of the "Untranslatable" 

(often capitalised to denote its philosophical status). This term marks a pivotal moment of 

linguistic resistance and a point of ongoing dialogue and interpretation. She defines the 

"Untranslatable" as a philosophical term and political tool. (Apter, 2013, pp. 2-9)   

Connecting Untranslatability to cultural context and resistance (against fluent "World 

Literature"), Apter argues that the "Untranslatable" interrupts the seamless circulation of texts 

in a globalised "World Literature" system, forcing an acknowledgement of cultural difference 

and historical context.   

In Against World Literature, Emily Apter critiques the academic and publishing tendency 

to create a homogeneous, easily digestible global literary canon that often prioritises political 

expediency and fluent reading over the complex and challenging realities of linguistic diversity 

and cultural specificity. She regards the Untranslatable as a "World-System," positioning it as a 

dynamic, unstable concept that highlights the richness of linguistic diversity rather than serving 

as a marker of lack or deficiency.   

Apter's concept isn't about words that cannot be translated. Instead, it concerns terms that 

should resist definitive closure in translation. She uses the term "Untranslatable" to describe a 

sign of difference (e.g., "fado", "saudade", "Weltliteratur") that, when translated, loses an 

essential layer of its historical, cultural, or philosophical baggage. It also refers to a call for 

hypertranslation rather than a smooth, fluent translation that domesticates the foreign text, as 
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the untranslatable demands a translation that is "stuttering" or marked by the original's 

intransigence and difference. Alternatively, it signifies a political intervention by emphasising 

what is lost in translation. 
 

6.3. The Behaviourist Approach: Reproduction Effect 

Eugene Nida, whose primary focus was on functional and dynamic equivalence, 

concentrated on practical, faith-based communication. He did not engage in debates about 

translatability and untranslatability because he believed that meaning is generally translatable 

and aimed to ensure that translation functions effectively in the target language. He viewed the 

translator's role as producing the same effect, especially for religious texts like the Bible. He 

considered translation a solvable problem rather than a philosophical dilemma. (Nida, 1965, pp. 

159-166) 

Nida was a pragmatist and applied linguist. He believed that all messages could be 

translated if the receptor's culture was taken into consideration and the message was adjusted 

accordingly. He assumed that all meaning is translatable with adaptation. His aim was effective 

communication, not philosophical reflection on linguistic limits. The more natural and 

receptor-based the translation, the more translatability problems are addressed. 
 

6.4. The Functionalist Approach 

Some translation studies theorists have made significant contributions to translation 

theory, particularly in functionalism, equivalence, and translation strategies; however, they 

have not focused centrally on translatability as a philosophical issue. Scholars such as Eugene 

Nida, Juliane House, Katharina Reiss, Christiane Nord, Gideon Toury, Mona Baker, and Hans 

Vermeer did not primarily concentrate on translatability or untranslatability, as their work is 

grounded in practical, functional, or empirical frameworks of translation rather than in 

philosophical or metaphysical concerns. They did not emphasise the question of translatability 

or untranslatability, owing to their research aims, intellectual backgrounds, and theoretical 

interests. 
 

6.4.1. Katharina Reiss 

Katharina Reiss, whose primary concerns were text typology and a functionalist 

approach, focused on quality assessment rather than metaphysics. She emphasised matching 

methods to text types. She adopted a systematic and functional perspective. For her, different 

text types require different strategies, approaches and techniques, but translation remains a 

feasible option. She did not doubt the ability to translate. Instead, she concentrated on how best 

to do it depending on the text type. Reiss aimed to translate various kinds of texts effectively. 

Her systematic approach assumed that translation was possible and that suitable methods could 

be applied. She was not concerned with philosophical boundaries. Moreover, the text type 
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determines the translation method and resolves issues of untranslatability. 
 

6.4.2. Juliane House 

Juliane House, whose primary focus was on translation quality assessment and functional 

equivalence, did not participate in the debate because, like Nida, she believed that translation 

is always possible. She focused on assessing how well translation functions compared to the 

source and how accurately it matches the source text's function and meaning. She considers 

translation to be measurable, not philosophically limited. She accepted translatability as a 

given, viewing translation as a matter of degree and precision rather than a challenge. She 

approached translation from a linguistic and pragmatic perspective, rather than a philosophical 

one. 
 

6.4.3. Hans Vermeer 

Hans Vermeer, whose primary concern was functionalist Skopos theory and purpose-

driven translation, viewed translation as an action guided by purpose, rather than limits. He 

explicitly argued that translatability is not the point. What truly matters is whether the 

translation fulfils its intended function. His approach accepts cultural differences but sees them 

as challenges rather than barriers. Vermeer emphasised function over form. His approach is 

highly functionalist. If a translation fulfils its intended purpose in the target culture, it is valid 

(regardless of whether exact equivalence is possible). He dismissed metaphysical questions 

about language's limits, believing that translation strategy should be based on function rather 

than linguistic form. 

 

6.4.4. Christiane Nord 

Christiane Nord's framework assumes that translation is possible as long as the goal or 

purpose (skopos) is clearly defined. For her, translation is a functional and purpose-driven 

process. The translator's role is to adapt the text to a new context, regardless of whether perfect 

equivalence can be achieved. Nord's approach is purpose-driven. She emphasised that the form 

and function of a translation should suit the target audience. Since the goal determines the 

method, translatability becomes a technical rather than a theoretical issue. For Nord, translation 

is guided by purpose and communicative function. As a result, communication will reshape the 

untranslatables encountered in accordance with the defined function. 

 

6.4.5. Gideon Toury 

Gideon Toury, whose chief focus was on norms and empirical research, studied what 

translators actually do rather than pursuing philosophical boundaries. He intentionally avoided 

debates that were prescriptive or philosophical. Instead, he emphasised what translators 
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undertake in real-world situations, not what they should do or whether translation is inherently 

possible. He regarded translation as a norm-driven activity rather than a metaphysical issue. 

Toury dismissed prescriptive and philosophical questions, focusing on empirical evidence of 

what translators genuinely perform. For him, translatability is irrelevant if people are already 

translating and producing functional equivalents. Furthermore, norms and translation patterns 

in context generally address untranslatables regardless of where or how they occur. 

All in all, Eugene Nida, Juliane House, Katharina Reiss, Christiane Nord, Gideon Toury, 

and Hans Vermeer did not emphasise translatability and untranslatability because of the nature 

and aims of their theoretical frameworks. These theorists primarily belong to the pragmatic, 

functionalist, or empirical branches of translation studies, in which the assumption is that 

translation is not only feasible but also practically manageable within real-world constraints. 
 

7. Conclusion 

This historical background demonstrates how pre-modern debates focused on the 

untranslatability of theology and literature, while modern theorists systematised it as 

a philosophical and political issue. The origins of the debate lie in humanity's oldest texts, 

underscoring its enduring importance: what began as a question about ancient scripture has 

become a key method for analysing how language shapes our reality, identity, and political 

frameworks. 

All the thinkers listed earlier concentrated on translatability and/or untranslatability. 

Some did so explicitly and philosophically, others indirectly through literary and linguistic 

frameworks, and still others through cultural and humanistic reflection. Yet none of them 

ignored or overlooked the topic. They actively helped shape the field's understanding of it (often 

in fundamental ways). 

Wilhelm von Humboldt believes that untranslatability is partial, as each language 

influences its country's worldview.  

Johann W. von Goethe believes in the concept of translatability through stages. He 

advocates for Weltliteratur. He views translation as progressing through three phases: literal, 

paraphrastic, and adaptive.  

Friedrich Schleiermacher emphasises Untranslatability, asserting that total equivalence is 

unachievable, and that genuine translation preserves the foreignness.  

Walter Benjamin presents a metaphysical version of Untranslatability, defending the 

hypothesis that translation is never complete and that an actual translation points to a "pure 

language" beyond both the source and the target.  

Roman Jakobson argues that linguistic translatability is achievable, as most content can 

be translated except for poetry, which is an exception (due to poetic form and sound). 

Lawrence Venuti defends the concept of Ethical Untranslatability, arguing that 
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transparency domesticates and erases difference, while foreignising resists complete 

translatability.  

Antoine Berman introduces Untranslatability through Deformation, as translation distorts 

the foreign when Difference is not preserved.  

Gayatri Spivak introduces the cultural and ideological concept of Untranslatability. 

Translation risks colonising the Other; meaning is influenced by power and context.  

Barbara Cassin introduces the philosophical concept of Untranslatability, in which the 

"Untranslatables" are terms rooted in cultural-linguistic thought systems that create tensions 

during translation.  

Scholars in translation studies have long been divided between those who advocate 

untranslatability and those who emphasise the possibility of translation. Thinkers such as 

Walter Benjamin, Antoine Berman, Lawrence Venuti, Jacques Derrida, Umberto Eco, Gayatri 

Spivak, Barbara Cassin, and Emily Apter argue that translation can never fully reproduce the 

original text, as each language carries unique cultural, philosophical, and linguistic nuances that 

resist complete transfer. Their contributions highlight the ethical, philosophical, and linguistic 

limits of translation, viewing it as an act marked by loss, transformation, or difference rather 

than equivalence.  

In contrast, theorists such as Eugene Nida, Katharina Reiss, Juliane House, Hans Vermeer, 

Christiane Nord, and Gideon Toury advocate for translatability, emphasising functional, 

communicative, and systemic approaches that make translation both feasible and meaningful. 

These scholars focus on how translators can effectively convey meaning, function, and purpose 

across languages through strategies such as dynamic equivalence, text typology, skopos theory, 

and descriptive translation studies. Therefore, while one school highlights the challenges and 

philosophical depth of translation, the other celebrates its practicality and communicative 

potential. 
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On Perfect Translatability and Absolute Untranslatability 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 

There are two main situations in which translation can encounter itself at the outset: 

translatability and untranslatability. These two ideas are widely discussed in translation 

studies, linguistics, and philosophy. The concept that languages are translatable stems from the 

belief that, despite linguistic differences, meaning can generally be communicated across 

languages. This view is often linked to universalist perspectives in linguistics (as opposed to 

linguistic relativism), which suggest that human cognition and experience share common 

features that enable translation. Conversely, translation is already a fundamental part of 

communication, in its broadest sense.  

The necessity of communicating a message depends on its relevance or value, and, 

accordingly, "efforts will be made to crack the hard nuts of the untranslatable (or apparently 

untranslatable) if they seem worthwhile". (Ping, 1999, pp. 297-298) However, the differences 

between perspectives centred on the concept of translatability are expected to lead to 

corresponding differences in practical implementation. 

 

2. Translatability 

2.1. Translatability as a Possible Asset: The Optimistic Proponents 

The proponents of translatability contend that almost everything is translatable. Although 

there are difficulties, translation remains possible using methods such as adaptation, 

compensation, and dynamic equivalence. Jakobson, for example, argues that all cognitive 

experiences are translatable, even if some linguistic structures demand creative solutions. A 

Russian poem's grammatical gender, for instance, may not correspond directly in English, but 

paraphrasing can still capture its meaning. (Jakobson, 1959, p.236) Jakobson is the most 

linguistically optimistic among all proponents of translatability. He maintains that most texts 

and speeches can be translated if they are reformulated with creativity. 

Eugene Nida, in 1964, introduced the concept of dynamic equivalence, where the target 

text should evoke the same response and effect as the original, even if formal elements change. 

For example, cultures unfamiliar with sheep can translate "Lamb of God" as "Sacrifice of God". 

(Nida & Taber, 1969, p. 33)  

Peter Newmark, in his view, argued that the 'untranslatable' can be conveyed indirectly 

by transferring the source item and providing an explanation, if no equivalent can be found in 

the target text and no compensatory effect can be achieved within the same paragraph. 
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Therefore, every form of meaning in a source text can be translated either directly or indirectly 

into a target text, and thus, everything is translatable. (Newmark, 1989, p. 17)  

Ke Ping argued that the higher the linguistic levels of meaning in the source text, the 

greater its translatability; the lower the level, the less translatable it becomes. In other words, 

the more meaningful the source message, the easier it is to translate. 
 

2.2. About Perfect Translatability 
The debate over whether perfect translatability is achievable has persisted for centuries 

in translation studies, linguistics, and philosophy. Scholars generally fall into two groups: one 

views it as possible, while the other believes it is a myth. 

 

2.2.1. Perfect Translatability as a Possibility 

As Lawrence Venuti states: "Translation is the forcible replacement of the linguistic and 

cultural differences of the foreign text with a text that is intelligible to the target-language 

reader." (Venuti, 1995, p. 18) However, some words resist translation for various reasons: 

cultural embeddedness (as they encode historical, social, or environmental contexts), linguistic 

gaps (as some languages grammaticalise emotions and ideas, like Arabic), or aesthetic weight 

(their beauty lies in connotation and rhythm). 

While functional equivalence is possible and functional translation is achievable, perfect 

equivalence and perfect translation are not all way likely due to linguistic asymmetry (e.g. there 

are only three grammatical tenses in Arabic, and there is no tense for "future in the past" in 

Chinese), to cultural embeddedness (e.g., the word "طرب" Tarab in Arabic), and shifts in 

meaning (for example, the term "إسلامي" Islāmī used once in Morocco in the 1950s and 1960s 

would refer to "somebody converted to Islam" but nowadays it refers to anything related to 

political Islam). 

 

2.2.2. Perfect Translatability: Is It a Myth? 

Perfect translatability is often thwarted by culturally specific concepts that lack direct 

equivalents in other languages. That is, ideal translatability is a myth, but the effort made to 

achieve it showcases translation's creativity. Along the way, translators often encounter 

unpredictable difficulties, finding solutions through borrowing (using the original term), 

neologisms (coining new terms), paraphrasing (explaining the concept in a footnote), or cultural 

substitution (replacing it with a local analogue). All in all, perfect translatability may not seem 

possible, but skilled translators navigate imperfections to produce effective translations. 
 

3. Untranslatability  

Translators often encounter words labelled as "untranslatable." Yet rather than viewing 

these as insurmountable obstacles, many treat them as challenges requiring creative solutions. 

The Arabic word "tarab", for example, refers to a highly refined level of singing performance, 
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often led by exceptionally talented singers. Athough there's no exact English equivalent, 

translators can convey its essence through context, descriptive phrases, or footnotes. 

Untranslatability refers to the inability to accurately convey the meaning (i.e., language), 

nuance (i.e., function), or cultural significance (i.e., context) of a word, phrase, or text from 

one language to another without substantial loss or significant distortion. Unlike simply 

encountering "difficulty" in translation, untranslatability indicates a fundamental linguistic or 

cultural gap that cannot be easily bridged. Therefore, the concept of untranslatability arises 

from linguistic and cultural elements that resist direct translation. Lexical gaps, cultural 

specificity, or unique grammatical structures can cause this. 

The term 'untranslatability' is used alongside its opposite to discuss the extent to which 

individual words, phrases, or even whole texts can be translated from one language to another. 

The question 'is translation possible?' has been debated repeatedly among philosophers, 

linguists, and translation theorists. Mark Shuttleworth and Moira Cowie noted that the 

discussion of translatability and untranslatability stems from the tension between two 

fundamental arguments. The first argument is that different languages do not "mesh together" 

in terms of grammar, vocabulary, and metaphor. The second is that, despite these differences, 

translation between languages still happens, often with a high degree of success. (Shuttleworth 

& Cowie, 1997)  

 

3.1. Untranslatability: Degrees and Types 

Scholars often view untranslatability as a spectrum rather than an absolute concept. In 

this context, untranslatability can be categorised into four main types, depending on the 

predominant issue during translation and the nature of the text. Therefore, it can be linguistic, 

arising from lexical gaps where words in the source text have no direct one-word equivalent in 

the target language. It can also be cultural, involving concepts deeply embedded in the source 

text's original cultural norms and lacking equivalents elsewhere. Untranslatability can also be 

religious, relating to sacred terms rooted in cosmology or instances of revealed miracles. The 

fourth type is functional untranslatability, which depends on the context and includes the use 

of proverbs, idioms, wordplays, puns, and similar elements. 

 

3.1.1. Linguistic Untranslatability 

John Cunnison Catford distinguishes between two types of linguistic 

untranslatability (due to language structure) and cultural untranslatability (due to cultural 

gaps). Concerning linguistic untranslatability, it refers to the non-availability of a lexical or 

syntactic equivalent in the target language for a source-language item. It occurs when structural 

differences or mismatches between languages make direct translation challenging. (Catford, 

1965, pp. 93-94) Puns or idiomatic expressions, in this regard, often lose their effect when 

translated literally.  
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Ke Ping identifies three types of untranslatability: referential, pragmatic, and 

intralingual. The first, referential untranslatability, occurs when a referential element in the 

source-language message is unknown or not easily comparable to a specific item in the target 

language. Pragmatic untranslatability happens when some pragmatic meaning encoded in a 

source item is not similarly encoded in a functionally equivalent unit in the target language. 

Regarding intralingual untranslatability, it refers to situations in which the source expression 

is seemingly untranslatable due to a communicatively significant linguistic peculiarity it 

contains.   

Regarding semantically prominent phonetic and phonological features, such as 

alliteration and rhyme, these are often untranslatable. This has led Robert Frost to assert that 

"poetry is what gets lost in the translation". Difficulties can occur when translating structural 

and lexical meanings. One might argue that untranslatability is more a matter of quantity than 

quality.  

Sergey Vlakhov, Sider Florin, and Menachem B. Dagut noted that word-level lexical 

incompatibility arises from differences between source and target cultural contexts or from the 

simple unavailability of a target-text lexical item for a source-text term or concept. Vlakhov 

and Florin introduced the term Realia to describe this mismatch between the source and target 

texts. Examples of Realia include terms such as kimono, siesta, kaftan, couscous, sushi, fiesta, 

and imam. 

Realia in translation refers to words or expressions that denote objects, concepts, or 

phenomena specific to a particular culture, which often have no direct equivalents in another 

language. These are typically culture-bound terms and culture-specific materials that reflect 

everyday life, institutions, traditions, or geography of a specific group, nation, country, or tribe, 

and thus convey national, local, or historical colour. Such words have no exact equivalents in 

other languages. (Vlakhov and Florin, 1970, pp. 438–448) This phenomenon, in which a one-

word equivalent in a given language has no equivalent in another, was termed 'semantic voids' 

by Menachem B. Dagut. (Dagut, 1978, p.45)    

 

3.1.2. Cultural Untranslatability 

Cultural untranslatability occurs when the target language lacks a relevant situational 

feature that is present in the source language. It happens when a concept in the source language 

does not exist in the target culture, making it hard to find a direct equivalent expression. For 

example, the Arabic term "الغربة= alghurbah" has no direct English equivalent. In the original 

Arabic term, there is a sense of "longing", "exile", "homesickness", and "expatriation", but none 

of these, as mentioned earlier, are fully equivalent to the Arabic word “alghurbah”. 

 

3.1.3. Religious Untranslatability: Case of the Qur'an 

Untranslatability often occurs in literary, philosophical, and religious texts. In the Islamic 

context, both the language and content of the Qur'an are regarded as untranslatable. 
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Consequently, all translations of the Qur'an are seen as "translations of the meaning of the 

Qur'an" or simply "interpretations" (i.e., tafsir). In fact, not only is the Qur'an untranslatable 

within the Islamic framework, but other Islamic rituals—such as prayers, pilgrimage, and the 

adhan—are also considered untranslatable. The latter term (i.e., call to worship) is frequently 

translated into English as "call," but this results in the loss of its ritual and sonic specificity. 

(Assad, 1980, p. 12)    

 

3.1.3.1. The Qur'an and the Inimitability of God's Words 

The Qur'an has sparked one of the most intense debates over translatability due to 

its divine linguistic nature in Arabic. Islamic theology has historically regarded the Qur'an 

as linguistically miraculous, raising the question that would later be posed by the Catholic 

Church in the time of Martin Luther: "Can God's word be accurately translated?" The answer 

throughout the centuries has been one: the Qur'an cannot be hosted by any language other than 

Arabic. 

 Most classical scholars of Islam have affirmed this belief. Jalal Eddine Al-Suyūṭī (15th 

century) argued that Arabic's grammatical intricacies hold theological significance. Abu 

Abdullah Badr ad-Din az-Zarkashi (14th century) connects the Arabic language with the Holy 

Qur'an: "the Qur'an is Arabic in its letters, idioms, and rhythms. Translation severs it from its 

divine breath." (Al-Zarkashī, n.d.) The Qur'an’s inimitability is fundamental to Islam: Its 

linguistic perfection is regarded as evidence of divine origin. For this reason, Sunni doctrine 

maintains that translations are merely "interpretations" of the Qur'an, but can never be the 

Qur'an itself. 

 The words of the Qurʾan are divine, and their inimitability may resist simple translation. 

Thomas Ballantyne Irving (also known as Al-Hajj Ta'lim Ali Abu Nasr) identified the Qurʾanic 

connectives as one of the primary challenges faced by Qurʾan translators. He asserts that the 

Qurʾan can be regarded as untranslatable, because each time the Arabic text is revisited, new 

meanings and fresh interpretations emerge; it is a living document. (Irving, 1985)   

 

3.1.3.2. The Challenge of Lexical Gaps 

Arabic terms are known to have layered meanings. The graphic form and the utterance of 

the term are one, but the meanings that gush forth from it are in abundance. The term Taqwā, 

for instance, is often translated as "piety" or "God-consciousness," but in Arabic it also implies 

awe and fear. Similarly, the Arabic term as Ṣirāṭ al-mustaqīm is often translated as the "right 

path" or the "straight path," while the metaphor of a bridge over Hell, narrated in a Hadith by 

the Prophet, is clearly lost. 

 

3.1.3.3. The Challenge of Sound and Rhythm 

Qur'anic recitation is already a form of Islamic musical art, based on the original Arabic 

version of the Qur'an. It relies on phonetic echoes of sounds that are untranslatable in English, 
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such as letter /ḥ/ alḥāʼ, letter /kh/ alkhāʼ, letter /ḍ/ al-ḍād, letter /ẓ/ alẓād, letter /3/ al-ʻAyn, 

letter /gh/ al-ghayn, letter /q/ alqāf. Likewise, Qur'anic recitation relies on Metrical Prose that 

is lost in most foreign translations of the Qur'an.  

 

3.1.3.4. Muslim Translators' Strategies 

Before confronting these challenges of theological resistance, Muslim translators had to 

decide which approach to adopt: paratextual framing, bilingual editions, or compensation 

techniques. Muhammad Marmaduke Pickthall, a Qur'an translator, opted for the first choice 

and titled his 1930 translation "The Meaning of the Glorious Qur'an" rather than "Translation 

of The Glorious Qur'an". In bilingual editions, the Arabic text takes precedence on the page, 

with translations appearing in a smaller font. Lastly, in the third approach, compensation 

techniques are employed, accompanied by footnotes to clarify cultural or theological nuances. 

 

3.1.3.5. Magnifying Untranslatability: Sacred Texts' Destiny? 

Sacred texts often amplify untranslatability due to the unity of form and content in most 

holy scriptures across world religions. However, this issue is particularly acute in translating 

the Qur'an, where both its linguistic miraculousness and poetic purpose are compromised. 

Consequently, the fundamentalist view in Islam still completely rejects any Qur'an translations, 

banning non-Arabic versions in mosques and enforcing recitation of the Arabic Qur'an in Mecca 

during the annual pilgrimage. Between permitting and prohibiting Qur'an translation, Susan 

Bassnett contends that the Qur'an’s untranslatability is cultural-theological rather than solely 

linguistic. She states: "No translation is neutral. The Qur'an’s translators must declare their 

stance: theological aid or literary artefact." (Bassnett, 2005) 

 

3.2. Philosophical Untranslatability 

Modern scholars continue to explore the subtleties of untranslatability. Emily Apter, in 

The Translation Zone, introduces the concept of "Untranslatables" as terms that resist definitive 

translation but invite continuous interpretation and dialogue. She argues that these terms 

highlight the richness of linguistic diversity and the importance of cultural context in 

understanding meaning. (Apter, 2005, pp. 20-50) For this reason, Emily Apter, in Against 

World Literature, critiques the flattening of difference in translation, advocating for attention 

to untranslatables as "theoretical friction." (Apter, 2013, p. 3)   

Barbara Cassin, in the 2014 edition of the Dictionary of Untranslatables, compiles terms 

that lack exact equivalents. She argues that untranslatables make us think by exposing linguistic 

limits. She, similarly, views untranslatables not as barriers but as opportunities for deeper 

engagement with language. She suggests that untranslatables are "what one doesn't stop (not) 

translating," emphasising the ongoing process of interpretation and the dynamic nature of 

meaning. (Cassin, 2014, The Introduction, p. xvii)   
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3.3. Functional Untranslatability 

Juliane House, a prominent figure in translation studies, is best known for her works on 

translation quality assessment and functional approaches to translation. While she does not 

focus directly on the philosophical debates about translatability and untranslatability as scholars 

such as Walter Benjamin and Jacques Derrida do, her views can still be inferred from her 

theoretical contributions. 

 

3.3.1. Untranslatability in House's TQA Model 

Juliane House sees translation not as exact reproduction or word-for-word transference, 

but as a recontextualisation of meaning from one language and culture into another. She 

acknowledges that translation inevitably involves shifts due to cultural and linguistic 

differences. Still, she does not believe this makes translation impossible, as she relies on 

functional equivalence in her translations. The latter concept, functional equivalence, centres 

around the idea that a good-quality translation should reproduce the same function in the target 

language and leave the same effect on the target reader as the original does in the source 

language. This implies a belief that translation is possible, though it may not always be perfect. 

House's Translation Quality Assessment (TQA) model involves comparing source and 

target texts for overt or covert mismatches. This process, however, is grounded in the belief that 

meaning and function can generally be transferred. Hence, House leans toward the view that 

most texts can be translated to a meaningful degree. While House does not claim that everything 

is translatable, she treats untranslatability more as a challenge to be managed than a 

fundamental barrier. For her, untranslatability requires translation strategies rather than 

resignation. 

 

3.3.2. "Untranslation" as a Problematic 

Although Juliane House does not use the term "untranslation" as a formal concept, she 

criticises the misuse of covert translation when adapters over-domesticate source texts, 

stripping away their cultural identity and thereby achieving a form of "untranslation" through 

erasure. She also criticises overt translation failures when translators preserve too much of the 

source culture's form, which damages readability. To illustrate this, translating a Japanese haiku 

with strict syllable counts into English might sacrifice meaning (untranslatability) and focus on 

syllable counts, over-foreignising the poem, while a free-verse adaptation 

risks "untranslation" by deviating too far and over-domesticating the poem. In House's 

translation quality assessment (TQA) model, "untranslation" refers to a failure to balance 

source and target norms and serves as a marker of poor-quality translation.  

 

3.3.3. House's Untranslation Contrasted with Radical Untranslatability  
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In Juliane House's 2015 Translation Quality Assessment (TQA) model, the concepts 

of "translation" versus "untranslation" are not explicitly framed as direct equivalents 

to "translatability" versus "untranslatability", but they do relate to her broader discussion 

of translation equivalence and cultural-filtering constraints.  

House assesses translations based on their functional equivalence, distinguishing between 

overt translation (source-text-focused) and covert translation (target-culture-adapted). In both 

types of translation in her model, the concept of "untranslation" would imply a failure to meet 

functional equivalence, either by over-domesticating (erasing source-culture markers) or by 

over-foreignising (creating incomprehensible target text). (House, 2015, pp. 45–60)   

House believes that translatability is always possible, but it requires negotiation via 

overt/covert strategies. That is, she believes in the general translatability of texts, emphasising 

functional equivalence. She acknowledges the challenges posed by cultural and linguistic 

differences, but views them as manageable. Translatability, for her, is always graded and 

context-dependent.  

House acknowledges graded translatability, as some texts are more complex to translate 

due to cultural specificity (such as jokes, proverbs, and idioms) or genre conventions (e.g., 

poetry versus legal contracts). Rendering such complex texts may result in having either partial 

untranslatability or partial translatability, with the loss of cultural nuance. To solve such a 

dilemma, House created cultural filter. She uses it in such complex situations to negotiate 

untranslatability by adjusting target-text norms. (House, 2015, p. 118)  

Juliane House's pragmatic approach contrasts with those of both Jacques Derrida and 

Antoine Berman. Derrida's concept of "relevant translation" is based on the belief that all 

translation involves transformation, making "perfect" translatability impossible. Berman's 

"negative analytic" is grounded in the idea that over-domestication (e.g., Juliane 

House's "untranslation") corrupts the foreign. 

Compared with Derrida or Benjamin, House's stance is much more pragmatic and 

optimistic about the feasibility of translation. She seems to take the middle ground. For her, 

untranslatability is a practical challenge, not a philosophical dead end. Untranslatability 

prompts translators to seek a more suitable equivalent and a more effective translation solution. 

Untranslatability, then, is not absolute. Instead, it is a matter of degree and strategy.  
 

3.4. About Absolute Untranslatability 

3.4.1. Absolute Untranslatability: A Fact or an Excuse? 

The question of whether untranslatability is an inherent linguistic reality (i.e., a "fact") or 

a convenient justification for translation challenges (i.e., an "excuse") has long divided 

translation scholars and shattered their perspectives. 

 

3.4.1.1. Untranslatability As a Fact 
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3.4.1.1.1. Linguistic and Cognitive Arguments 

The Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis (also called linguistic relativity) suggests that the language 

we speak impacts how we think. In its stronger forms, it claims that certain concepts or ways 

of thinking might be difficult or even impossible to grasp if your language lacks the words or 

structures to express them. This implies that language shapes an individual's cognitive 

framework, not just how one communicates thoughts, but also what kinds of thoughts are easier 

or harder to develop. That is, if a language lacks a word or grammatical structure for a concept, 

its speakers may find that concept less intuitive or, in extreme cases, cognitively inaccessible 

(e.g., time perception in the Hopi language versus English tense systems). (Whorf, 1956)   

Some languages possess many culturally rich and emotionally nuanced words that are 

hard to translate accurately into English. These words often convey concepts or feelings that 

would require a whole sentence (or more) to explain in English. Such challenges lead to lexical 

gaps that are common in both communication and translation worldwide. Examples from 

French or Arabic to English can illustrate this issue.  

The difficulty becomes visible when trying to translate the following French terms: 

"Dépaysement" (The feeling of being out of one's familiar environment, especially when 

abroad), "Retrouvailles” (The joy or emotional experience of reuniting with someone after a 

long separation), "Ras-le-bol" (A deep sense of exasperation or being completely fed up with 

something), "Savoir-faire" (The ability to handle situations gracefully, with tact and skill), "Joie 

de vivre" (A cheerful enjoyment of life, an exuberant attitude), “Empêchement" (A last-minute 

issue or conflict that prevents you from doing something), “l’appel du vide" (The sudden urge 

to do something self-destructive like jumping from a high place, even without actual suicidal 

intent)…  

The same difficulty will be encountered with the following Arabic terms, where the 

English language lacks single-word equivalents: "Inshallah" (شاء الله  Hopefully", "God" = إن 

willing"  but lacks the layered meanings and cultural usage in everything from promises to 

polite refusals), "Tarab" (طرب = A high level of musical pleasure uniquely tied to traditional 

Arabic music and its emotional power), "Ghurba" (غربة= homesickness and exile but ghurba is 

more emotional and existential in the Arabic context), "Hayba" ( هيبة = "charisma" and 

"presence" but none convey the mixture of fear and deep respect), "Nakhwa" (نخوة = Chivalry, 

gallantry but nakhwa has tribal and moral dimensions that make it unique)… 
 

3.4.1.1.2. Cultural Embeddedness 

Cultural embeddedness refers to the idea that our thoughts, behaviours, language, and 

meanings are deeply rooted in the culture to which we belong. It means you can't fully 

understand a word, action, or idea without grasping the cultural context from which it 

originates. Cultural embeddedness occurs when something—such as a word, practice, or 

belief—is so closely linked to a particular culture that it doesn't make complete sense outside 

of it. Some concepts only exist within certain cultures. Language, behaviour, or traditions may 
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carry meanings that outsiders overlook or misunderstand. This is especially significant in 

translation, anthropology, and cross-cultural communication. 

From an anthropological perspective, Clifford Geertz explains that some cultural 

expressions are so rich in meaning that they cannot be easily translated. For example, the 

Balinese word "lek" refers to a mixture of emotions, such as stage fright and shame, but there's 

no exact English equivalent. (Geertz 1983, p. 56) Similarly, in religious contexts, Muslims 

believe the Qur'an to be linguistically unique and impossible to replicate in another language. 

This belief, known as miraculousness (in Arabic, "i'jaz”), means that translations of the Qur'an 

are not considered equal to the original. They are viewed as interpretations or explanations 

(tafsir), rather than true equivalents.  
 

3.4.1.2. Untranslatability As an Excuse 

3.4.1.2.1. Postcolonial Critique of Untranslatability 

In her influential work Siting Translation, Tejaswini Niranjana offers a sharp postcolonial 

critique of the way the concept of "untranslatability" is often invoked to reinforce Western 

hegemony and Orientalist ideologies. She contends that labelling non-Western texts or terms as 

"untranslatable" does not merely acknowledge linguistic difficulty. It can serve to exoticise, 

mystify, and distance non-Western cultures, portraying them as fundamentally unknowable. 

(Niranjana, 1992, p. 46)   

This rhetorical move, she argues, sustains a colonial logic in which Western languages 

are seen as transparent and universal, while non-Western languages are regarded as obscure and 

impenetrable. Instead of fostering deeper engagement, the assertion of untranslatability can 

serve as a form of intellectual avoidance, maintaining Western cultural and epistemological 

dominance. 

Niranjana highlights a typical example: the frequent claim that the Sanskrit word 

"dharma" is untranslatable. While it is true that "dharma" covers multiple meanings (i.e., law, 

duty, righteousness, cosmic order), insisting that it cannot be translated at all risks depicting it 

as a static cultural symbol rather than a dynamic concept open to interpretation and dialogue. 

Such a view often reflects Orientalist tendencies that romanticise the East as spiritually 

profound but intellectually inaccessible, thereby reinforcing colonial-era binaries between the 

rational West and the mystical East. 

By examining the politics behind claims of untranslatability, Niranjana promotes a more 

critical and politically aware approach to translation, one that refuses to detach language from 

power and that questions the structures that determine whose words are considered translatable 

and whose are not. 

 

3.4.1.2.2. Publishing Markets and the Politics of Untranslatability 

Lawrence Venuti critiques the global publishing industry's tendency to invoke 

"untranslatability" as a convenient excuse to avoid engaging with linguistically or culturally 
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complex works. He argues that when publishers label specific texts (especially those from non-

Western or less widely spoken languages) as "untranslatable," it often serves as a commercial 

justification for bypassing the perceived cost, time, and effort involved in creating nuanced, 

faithful translations.  

This practice reflects more than just financial pragmatism; it exposes a deeper bias in the 

literary marketplace. Instead of welcoming the challenge of linguistic diversity, many 

publishers prefer texts that can be easily adapted to dominant (often Anglophone) tastes and 

expectations, prioritising readability over cultural authenticity. Consequently, rich literary 

traditions that demand interpretive sensitivity or contain unfamiliar cultural references are 

either entirely overlooked or heavily altered to "fit" the expectations of Western audiences. 

This emphasises what Venuti describes as the "invisibility" of the translator: a demand 

that translations read as if originally written in English, with minimal trace of the source culture. 

The claim of untranslatability, then, becomes a means of upholding the dominance of English-

language norms while avoiding the political and ethical responsibilities of engaging deeply with 

other ways of thinking and expression. 

Ultimately, Venuti calls for a more ethical and inclusive approach to translation and 

publishing. An approach that does not shy away from difficulty, but instead values it as an 

opportunity to challenge linguistic imperialism and expand readers' understanding of the world. 

 

3.4.1.3. Rethinking Untranslatability 

In recent decades, many scholars have challenged rigid or defeatist views of 

untranslatability, instead advocating for more dynamic, politically aware, and intellectually 

engaged models of translation. Rather than accepting untranslatability as a fixed limit, these 

thinkers emphasise the translator's agency, the ethical aspects of cross-cultural exchange, and 

the broader ideological frameworks that shape what is considered "translatable" in the first 

place. 

In Experiences in Translation, Umberto Eco famously states, "Translation is the art of 

negotiation, not surrender." (Eco, 2001, p. 17) This line captures Eco's central argument that 

translation is not about abandoning meaning when perfect equivalence is unavailable. Instead, 

it is a creative and strategic process that involves making choices, balancing loss and gain, and 

shaping meaning within the constraints of different languages and cultures. For Eco, the 

translator is not a passive intermediary but an active negotiator, navigating the subtle interplay 

of form, function, and context. Even when perfect fidelity cannot be achieved, meaningful and 

rich communication remains possible. 

Similarly, in Against World Literature, Emily Apter presents a critically engaged and 

politically aware perspective on the use of untranslatability in global literary markets. She 

cautions against using the term as a "neoliberal cop-out" (a way for publishers, institutions, or 

critics to avoid the effort of in-depth cultural engagement or to justify the exclusion of complex, 

unfamiliar, or politically sensitive texts from translation). Apter critiques the idea of a seamless, 
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market-friendly "World Literature" in which texts are stripped of linguistic complexity for 

easier consumption. Conversely, she stresses the importance of highlighting linguistic 

resistance, opacity, and cultural specificity as crucial to meaningful engagement with literature 

across languages. 

Together, Eco and Apter embody two crucial strands of scholarly resistance: one 

emphasising the pragmatic, creative potential of translation, and the other highlighting its 

political and ideological significance. Both dismiss the idea that untranslatability is a dead 

point. Instead, they see it as a space for critical reflection, strategic action, and ethical 

responsibility in an increasingly connected (yet unequal) world. 
 

4. Middle Ground as a Third Solution  

Most contemporary scholars (such as Juliane House and Gideon Toury) argue that 

translatability depends on the text type (e.g. technical manuals are more translatable than 

poetry), purpose (e.g., a dubbed film prioritises naturalness over literalness), and cultural 

proximity (Spanish to Italian is easier as both are Romance languages and Latin-based, while 

translating from Arabic to English remains a more challenging task). Instances may encompass 

the Portuguese "Saudade" that is often rendered as "melancholic longing", "nostalgia", or 

"missingness" in English. Still, the translation fails to capture the tragic beauty that the word 

conveys and, consequently, loses the expected cultural depth. Antoine Berman calls this "the 

trial of the foreign", where the translator must choose between domestication (targeting 

transparency and, consequently, losing depth by flattening meaning) or foreignisation (risking 

opacity by estranging meaning). (Berman, 1992, p. 58)  

 

Today, many scholars challenge the simplistic binary between "translatable" and 

"untranslatable." Rather than seeing these as opposites, they view translation as a complex, 

ongoing negotiation between languages and cultures. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, in her 

influential essay "The Politics of Translation", offers a particularly insightful perspective and 

thoughtful definition. She writes that "untranslatability is a check against arrogance" (Spivak, 

1992, p. 183), suggesting that the idea of something being untranslatable should not be seen as 

a failure, but as a humbling reminder: translators must approach texts (especially those from 

marginalised or colonised cultures) with care, respect, and sensitivity to difference. 

For Spivak, untranslatability is not a final verdict, but a critical pause (a moment to reflect 

on what might be lost, misrepresented, or silenced in the act of translation). It challenges the 

translator's assumptions and calls for a more ethical, self-aware engagement with language. 

This aligns with a broader scholarly shift away from rigid frameworks, toward more nuanced 

understandings of translation as a space of tension, creativity, and responsibility. 

David Bellos is another figure who aims to take the middle ground, remaining neutral, 

sitting on the fence, and striking a balance. He argues that "nothing is wholly translatable or 

untranslatable" to challenge black-and-white thinking about translation. (Bellos, 2011, p. 318) 

That is, no text or word can be translated perfectly in every way, but almost anything can be 
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translated to some extent. Every translation involves some loss or changes of tone, culture, 

nuance, or wordplay. Yet, at the same time, very few things are so bound to their original 

language or culture that they cannot be translated at all in some meaningful way. 

For David Bellos, translation is not all or nothing; it's a matter of take-it-or-leave-it. He 

positions himself against two extremes: "everything is translatable", as if languages are just 

code and all meaning transfers cleanly; and "some things are completely untranslatable", as if 

specific ideas are locked inside one language forever. Instead, he offers a middle ground: 

translation always involves trade-offs, but it is still possible to convey meaning across 

languages, although not entirely, and not always in the same way. Consequently, when 

translating a French pun or an Arabic proverb, one might lose the wordplay but keep the 

meaning. One might preserve the rhythm, but shift the imagery. So, it's partially translatable, 

partially untranslatable. For Bellos, translation is always imperfect, but it is always possible. 

We should not expect full equivalence, but we also should not give up on understanding across 

languages. 
 

5. Centrality of Translatability and Untranslatability in 

Translation-Studies Debates 

Translatability and untranslatability have always been central debates in contemporary 

translation studies, though the discourse has evolved to address globalisation, postcolonialism, 

technology, and ethics. This central interest stems from its profound implications for linguistic 

theory, cultural exchange, power dynamics, and the limits of human communication when 

confronted with the foundational epistemological questions of whether meaning can truly cross 

linguistic boundaries or if language is inherently culture-bound.  

 

5.1. The Linguistic Turn (1940s-1980s): Primary Turn 

Before the emergence of the Cultural Turn, Narrative and Sociological Turn, Technology Turn, 

and Untranslatability Turn, translation studies were dominated mainly by the Linguistic or Equivalence-

Based Paradigm, often referred to as the "Classical" or "Structuralist" period (roughly 1940s–1980s). 

Before these "turns," translation studies were essentially a linguistic and prescriptive discipline, 

concerned with equivalence, accuracy, and fidelity, rather than with culture, society, ideology, or 

philosophy. 

In the Linguistic Turn, translation studies were primarily dominated by a linguistic or 

equivalence-based paradigm (1940s–1980s), often referred to as the "classical" or structuralist 

period. During this era, translation was understood primarily as a technical and linguistic task, 

focused on rendering meaning from a source text into a target language while maintaining 

formal or dynamic equivalence. (Nida, 1964, pp. 159–167) Scholars such as Eugene Nida and 

J. C. Catford emphasised word-for-word or sense-for-sense fidelity, paying little attention to 

cultural, social, or ideological contexts. The translator was regarded as a neutral conduit, and 

notions of loss or gain were assessed mainly in linguistic terms, with minimal consideration of 

the broader cultural, political, or ethical dimensions of translation. This linguistic focus laid the 
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groundwork for later critical turns that would expand the field's horizons to encompass culture, 

society, ideology, human agency, and the limits of translatability. 

 

5.2. The "Cultural Turn" (1990s–2000s): Secondary Turn 

The "Cultural Turn" in translation studies, which emerged in the 1990s and consolidated 

in the 2000s, represents a shift from viewing translation as a purely linguistic or textual process 

to understanding it as a cultural, social, and ideological practice. This perspective emphasises 

that translation is embedded in cultural contexts, power relations, and social norms, and that 

meaning is not transferred neutrally between languages but negotiated through cultural codes 

and expectations. Key figures such as Susan Bassnett and André Lefevere have argued that 

translations are shaped by "rewriting" processes that reflect the norms, values, and ideological 

agendas of the target culture. (Bassnett and Lefevere, 1990, pp. 1–15) The Cultural Turn 

highlights the interdependence of language and culture, demonstrating that translation 

decisions are shaped by social, political, and historical contexts, and foregrounds the translator 

as an active cultural mediator rather than a passive conduit of language. 

The Cultural Turn in translation studies, emerging in the 1990s, reframes translatability 

and untranslatability as culturally and ideologically situated phenomena rather than purely 

linguistic issues. Rather than assuming that meaning can be fully transferred between 

languages, scholars of the Cultural Turn argue that translation involves negotiating cultural 

codes, norms, and power relations, which inevitably produce shifts, adaptations, or gaps in 

meaning. Susan Bassnett and André Lefevere emphasise that translations are shaped by the 

cultural and ideological contexts of the target language, and that what is translatable depends 

on these norms and expectations, making untranslatability a natural consequence of cultural 

difference. (Bassnett and Lefevere, 1998, pp. 3–5) This approach treats untranslatability not as 

a failure but as a productive lens for understanding how meaning is mediated and transformed 

across cultures, highlighting the translator's role as an active cultural agent who negotiates 

between source and target contexts. 

 

5.3. The "Ethical Turn" (1990s–Present): Tertiary Turn 

The Ethical Turn emerged in the late 1990s and 2000s, emphasising the translator's moral 

responsibility, ethics of representation, and the politics of hospitality. The key figures of The 

Ethical Turn are Lawrence Venuti, Antoine Berman, Anthony Pym and others. 

The Ethical Turn (late 1990s–2000s) approaches translatability and untranslatability not 

merely as linguistic or technical issues, but as ethical and political concerns. Translators are 

viewed as moral agents whose decisions impact the representation of cultures, power dynamics, 

and social justice. (Pym, 1998, pp. 42–50) From this perspective, moments of untranslatability 

are not failures but opportunities to reflect on inequalities, cultural differences, and the limits 

of understanding between communities. (Berman, 1995, pp. 15–30) (Baker, 2006, pp. 105–110) 

Ethical theorists emphasise that the translator's responsibility includes making choices that 
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respect the otherness of the source culture, while navigating the expectations and constraints of 

the target context. Thus, translatability is approached as a negotiated, morally-inflected 

practice, and untranslatability is valued as a diagnostic tool that exposes asymmetries of power, 

ideology, and culture within the act of translation. 

 

5.4. The "Narrative and Sociological Turn" (2000s–2010s). 

The "Narrative and Sociological Turn" in translation studies (2000s–2010s) represents a 

shift from purely linguistic or textual approaches to an understanding of translation as a social, 

institutional, and ideological practice. This movement emphasises that translation is not neutral 

but is embedded in broader narratives of power, conflict, and cultural discourse, and that 

translators operate within social and professional networks that shape their choices. Mona 

Baker is a central figure in this turn: in Translation and Conflict, she demonstrates how 

translation mediates political and social narratives, highlighting the translator's role in 

constructing meaning within contexts of power, ideology, and even digital technology. Baker's 

work bridges narrative theory and sociological analysis, showing that translation decisions are 

influenced not only by language but also by conflict, institutional frameworks, and ethical 

considerations, thus establishing the translator as an active agent in the production of social 

knowledge. 

The Narrative and Sociological Turn in Translation Studies (2000s–2010s) approaches 

translatability and untranslatability as socially and ideologically mediated phenomena, rather 

than purely linguistic issues. Scholars in this movement emphasise that translation occurs 

within institutional, professional, and political contexts, where social norms, power structures, 

and ethical considerations shape translators' decisions. Mona Baker, a central figure in this turn, 

argues that what counts as translatable depends on the narratives and discourses circulating 

within specific social and political frameworks, and that moments of untranslatability reveal 

the limits imposed by ideology, professional practices, and conflict. (Baker, 2016, pp. 29–31)  

In this view, untranslatability is not a failure of communication but a diagnostic tool for 

examining how meaning is negotiated and contested in social contexts, highlighting the 

translator's role as an active agent navigating linguistic, cultural, and institutional constraints. 

 

5.5. "Untranslatability Turn" (2010s–present)  

As far as globalisation is concerned, the so-called "Untranslatability Turn" (2010s–

present) marks a significant intellectual development in translation and cultural theory, 

encompassing recent scholarship that treats untranslatability not as a communicative failure but 

as a productive theoretical lens for examining the politics of language, meaning, and cultural 

difference. Emily Apter's Against World Literature is often credited with inaugurating this shift 

by challenging the neoliberal assumption that all texts can circulate freely and transparently in 

the global literary market.  
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Emily Apter argues that globalisation's drive toward linguistic equivalence and market 

translatability risks erasing language's resistance to total transparency. For her, moments of 

untranslatability expose the political and epistemic limits of the global literary marketplace. 

Apter challenges the neoliberal ideal of a seamlessly translatable world literature, arguing that 

the very notion of universal translatability masks profound asymmetries of power between 

dominant and marginalised languages.  

When a text resists translation (when a culturally specific term, idiom, or philosophical 

concept cannot be rendered neatly into another language), it exposes the illusion of linguistic 

equivalence on which the global circulation of literature depends. Such "moments of 

untranslatability" make visible the political hierarchies that privilege English and other 

international languages, as well as the epistemic violence done to local ways of knowing when 

meaning is forcibly standardised for global consumption. In this sense, untranslatability 

functions not as a failure but as a critical site of resistance, reminding us that linguistic and 

cultural difference cannot be fully absorbed into the homogenising logics of globalisation. 

Similarly, Barbara Cassin, in her Dictionary, treats untranslatable terms not as lexical 

gaps but as sites of philosophical encounter where cultural worldviews intersect and diverge, 

as productive philosophical concepts rather than failures of equivalence. This view resonates 

with Naoki Sakai's reflections on the politics of translation, where untranslatability signifies the 

constitutive incommensurability between languages that resists global homogenisation. (Sakai, 

1997, pp. 13–17) Sakai, here, explores how translation and untranslatability reveal asymmetries 

of power and the impossibility of total equivalence.  

Together, these thinkers challenge the logic of globalisation (which privileges 

transparency, circulation, and interchangeability) by framing untranslatability as a critical 

space of opacity, creativity, and ethical engagement. Emily Apter argues that untranslatability 

disrupts neoliberal "smooth" translation: "Untranslatability is a theoretical friction that resists 

globalisation's homogenising force." Barbara Cassin, on the other hand, frames untranslatability 

as a theoretical friction that challenges philosophical complacency.   

 

5.6. The "Technology Turn" or the "Digital Turn" (2000s–Present). 

Regarding the issue of technology and translatability, scholars such as Anthony Pym are 

famous for their criticism of artificial intelligence (AI) and neural MT. Anthony Pym is 

associated with the "Technology and Ethics Turn" (sometimes framed under cognitive and 

sociological shifts in the 2000s–present). He emphasises human agency, ethical responsibility, 

and intercultural negotiation in translation, critiquing over-reliance on automation and machine 

translation. (Pym, 2014, pp. 140–142) He assumes that technology is a tool, not a replacement, 

and that translation remains fundamentally human, ethical, and intercultural. (Pym, 2011, pp. 

3–6)   

Pym Critiques automation and stresses the importance of maintaining human agency in 

translation. He critiques the growing automation of translation technologies for reducing the 
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translator's role to that of a mere post-editor or technician, arguing instead for the preservation 

of human agency, ethical responsibility, and intercultural negotiation as central to the 

translation process. In Exploring Translation Theories, Pym warns that machine translation 

systems, although efficient, risk alienating translators from the creative and communicative 

aspects of their work, rendering translation a purely mechanical process.  

Similarly, in "Translation Technology and the Human", Pym asserts that automation 

should be understood not as a replacement for human translators but as a tool that must remain 

under human control, insisting that "the human translator must manage the machine, not serve 

it." Pym's broader argument situates technology within an ethics of cooperation, emphasising 

that translators, as mediators between cultures, bear responsibilities that cannot be delegated to 

algorithms. Pym discusses the ethical dimension of translation and the translator's moral 

agency. (Pym, 2001, pp. 129–140) His work thus calls for a critical engagement with translation 

technologies that foregrounds human judgment, cultural sensitivity, and ethical accountability. 

Mona Baker, in Translation and Conflict: A Narrative Account, examines how digital 

translation technologies, such as AI-driven systems (e.g., Google Translate), help shape global 

narratives by flattening cultural nuances and promoting a false sense of neutrality. She argues 

that all translation activities—including those mediated by algorithms—are embedded within 

broader narrative frameworks that reflect ideological, political, and cultural agendas. (Baker, 

2006, pp. 3–5) In later discussions on translation in the digital age, she warns that AI systems 

trained on dominant linguistic datasets tend to reproduce existing hierarchies of power and 

suppress the heterogeneity of local voices, effectively transforming complex cultural 

expressions into standardised, globally legible forms. (Baker, 2016, pp. 29–31) This process, 

for Baker, represents a form of narrative homogenisation, where meaning is subordinated to 

efficiency and universality, thereby erasing the contextual and affective dimensions that give 

language its ethical and political depth. 

Mona Baker also documents how activists use untranslatable terms, such as Arabic Al-

Intifādah [الانتفاضة], instead of the English term "Resistance" to evade algorithmic surveillance. 

Besides the intention of evasion mentioned above, the Arabic terms sound culturally 

untranslatable due to their historical significance, which is lost in translation to English. 

Anthony Pym, on the other hand, knowing that machine translation (MT) relies on the 

assumption of translatability, critiques neural MT for masking untranslatability through 

"illusory fluency" and "fluent but hollow" translations. (Pym, 2020, p. 89)  

 

6. Case Against Absolute Untranslatability 

The notion that some texts or concepts are absolutely untranslatable has been widely 

contested by scholars and practitioners who emphasise the flexibility and adaptability of 

language. Rather than viewing untranslatability as an insurmountable obstacle, many argue that 

translation is a dynamic process through which meaning can be effectively conveyed using a 

range of strategies, including cultural adaptation, creative equivalence, and linguistic blending. 
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One influential approach is Eugene Nida's concept of dynamic equivalence, which 

focuses on reproducing the original text's effect or emotional resonance rather than adhering to 

a strict word-for-word translation. This type of translation effectively captures the spirit and 

emotional undertones, enabling readers unfamiliar with the original language to connect 

meaningfully with the text. Nida's theory emphasises the importance of finding functional 

equivalents that resonate in the target culture while preserving the source material's intent. 

Another compelling example comes from the realm of hybrid texts that blur the 

boundaries between languages, illustrating the fluidity and permeability of linguistic and 

cultural borders. Salman Rushdie's use of "Hinglish" (a vibrant blend of Hindi and English) 

demonstrates how languages can interact creatively, producing new forms of expression that 

resist neat categorisation. In Rushdie's novels, this linguistic hybridity not only reflects the lived 

realities of postcolonial societies but also challenges traditional notions of linguistic purity and 

untranslatability. Through this mixing, the author creates a transcultural dialogue that invites 

readers to engage with multiple cultural registers simultaneously, showing that languages can 

be porous and mutually enriching rather than fixed and isolated. (Chon, 2001, pp. 71–79)  

Together, these examples support a pragmatic and optimistic view of translation (one that 

recognises the inevitable shifts in meaning and form but also celebrates the potential for 

communication, creativity, and cultural exchange). They affirm that while some words or 

concepts may never be perfectly replicated, translation can still bridge gaps and foster 

understanding, dismantling the idea that any language or culture is entirely inaccessible to 

another. 

 

7. Creative Strategies to Solve Untranslatability 

Some theorists argue that translation has the potential to bridge linguistic divides. Peter 

Newmark, for instance, posits that while some words may lack direct equivalents, translators 

can employ strategies like paraphrasing or cultural substitution to convey meaning. He stated 

that "everything is translatable" to some extent, emphasising language's adaptability. 

When faced with linguistic or cultural elements that lack direct equivalents in the target 

language, translators often turn to creative compensation strategies. These techniques not only 

help bridge gaps in meaning but also allow the translator to preserve the richness and nuance 

of the original text. Rather than viewing untranslatability as a dead end, these approaches treat 

it as an invitation for interpretive innovation and cultural mediation. 

One such strategy is the use of neologisms (e.g. the coining of new words to capture 

unfamiliar concepts). A notable example is J.R.R. Tolkien, who, although primarily a writer 

and philologist, exemplified translational creativity by coining the term "eucatastrophe." This 

invented word combines the Greek prefix eu- (meaning "good") with "catastrophe," to describe 

a sudden, joyous turn of events in a narrative. Tolkien used it to approximate redemptive, mythic 

structures found in Germanic and Norse storytelling traditions—concepts that lacked a single 
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English equivalent. Such neologisms function not just as translations, but as semantic 

innovations that enrich the target language itself. (Tolkien, 2008)  

Another common compensation strategy is the use of paratexts (such as footnotes, 

glossaries, introductions, or translators' notes) to contextualise culturally specific terms that 

resist easy translation. For instance, in Portuguese literature, the word "saudade" (which 

conveys a deep, melancholic longing or nostalgic yearning) is often accompanied in English 

translations by explanatory footnotes or translator commentary. These paratexts help preserve 

the term's emotional and cultural significance without reducing it to a shallow or misleading 

equivalent, such as "nostalgia" or "missing someone." 

Through such strategies, translators assert their role not merely as linguistic technicians 

but as co-creators and cultural interpreters. Their creative interventions challenge the idea that 

translation must always strive for invisibility or fluency. Instead, compensation techniques 

make room for difference, complexity, and even linguistic expansion, pushing readers to engage 

with other cultures on their own terms rather than forcing them into familiar frames. 

 

8. On Translatability and Untranslatability Again 

While translatability assumes a shared human experience that enables cross-linguistic 

communication, untranslatability highlights the limits imposed by cultural and linguistic 

uniqueness. These two concepts remain central to debates in translation theory, and the debate 

between them underscores the complexity of language and the importance of cultural sensitivity 

in translation. While some concepts may resist direct translation, the endeavour to convey 

meaning across linguistic boundaries remains a testament to human creativity and the desire for 

mutual understanding. 

Translatability is not neutral, as it reflects historical hierarchies (e.g., Eurocentric 

glossaries that privilege Latin/Greek terms over Indigenous ones). Contemporary scholarship 

frames it as a political battleground. Translatability is considered power. In short, translatability 

is less a binary (yes/no) than a negotiation of loss, gain, and resistance. As for untranslatability, 

it is regarded as a critical tool. It is not a failure but a lens to examine power, culture, and 

linguistic inequality. As Barbara Cassin notes, untranslatables "make us think differently".  

While translatability is increasingly framed as negotiable (Susan Bassnett, as a case in 

point), untranslatability is now a critical tool to expose power imbalances (postcolonialism), 

interrogate AI’s limits, and protect linguistic diversity. (UNESCO's 2023 Report) Yet, 

challenges that arise along the way may risk paralysing translators, notably the tendency to 

overemphasise untranslatability or to weaponise translation, as untranslatability is tied 

to migrant precarity, with asylum seekers struggling to convey trauma across languages. 

(Gramling, 2021, pp. 103–107)  

While translatability often implies smooth communication across languages, 

untranslatability should not be seen simply as a dead end or insurmountable barrier. Instead, it 

can serve as a productive challenge — a call for more creative, thoughtful, and ethically 
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responsible translation practices. In some cases, untranslatability highlights genuine linguistic 

or cultural gaps, where certain concepts or expressions lack direct equivalents, revealing the 

richness and uniqueness of particular worldviews. These moments are important and deserve 

recognition. 

Untranslatability, however, can also be misused. It can become a convenient excuse when 

used to avoid the hard work of engaging with difference, to silence voices seen as too complex 

or inconvenient to include, or to package cultural otherness as mysterious or exotic for 

commercial gain. In this sense, invoking untranslatability without care can lead to exclusion, 

oversimplification, or cultural appropriation. 

A pragmatic view, then, treats untranslatability not as a reason to give up, but as a reason 

to dig deeper and explore the limits of language while still striving to communicate across them 

with respect, imagination, and awareness of context. 

 

9. Conclusion 

The exploration of translatability and untranslatability reveals that the two are not 

oppositional absolutes but rather dynamic poles within a continuum that defines the very 

essence of translation. The investigation demonstrates that while linguistic, cultural, religious, 

and philosophical constraints may render perfect equivalence unattainable, translation remains 

both possible and necessary as a communicative and creative act. The case of the Qur'an 

exemplifies how untranslatability can serve not as an endpoint but as an impetus for innovation, 

prompting translators to devise strategies that honour both fidelity and interpretive flexibility. 

The dialectic between translatability and untranslatability lies at the very heart of 

translation studies, shaping its theoretical foundations, ethical imperatives, and practical 

methodologies. The present chapter has demonstrated that translatability cannot be conceived 

as an absolute capacity, nor untranslatability as an insurmountable impasse. Rather, both 

function as relational, context-dependent constructs that continually inform and redefine one 

another. Translation emerges as a space of negotiation (a site where meaning, culture, and 

ideology intersect) and where linguistic impossibilities are met not with resignation but with 

ingenuity. 

The inquiry into the diverse forms of untranslatability (linguistic, cultural, religious, 

philosophical, and functional) reveals that the limits of translation are not static borders but 

zones of creative tension. The case of the Qur'an illustrates this vividly: its divine inimitability 

and aesthetic singularity appear to preclude full transference, yet these very challenges have 

inspired centuries of interpretive and translational experimentation. The untranslatable, in this 

sense, is not the negation of meaning but a productive force that compels the translator to 

explore alternative semiotic pathways, expanding the expressive potential of both languages 

involved. 

By mapping the historical evolution of translation studies — from the linguistic and 

cultural turns to the ethical, sociological, and technological paradigms — the research situates 
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the translatability debate within a broader intellectual genealogy. Each turn has reframed the 

question of what it means to translate, moving the discipline from structuralist precision toward 

poststructuralist indeterminacy, and, more recently, toward interdisciplinary engagement with 

digital and global contexts. The emerging “untranslatability turn” represents not a retreat from 

the possibility of translation but a renewed awareness of its complexity, urging scholars and 

practitioners to confront the ideological and epistemological dimensions that underlie every act 

of linguistic transfer. 

Ultimately, this chapter contends that absolute untranslatability is less a factual condition 

than a theoretical construct — one that can serve critical or ideological ends but should not 

dictate translational practice. Translation, when reconceived as a spectrum of possibilities rather 

than a binary of success or failure, becomes a profoundly creative and ethical act: the re-creation 

of meaning within difference. Through this lens, translation is not an attempt to erase alterity 

but to engage it, not the quest for perfect equivalence but the ongoing dialogue that sustains 

human understanding across linguistic and cultural boundaries. 
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Facing Untranslatability: 

 The Mainstream Arsenal of Strategies 

 

1. Introduction 

The act of translation, far from being a simple linguistic transcodage, constitutes a 

complex process of intercultural communication that requires a continuous stream of strategic 

decisions. Translation has never been merely a mechanical act of linguistic substitution but a 

complex decision-making process influenced by multiple strategic considerations. While much 

attention has been given to the final product of translation, the underlying strategies that guide 

translators' choices often remain concealed, operating, as it were, backstage. 

Therefore, translators are not just bilingual individuals; they are adept navigators of 

linguistic and cultural terrain, making decisions at multiple levels to effectively convey 

meaning and meet specific communicative objectives in a new context. The overarching 

framework that guides these decisions, often referred to as "translation strategy," is the primary 

focus of this study. Although scholarly discussion has extensively explored specific translation 

techniques and their uses, gaining a deeper understanding of the core strategic orientations that 

support these choices remains essential for both theoretical progress and practical use in the 

field. 

This research aims to go beyond analysing isolated techniques to explore the fundamental 

principles and contextual factors that influence the adoption and implementation of translation 

strategies. It also seeks to uncover these underlying mechanisms by systematically examining 

the concept of translation strategy: its definitions, theoretical foundations, and the factors that 

affect its application. 

The concept of strategy itself is complex, originating in military, managerial, and game-

theoretic contexts before being adapted to linguistics and translation studies. This research 

begins by defining the term, distinguishing it from related concepts such as tactics, and 

integrating various academic perspectives to create a comprehensive working definition. It then 

examines how strategic thinking is applied to translation, where decisions are shaped by 

both structural factors (such as text type, language function, and linguistic constraints) 

and functional factors (such as audience expectations, cultural differences, and the translation's 

purpose). 

A key focus of this investigation is the interaction between different levels of linguistic 

meaning (denotation, connotation, and mythical signification) and how they require distinct 

strategic approaches, from direct to oblique and global strategies. By mapping these choices 

into a coherent framework, this study aims to clarify the translator's decision-making process 
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and provide a more systematic understanding of how and why certain strategies are used in 

specific contexts. 

Ultimately, this study advances translation theory by linking abstract strategic principles 

to their practical application, highlighting that every translation entails deliberate, contextually 

embedded choices. From this perspective, the "backstage" of translation becomes not just 

visible but essential to understanding the art and science of cross-linguistic mediation. 

Additionally, this study provides a systematic overview of key translation strategies, classifying 

them into direct, oblique, and global approaches. This classification offers a practical 

framework for understanding the range of strategic options available to translators and how 

these choices relate to the structural and functional factors previously discussed. Ultimately, 

this research aims to reveal the implicit reasoning behind translator decisions, thereby 

contributing to a deeper theoretical understanding of the strategic elements of translation and 

serving as a valuable resource for future research and pedagogical development in the field. 

 

2. Strategy 

2.1. Strategy: Definitions & Perspectives 

2.1.1. Definition of the Term "Strategy" 

Oxford Dictionary defines strategy as "a plan or method for achieving a particular goal, 

usually over a long period." (Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary, 2020, p. 1575) It is 

commonly used in business, the military, education, communication, and translation. According 

to the Longman Dictionary, strategy is "a planned series of actions for achieving something in 

the future, especially in politics, business, or military affairs." (Longman Dictionary of 

Contemporary English, 2014, p. 1789) Collins English Dictionary describes strategy as "a 

particular long-term plan for success, especially in business or politics." (Collins English 

Dictionary, 2018, p. 1621.) Cambridge Dictionary presents strategy as "a detailed plan for 

achieving success in situations such as war, politics, business, industry, or sport, or the skill of 

planning for such situations." (Cambridge Advanced Learner's Dictionary, 2013, p. 1445) 

Meanwhile, Merriam-Webster's Dictionary defines strategy as "the science and art of 

employing the political, economic, psychological, and military forces of a nation or group of 

nations to afford the maximum support to adopted policies in peace or war." Also: "A careful 

plan or method for achieving a particular goal." (Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary, 

2003, p. 1242)  

2.1.2. Academic Perspectives on Strategy 

Chandler defines strategy as "the determination of the basic long-term goals and 

objectives of an enterprise, and the adoption of courses of action and the allocation of resources 

necessary for carrying out these goals." (Chandler, 1962, p. 13) As for Mintzberg, strategy is 

multifaceted. That is why, from his perspective, setting a strategy involves fulfilling the "Five 

Ps" he introduces: Plan (a guideline to deal with a situation), Ploy (a specific manoeuvre 
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intended to outwit a competitor), Pattern (a set of planned or unplanned actions over time), 

Position (spotting particular products in specific fields), and Perspective (a unique point of view 

about the world, encompassing the planned actions and the achieved outcomes) (Mintzberg, 

1987, pp. 11-24). Rumelt, on the other hand, relates a good strategy to three elements: diagnosis 

(defining the nature of the challenge), Guiding Policy (a comprehensive method selected to 

address the challenge), and Coherent Actions (specific steps that are consistent with the guiding 

policy and designed to implement it). (Rumelt, 2011)  

 

2.1.3. A Synthetic Perspective on Strategy  

Re-examining all the definitions above, a strategy appears to be a comprehensive, well-

structured set of actions or guiding principles designed to achieve long-term goals or a primary 

objective in situations involving challenges such as complexity, competition, or uncertainty. It 

is a high-level plan that offers a framework for decision-making, outlining the approach to 

follow to reach desired outcomes. It involves making deliberate decisions about resource 

allocation, prioritising tasks, and coordinating actions to increase the chances of success, 

considering available resources and external factors. The core idea of strategy, therefore, 

centres on a deliberately integrated set of choices and actions aimed at attaining desired results 

in a complex and competitive environment. It requires understanding the context, setting goals, 

allocating resources, and deciding how to compete and succeed.  

In brief, strategy is, firstly, the roadmap that guides someone from their current position 

to their desired destination or from a present state to a future one. Secondly, it represents the 

how behind what an organisation or individual aims to achieve. Thirdly, a good strategy 

recognises the challenging nature of the constraints ahead and approaches them with an 

effective way to overcome them. It remains both practical and aspirational. Fourthly, strategy 

has a long-term perspective. Fifthly, it is more stable as it establishes fundamental directions. 

Overall, strategy is the framework of choices that directs a project towards its long-term 

objectives, helps navigate uncertainty, and maintains a competitive edge. It concerns what the 

organisation aims to accomplish and the broad strategies it will adopt. 

 

2.1.4. Key Elements of Strategy  

The key elements of a strategy include setting clear objectives that define what to achieve, 

a long-term perspective that extends beyond immediate actions and short-term results 

(outcomes achieved over a more extended period), a thorough analysis that assesses internal 

strengths and weaknesses, as well as external opportunities and threats, rational allocation of 

resources (time, money, and personnel), a plan of actions with specific steps and tasks 

(timelines, responsibilities, etc.), a competitive advantage that enables outperforming rivals 

(having a unique or practical approach that provides an edge over competitors), a decision-

making framework ensuring consistent decisions throughout the effort, and flexibility and 

adaptability to allow adjustments in response to changing conditions and competitors. 
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2.2. Strategy versus Tactic 

Strategy provides the framework, while tactics offer the means to achieve it. Strategy and 

tactics are interconnected. While strategy guides tactics, the latter execute the former. A clear 

strategy gives purpose to tactical actions, whereas an unclear strategy renders them aimless. 

Effective tactics, in turn, bring the strategic plan to life.   

In a military context, Clausewitz distinguishes between strategy and tactics. He considers 

strategy to be the use of engagements to achieve the war's objectives, while tactics are the 

theories behind deploying military forces in combat. This emphasises the hierarchical 

relationship where tactics support strategic aims. (Clausewitz, 1909) In a business context, 

Chandler emphasises that strategy involves setting long-term goals and allocating resources. In 

contrast, tactics are the specific methods used in daily operations to achieve those goals. In 

Mintzberg's "five Ps" framework, the distinction between strategy and tactics is implicit. While 

"Plan" signifies a consciously devised strategy, "Ploy" refers to a specific tactic used to outwit 

a competitor. "Pattern," as a realised strategy, develops from a series of tactics over time. Porter 

contends that a successful strategy involves defining a unique and valuable position through a 

distinctive set of activities. Tactics refer to the specific actions taken to deliver the unique value 

proposition. (Porter, 1996. pp. 61–78) Liddell Hart emphasises that strategy aims to achieve 

objectives with minimal losses, often through indirect approaches. Tactics refer to the direct 

engagements and manoeuvres employed in executing a strategy. (Hart, 1954)     

To summarise, strategy is the overarching plan. At the same time, tactics are the specific 

tools, actions, or methods used to implement a strategy and achieve short-term objectives that 

support broader strategic goals. They are the how of executing a strategy. Strategy involves 

long-term goals (what to achieve and why?), whereas tactics focus on short-term ones (how to 

implement the strategy?). Strategy is conceptual, while tactics are concrete and detailed, 

addressing all the wh-questions. Strategy generalises, while tactics specify. Strategy is more 

stable, whereas tactics are more flexible and adaptable. Despite their differences, strategy and 

tactics are closely interconnected, both essential for success in any targeted field. 

 

2.3. Fields of Strategy 

Strategies are found in many fields. They are present in all areas and ready for use in 

various actions. These can include a business strategy (such as expanding into new markets or 

launching a new product line), a military strategy (such as deploying forces to outmanoeuvre 

an enemy), or a personal strategy (such as reallocating one's financial savings). They also cover 

teaching strategies (such as outlining a plan to address reading difficulties among students), 

political strategies, translation strategies, and other relevant topics. Still, all strategies share the 

basic aim of providing a clear action plan for success. 

 

3. Translation Strategy 
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3.1. Perspectives 

3.1.1. Academic Perspectives on Translation Strategy 

According to Chesterman, translation strategies are "potentially conscious plans for 

solving concrete translation problems in the framework of a concrete translation task." 

(Chesterman, 1997) He emphasises that these strategies are process-oriented, goal-oriented, 

problem-centred, consciously applied, intersubjective (i.e., understandable and justifiable to 

others), and liable to manipulate the translated texts.   

Hurtado Albir distinguishes between method, strategy, and technique. For her, a 

translation strategy is an individual, procedural mechanism that the translator employs to handle 

problems encountered during translation, adapted to specific needs. It serves as a higher-level 

plan that directs the selection of particular translation techniques. (Albir, 2001) Although 

Hurtado Albir and Molina concentrate on translation techniques (specific procedures used to 

analyse and classify translation solutions), their framework implicitly underscores the 

significance of overarching strategies in guiding the choice and application of these techniques. 

They emphasise the dynamic and functional nature of translation, where strategies are used to 

achieve the intended communicative effect in the target language. (Molina, 2002, pp. 498-

512)      

Lörscher regards translation strategies as "potentially conscious procedures for solving 

problems faced in translating a text from one language to another." (Lörscher, 1991) He 

highlights the cognitive processes involved in translation and the strategies translators use to 

overcome difficulties.   

Venuti explores key ethical and cultural strategies, focusing on the contrast between 

domestication (translating so that it reads smoothly and sounds natural in the target culture, 

often rendering the translator invisible) and foreignisation (keeping the foreign qualities of the 

source text and culture, making the translator more visible). (Venuti, 1995)     

  

3.1.2. A Synthetic Perspective on Strategy 

Perspectives on translation differ based on cognitive, cultural, linguistic, or ethical 

factors. Nevertheless, a translation strategy is a systematic method used by translators to 

effectively convert a text from one language to another while maintaining the intended meaning, 

expressive tone, accuracy, readability, cultural relevance, and nuances. It functions as the 

framework guiding informed decisions throughout the translation process, resulting in a high-

quality, effective translation that meets the target audience's expectations and the project's 

specific requirements. It reflects the thought process behind translation and the careful decision-

making that influences the translator's choices at each stage. Furthermore, it serves as the 

translator's roadmap for navigating the complexities of interlingual and intercultural 

communication, considering the purpose of the translation, the target audience, the 
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characteristics of the source text, and the constraints of the target language and culture — all 

while transferring structure, meaning, and style from the source to the target text.  

 

3.2. Translation Strategy Choice Requirements 

Some strategies are entirely direct and literal, similar to how translation was in the days 

of linguistic theory. Other methods are entirely indirect, as exemplified by Skopos theory. 

Nonetheless, many strategies are combined and employed by skilled translators within flexible 

approaches. The choice of translation strategy depends on various factors, including text type, 

target audience, purpose, cultural context, and linguistic differences between languages. Skilled 

translators often blend several techniques in a single project to achieve optimal results. 

The initial step before selecting a translation strategy is to understand the source text and 

its purpose, including analysing its content, style, tone, and intended audience. The second 

involves defining the target audience, the translation's aim, and the desired effect on the target 

readership. The third step is to determine the appropriate level of equivalence and approach that 

align with the goals of the translation project, based on how the relationship between the target 

text and the original is viewed. This can range from a literal translation at one extreme (a word-

for-word approach often used in technical documents where accuracy is vital), to a 

communicative translation at the other (focused on impact and naturalness for the target reader), 

or an adaptation at the opposite end (a free modification to suit the target culture, such as in 

plays or advertisements), or a semantic translation somewhere in between (aiming to convey 

the meaning and nuances as accurately as possible while respecting the grammatical, semantic, 

and textual conventions of the target language).  

The fourth requirement is cultural factors, a key aspect to consider, as they significantly 

influence texts and symbolically alter their meanings, creating potential cultural differences 

(such as idioms, proverbs, maxims, and sayings) that might not be understood the same way or 

may have the same impact in the target culture. Here, decisions must be made about how to 

handle these situations: whether to translate them directly, adapt them, or explain them. The 

fifth requirement is resource and constraint management, which involves considering the 

available time, budget, tools, and technologies (such as CAT tools or machine translation), as 

well as the expertise of the translators involved. The final requirement is ensuring quality and 

consistency. The strategy should specify how quality will be maintained throughout the process, 

including review, proofreading, and editing stages, as well as how consistency in terminology 

and style will be preserved.    

 

3.3. Factors Influencing Translation Strategy Choice 

There are two types of factors that directly influence the choice of translation strategy. 

The first is structural, focusing on aspects such as text typology, field of translation, language 
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function, and levels of signification. The second is functional, emphasising the text's polyphony, 

the target audience's expectations, the cultural context, and the text's function. 

 

3.3.1. Structural Factors 

3.3.1.1. Text Type and Field of Translation 

A field of translation strategy involves a set of specialised approaches and systematic 

frameworks designed to translate content within particular domains or disciplines. Each field 

requires specific considerations because of its specialised terminology, conventions, and 

audience expectations. Moreover, each field demands specific expertise not only in the relevant 

languages (literary language, scientific language, economic language, etc.) but also in the 

subject matter itself (prose/poetry/criticism, biology/physics/geology, 

banking/accounting/commerce, etc.) to ensure maximum accuracy and equivalence.  

There are three types of translation: specialised, general, and literary, which is neither 

general nor specialised. However, the fields of translation extend beyond these categories. The 

main fields include literary translation, scientific translation, technical translation, audiovisual 

translation, legal translation, medical translation, marketing translation, and localisation. 

Consequently, the choice of translation strategy must take into account the specific field in 

which the translation will be undertaken.  

The specific field of translation partly shapes the identity of any translated text. For 

example, legal translation is common in courts, laws, and legislation; commercial translation in 

trade transactions; advertising translation in publicity and marketing; financial (or 

accounting/banking) translation in finance and business; scientific translation in fields such as 

chemistry, physics, biology, geology, and astronomy, as well as abstract sciences like 

mathematics; medical translation in medicine and its various branches; technical translation in 

engineering disciplines; software translation in computer technology; website translation in 

cybernetics, which mainly differs from software translation when the browser is directly online; 

journalistic translation in both print and electronic media, covering newspaper editorials, news 

reports, weather forecasts, and press interviews; military translation related to armament, 

military intelligence, and soldiers' conditions; religious translation involving sacred texts, 

prophetic biographies, fatwas, and religious studies; cultural translation in areas such as 

thought, philosophy, criticism, and humanistic studies; and literary translation in creative fields 

like drama (including classical, experimental, and one-man shows), poetry (epic, poetic, haiku, 

rhymed verse, free verse, and prose poetry), and prose (fiction, non-fiction, science fiction, 

etc.), where figures of speech and rhetorical images flourish. 

 

3.3.1.2. Language Function 

3.3.1.2.1. The Concept of Language Function 
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Language function was first introduced by Karl Bühler in 1934, as communication is a 

triangular relationship among the speaker, the listener, and external reality. He proposed the 

Organon Model of language, which holds that every linguistic sign serves three functions. The 

first language function is representational, focusing on context or reference, and conveying 

information about the external world. (Bühler, 2011) The second language function is 

expressive, focusing on the sender or speaker, and expressing their emotions, intentions, and 

viewpoints. The third and final language function is appellative, concentrating on the receiver 

or addressee, and aiming to influence the hearer or appeal to them. 

Later, in 1960, Roman Jakobson expanded Bühler's model into a six-function framework 

based on communication theory and semiotics. The first language function is referential, 

providing information about the context, reference, or situation. The second language function 

is emotive or expressive, conveying the sender's feelings or intentions. The third language 

function is conative or appellative, directly addressing the receiver with imperative verbs and 

second-person pronouns. The fourth language function is phatic, facilitating the opening and 

maintenance of communication. The fifth language function is metalingual, clarifying language 

itself. The sixth language function is poetic, emphasising the message for its structure, style, 

rhythm, and wording. (Jakobson, 1960) All six functions are present in every act of 

communication; however, only one function usually dominates, depending on the context. 

 

3.3.1.2.2. Language Function versus Linguistic Function 

A linguistic function explains the role that a particular linguistic element, such as a word, 

phrase, or grammatical structure, plays within a sentence or utterance. It emphasises how 

language forms function in both structure and meaning within communicative contexts. Crystal 

defines linguistic function as "the role played by a linguistic unit (word, phrase, clause) in a 

sentence or discourse, such as subject, object, modifier, or predicate." (Crystal, 2008, p. 269)   

Linguistic function is different from language function. While linguistic function relates 

to the role of elements in sentence structure, such as the subject, object, or modifier, language 

function concerns the purpose of discourse, such as requesting, apologising, or informing. 

Nonetheless, both concepts are vital in choosing the right translation strategy for a specific 

project.  

 

3.3.1.2.3. Language Function versus Language Metafunction 

Language metafunction relates to the purpose language serves in communication. It is 

what speakers or writers aim to achieve with their utterances. This concept is central in systemic 

functional linguistics, especially as developed by Michael Halliday, and it plays an important 

role in translation quality assessment. According to Juliane House's 2015 TQA model, language 

functions can be regarded as the uses to which language is applied in communication. They 

convey different meanings or intentions embedded in text. (House, 2015, p. 27)    
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In this context, functionalist translation scholars, building on Halliday's framework, 

identify three metafunctions of language: the ideational, interpersonal, and textual functions. 

The first of these is the ideational metafunction. It is "the content function of language, which 

reflects the speaker's experience of the real world." This metafunction embodies experience, 

content, facts and data, ideas, and logical relationships. It captures both the external world and 

inner knowledge.  

The second language metafunction is the interpersonal metafunction. It aims to establish 

and maintain social relations. It expresses the speaker's attitudes and evaluations. This 

metafunction represents social interaction and attitude. It conveys the speaker's feelings, 

judgments, and emotions. It positions the speaker in relation to others, whether they are casual, 

informal, polite, rude, affectionate, commanding, patronising, or otherwise. 

The third and final language metafunction is the textual metafunction. It "relates to the 

way the message is structured, so that it is cohesive and coherent." This metafunction represents 

language as a structured message. It organises the text cohesively and coherently, ensuring flow 

and clarity for the reader or listener, through the use of linking words, subordinators, and 

conjunctions. While Michael Halliday considers the textual metafunction, the last of the 

language metafunctions, fundamental in functionalist analysis, Juliane House assigns it little 

importance in translation quality assessment. 

House argues: "A translation is functionally equivalent if it preserves the meaning and 

intention of the original text across all three metafunctions." In her 2015 TQA model, she 

emphasises the importance of understanding language metafunction for various reasons. 

Reason One: The translator must preserve the original metafunction in the target language 

(functional equivalence). Reason Two: A text may prioritise one metafunction over others: 

interpersonal in poetry, and ideational in scientific writing. Reason Three: Misjudging any 

language metafunction can lead to a mistranslation, even if the words are rendered correctly. 

 

3.3.1.3. Levels of Signification 

Levels of signification refer to the process by which meaning is created and interpreted 

through signs, especially in language, media, and semiotics. This concept is essential in 

semiotics, linguistics, and translation studies. In his Mythologies, Roland Barthes outlined two 

primary levels: denotation (the literal, surface-level meaning of a sign) and connotation (the 

cultural, emotional, or ideological meaning that is added to the denotation). Barthes describes 

denotation as the "first-order semiological system" (Barthes, 1972, p. 113) because it is 

objective and dictionary-based, and as the "second-order semiological system" because it is 

subjective, contextual, and culturally influenced. Barthes even introduces a third level of 

signification, a broader one in the form of myth or ideology, in which the entire first-order sign 

(signifier + signified) becomes a single signifier within a new system in which myth and 

ideology are naturalised and accepted.  
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By the time Roland Barthes' work introduced three levels of signification, two language 

philosophers, Michael Devitt and Kim Sterelny, published in 1999 Language and Reality: An 

Introduction to the Philosophy of Language, adding a new level of signification, which may be 

called the zero-level of signification or the multilingual level of signification, since the signifier 

is itself the signified, as in grammar courses and related issues.  

When transitioning from linguistics and the philosophy of language to translation studies, 

understanding the four levels of signification is essential for grasping words and their culturally 

embedded meanings. This is because a translation that concentrates solely on denotative 

meaning risks losing the connotative load and ideological implications of the source text, as 

Susan Bassnett writes. (Bassnett, 2014, p. 52) Juliane House, on the other hand, devised a 

cultural filtering approach to refine what may seem untranslatable in the source text, focusing 

on assessing the cultural context, evaluating pragmatic equivalence, and ensuring that the 

source text's function and meaning at all levels are maintained in the target text. 

 

3.3.1.3.1. Verification of Linguistic Use and Linguistic Mention 

Since Ferdinand de Saussure's posthumous lectures on General Linguistics, published in 

1916, three years after his death, the concept of levels of signification was limited to denotation 

(where a signifier directly refers to a signified). The field had to wait for Roland Barthes, in his 

Mythologies (1957) and Elements of Semiology (1964), to add two more levels to denotation, 

the one discovered by de Saussure in the early twentieth century. With Barthes, connotation 

(where a signifier refers to a signified indirectly) was introduced as a new level of signification. 

Barthes distinguished among denotation (the literal, direct, surface meaning of the word), 

connotation (the cultural, ideological, or associative meanings of the word), and myth (a third 

level of signification), a higher-order ideological narrative.  

Another fourth level remained undiscovered until 1999, when two scholars, Michael 

Devitt and Kim Sterelny, working in a neighbouring field of language study, philosophy of 

language, published 'Language and Reality: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Language', 

which introduced a fourth level of signification. This level can be referred to as zero-level 

signification or the metalingual level, as the signifier is also the signified. However, Devitt and 

Sterelny opted for different terminology.   

The philosophy of language, as explained by Devitt and Sterelny, distinguishes between 

the linguistic mention of a word or phrase and its linguistic use. Linguistic mention involves 

referring to the word itself without using it or indicating its meaning, as in: "Al Bayd ( ُالبيَْض) is 

a noun derived from Abyad (  أبْيَض), Bayad ( ً  The purpose of mentioning Al Bayd here is ".(بيََاضا

not to refer to the signified, eggs, but to the signifier itself, since the discussion requires 

mentioning and naming the items. In contrast, linguistic use involves using the word to refer to 

the signified and its application, as in: "Eggs ( ُالبيَْض) are good for health." Here, the intended 

meaning of eggs is the signified, because the focus is on their use and relevance as food. (Devitt, 

1999, pp. 1- 40)    
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Therefore, four levels of signification must be analysed before selecting the appropriate 

translation strategy for a given project: the metalingual level (metalanguage), the denotative 

level (denotation), and the connotative level (connotation). All three levels relate either to 

linguistic mention or to linguistic use. Simultaneously, they align with the dominant language 

function in the text or speech. It is based on this clarification that the differences between 

possible translation strategies can be explained. 

 

3.3.1.3.1.1. Levels of Linguistic Mention 

3.3.1.3.1.1.1. Metalingual Level/Transcription Strategy 

Transcription strategy demonstrates linguistic reference. To translate the following 

sentence, "Building ( بِنَايَة) is a noun derived from the triliteral verb built (بنََى), such as builds 

 it is first essential to identify the text's field or type. Next, it is necessary to determine ",(يبَْنِي)

the dominant language function, a metalinguistic function that constantly refers to itself. Then, 

determining the level of signification—the zero level—that corresponds to linguistic reference 

and aligns with translation strategies such as calque or borrowing is essential. These strategies 

are often regarded in modern translation studies as part of direct strategies. They are considered 

equivalent to the transcription strategy, especially when each signifier in the text consistently 

refers to itself. Nevertheless, the transcription strategy remains more specific than calquing and 

borrowing. 

 

3.3.1.3.1.2. Levels of Linguistic Use 

3.3.1.3.1.2.1. Denotation & Direct Strategies 

Unlike transcription strategy, direct and oblique translation strategies are considered two 

types of linguistic use. That is why they depend on the intention behind the utterance. If the 

purpose of the utterance is explicit, direct, and not open to interpretation, the suitable translation 

strategy is the direct translation strategy. To translate the following sentence, "the public entered 

the lecture hall and sat in the first places," it is crucial, firstly, to identify the text type as 

informative, to recognise the dominant linguistic function as referential, and to establish the 

level of signification as denotative. Therefore, the short text in question will be approached with 

the direct strategy, which requires that each signifier in the text corresponds to only one 

signified within the agreed-upon referential context. Consequently, the translation of the short 

text will proceed as follows:  

"Le public entra dans la salle de conférence et s'assit dans les premières rangées." (French 

translation) 

 (Arabic translation) "دخل الجمهور قاعة المحاضرات وجلسوا في المقاعد الأمامية"

“Dakhala al-jumhūr Qāʻat al-muḥāḍarāt wajalasū fī almaqāʻid al-amāmīyah.” (Arabic 

romanised). 
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3.3.1.3.1.2.2. Connotation & Oblique Strategies 

If the intention behind the utterance is implicit, indirect, suggestive, and open to 

interpretation, the suitable translation strategy is the oblique translation strategy. Therefore, 

reconsidering the earlier short text, "The public entered the lecture hall and sat in the first 

places," various possibilities can emerge. Multiple outcomes may be expected, depending on 

changes in text type, shifts in the dominant language function, and the elevation of the 

equivalences from the first level of signification (i.e., denotation) to the second (i.e., 

connotation). 

"The public entered the lecture hall and sat in the first places."  

"The crowd rushed into the auditorium and occupied the front seats." 

"People broke into the amphitheatre and invaded the first rows." 

"The spectators hustled and bustled into the  space and threw themselves onto the VIP 

seats." 

The proposals for translation could be endless and unlimited because the text type is 

literary, the language function is poetic, and there is no reference to control or restrict the 

generated texts. Additionally, the level of signification has been elevated to the second level, 

corresponding to connotation. Given these factors, translating the short text above involves 

adopting an oblique translation strategy, which requires that each signifier in the text has a first 

signified in the nearby context outside the text and a second signified in the more distant 

context, beyond both the ordinary reader and censorship.  

 

3.3.1.3.1.2.3. Mythical Level & Extended Strategies 

"Myth is a form of speech... a system of communication, that is a message," argues Roland 

Barthes, who categorises levels of signification into two orders: first-order signification, which 

involves language (signifier + signified = sign), and second-order (mythic) signification, where 

that sign becomes a new signifier conveying ideological meaning. Here, the translator is 

expected to communicate not just literal content but also ideological, cultural, and symbolic 

meanings. 

Kwame Anthony Appiah, on his part, advocates for "thick translation," which includes 

contextual and cultural explanations to preserve deep meaning and the mythic connotation in 

politically or culturally charged texts: "Thick translation is a translation that seeks with its 

annotations and its accompanying glosses to locate the text in a rich cultural and linguistic 

context." (Appiah, 1993, pp. 808–819)   

Beyond Apiah, Lawrence Venuti advocates for a foreignising translation to alert readers 

to the "otherness" of the source culture, resisting the erasure of ideological context and 

maintaining cultural differences: "A foreignising translation... seeks to restrain the ethnocentric 

violence of translation."   
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Susan Bassnett believes that "a text is embedded in a network of cultural signs... and 

translators must negotiate these" (Bassnett, 1993, pp. 179–200), while Peter Newmark suggests 

cultural substitution, where a source-culture reference is replaced by a culturally equivalent one 

in the target language: "Cultural equivalent: an approximate translation where a cultural 

reference is replaced by one from the target culture." (Newmark, 1988, p. 83)  

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak warns that translation can exoticise and reproduce colonial 

myths. She advocates for politically conscious translation that questions, rather than merely 

transfers, cultural myths: "Translation is the most intimate act of reading... a responsibility to 

the rhetoricity of the original." (Spivak, 1990, p. 8) Translating myth, in brief, is more than just 

conveying literal meaning. It involves translating cultural codes, ideologies, and implicit 

connotations. Translation may require finding semiotically equivalent signs, which are not 

merely linguistic matches but signs that perform similar ideological functions in the target 

culture. 

 

3.3.1.4. Specific constraints of source text and target text 

Translation involves recognising the specific constraints imposed by both the source and 

target texts, which influence the translator's choices. Regarding the source text, several 

constraints must be considered. Some are linguistic, such as differences in sentence structure, 

challenges in translating rhyming and alliteration, or gender and tense systems that may not 

exist in the target language. Others are cultural, such as words with no direct equivalent, 

historical or religious references that may require footnotes, or concepts that could be offensive 

or nonsensical in the target culture. Additionally, some constraints relate to the text type itself; 

for instance, legal texts demand absolute precision with no room for creative adaptation, while 

literary texts require the preservation of style and figures of speech, and technical manuals must 

maintain consistent terminology. 

 

3.3.2. Functional Factors 

3.3.2.1. Target audience 

The effect of the target audience on translation is undeniable. The target audience is a 

vital factor in translation, as it shapes linguistic, cultural, and functional choices. Its influence 

can determine linguistic adaptation or lexical selection (formal versus colloquial language, 

simplified sentences for children or language learners, technical jargon for experts versus 

layman's terms for general readers), cultural adaptation (localisation versus foreignisation), text 

structure (simplification versus elaboration), and the specific needs of the target 

audience (formal versus casual, cultural knowledge). The audience's purpose for reading guides 

the translation strategy. 

 

3.3.2.2. Cultural Gap 
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Cultural gap refers to the lack of equivalence between source and target cultures, making 

it difficult or impossible to translate certain concepts, values, or references directly. This 

phenomenon occurs when a word, phrase, or idea in one language has no direct equivalent in 

another because of differences in history, religion, social norms, or material culture. That is why 

the main features of cultural gaps include untranslatability (terms without exact equivalents), 

asymmetrical associations (words with different connotations across cultures), institutional 

differences (legal, political, or religious systems that do not match, such as "common law" 

versus "sharia law"), and material culture gaps (objects or practices that cannot exist elsewhere, 

such as types of "dates" or "lion" distinctions in Arabic). 

Cultural gaps highlight that translation is not merely linguistic but also an act of 

intercultural mediation. Successful translation requires awareness of cultural context and 

strategic choices to strike a balance between fidelity and readability. In this context, André 

Lefevere and Susan Bassnett, in 'Cultural Turn in Translation Studies', argued that translation 

is not just linguistic but a cultural negotiation. Mona Baker, in 'Taxonomy of Non-Equivalence', 

identified cultural gaps as a significant hurdle in achieving equivalence. (Baker, 1992) David 

Katan, in 'Cultural Mediation', proposed strategies such as explicitation, adaptation, or 

borrowing to bridge gaps. (Katan, 1999) Lawrence Venuti, in 'Foreignisation versus 

Domestication', observes that cultural gaps force translators to choose between preserving 

foreignness and adapting. 

Strategies to bridge cultural gaps are diverse: borrowing (to retain the original term, 

"Couscous"), calque (literal translation of "Lingua Franca" from Arabic "Language of the 

Frank"), explicitation (adding explanations like "Al Moussem, religious festival in Morocco"), 

cultural substitution (replacing with a target-culture equivalent such as "football" in British 

English instead of "soccer"), omission (dropping untranslatable elements), or compensation. 

Nevertheless, numerous imminent challenges could hinder the translation process. The 

first is over-adaptation, where domestication might erase cultural identity. The second is 

exoticism, in which foreignisation could unintentionally reinforce exotic stereotypes and over-

exoticise the source culture. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak argues that foreignisation, although 

intended to respect the integrity of the source text, can backfire when used uncritically 

(especially with texts from marginalised cultures). Instead of fostering understanding, it can 

reinforce "otherness" and exotic stereotypes, turning the source culture into a curiosity or 

spectacle for Western audiences and reproducing colonial patterns of consumption in which 

cultural difference is aestheticised rather than truly understood. The third challenge is the loss 

of nuance: no strategy fully captures the original's depth. (Derrida, 1985, pp. 165–207)    

 

3.3.2.3. Cultural Filtering 

In Juliane House's 1977 translation quality assessment model, a cultural filter is a concept 

used to explain how a source text is adapted to align with the norms and expectations of the 

target culture. It involves modifying linguistic and cultural elements to make the translation 
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more acceptable or familiar to the target audience, potentially altering the original's cultural 

specificity. She introduces the cultural filter as "a means of capturing socio-cultural differences 

in expectation norms and stylistic conventions between source and target linguacultures".   

Cultural filtering is expected to enable translators to “adapt the source text to target 

cultural norms”, sometimes leading to shifts that may influence the original's function. The 

concept was introduced into translation studies by House to address socio-cultural differences 

between source and target language communities, particularly in the context of covert 

translation. She describes a cultural filter as a tool for capturing differences in shared 

conventions of behaviour, communication, preferred rhetorical styles, and norms of expectation 

between two speech communities. The aim is to achieve functional equivalence in the target 

text by carefully examining cultural differences before making any alterations to the source 

text's meaning structure.  

House recognises that excessive cultural filtering can lead to domestication and the loss 

of the source text's foreignness. However, she firmly believes that some degree of filtering is 

necessary to achieve functional equivalence in covert translation. This translation approach 

aims to function as an original text within the target culture, requiring adjustments to meet the 

target audience's expectations and norms. 

 

3.3.2.4. Purpose of Translation 

Translation serves as a bridge between languages and cultures, facilitating 

communication, sharing knowledge, and promoting mutual understanding. Its main goals 

include helping people who speak different languages communicate, preserving and passing 

down cultural values, literature, and traditions, making scientific, technical, legal, and 

educational content accessible worldwide, supporting international business, diplomacy, and 

globalisation, and adapting films, books, and games for broader audiences. 

From this perspective, translation is a purposeful, context-dependent activity that 

facilitates cross-linguistic and cross-cultural communication while fulfilling specific social, 

cultural, and textual functions. It is a goal-oriented communicative act (Vermeer, 1989, p. 20) 

that mediates meaning across linguistic and cultural boundaries and fulfils particular social, 

cultural, and textual roles. Unlike earlier linguistic approaches that prioritised equivalence 

(Nida, 1964, p. 159), contemporary theories emphasise that translation is shaped by its intended 

purpose (skopos), audience expectations, and sociocultural constraints. (Reiss and Vermeer, 

1984, p. 76)    

The purpose of translation goes beyond mere linguistic transfer; it includes adaptation, 

mediation, and the transformation of content to suit the target audience and their specific 

context. It affects textual changes (such as omissions, expansions, and cultural adjustments), 

linguistic registers (ranging from formal to colloquial and dialectal choices), and medium-

specific techniques like subtitling versus dubbing in audiovisual translation. Consequently, 
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translation is not a neutral act but a functional, audience-oriented process. Its objective guides 

whether it emphasises fidelity, readability, persuasion, or cultural adaptation.  

Primary purposes may vary across different theories. In Skopos theory, the purpose 

(skopos) of a translation determines its form and approach. According to Eugene Nida, 

translation aims to ensure that the target text effectively conveys the source text's message, 

prioritising dynamic equivalence over formal correspondence. Susan Bassnett believes that the 

purpose of translation is to rewrite the source text so that the original cultural elements conform 

to the norms of the target culture. Lefevre considers the purpose of translation as reshaping 

perceptions through specific choices, such as censorship and localisation. Cronin, in his view, 

sees the purpose of translation as facilitating international trade, localising products, and 

improving accessibility in multilingual markets. 

In conclusion, the purpose of translation greatly influences the translation strategies 

employed. Depending on the intended function, a translation can be either source-oriented 

(literal), target-oriented (adaptive), or instrumental (functional equivalence). Source-oriented 

translation prioritises accuracy for legal, technical, or scholarly texts. (Nord, 1997, pp. 50-124) 

Target-oriented translation adapts content for cultural relevance, as seen in marketing or 

literature. Instrumental translation ensures that the translation functions in the same way as the 

original, similar to user manuals.  

 

3.3.2.5. Text Function 

It is quite common to confuse language functions with text functions, even in scholarly 

translation studies. Katarina Reiss (1971), along with Hans Vermeer (1984) and other German 

functionalists, fell completely into that trap, treating text types and language functions as if they 

were the same. Simplifying the functions of texts based on the dominant language function in 

a given text can never help to identify the specific text function. Therefore, it cannot create true 

functional equivalence between the source and target texts. (Raïhani, 2025. pp. 43-45)   

From the distribution of language functions analysed earlier, and given the dominance of 

certain factors over others, it is clear that language function remains constant and independent 

of context. It is unaffected by cultural or situational contexts, as it belongs to the realm of 

structure rather than function. This highlights the key difference between language function, a 

structural concept within a structuralist framework, and text function, a functional concept 

within a functionalist framework.   

 

3.4. Key Translation Strategies 

There are three categories of translations to which all active strategies belong. The first 

category is direct or literal. The second is oblique or adaptive. The third is global, and it involves 

text-level decisions. In the long term, all of them use procedures to achieve their goals. 
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3.4.1. Direct Translation Strategies 

Direct translation strategies involve closely following the source text's structure, syntax, 

and lexical choices, prioritising word-for-word accuracy over stylistic adaptation. They are also 

used when the source and target languages share sufficient linguistic and cultural similarities, 

allowing for minimal deviation and thereby establishing strong linguistic and cultural ties. This 

strategy is quite common when translating languages that share many features, such as 

Romance languages (Spanish, French, Portuguese, Italian, and Romanian), Germanic 

languages (German, Dutch, Flemish, Icelandic, Norwegian, Swedish, Danish, and English), or 

Semitic languages (Arabic, Amharic, Tigrinya, Aramaic, Hebrew, and Maltese). 

The main features of direct translation are word-for-word correspondence (or formal 

equivalence), where possible. The aim is to preserve the original grammatical structures and 

require minimal cultural adaptation (as opposed to communicative translation) in contexts 

demanding precision, such as legal documents, scientific texts, or religious scriptures. Direct 

translation is helpful for precision-focused texts but can lead to awkwardness when languages 

differ structurally. Translators must decide whether to prioritise form (direct communication) 

or fluency (adaptive methods) depending on the context. It is a strategy that closely reflects the 

source text in form and structure. While it can be effective, especially in highly formal or 

technical contexts, it may cause unnatural or incorrect translations in idiomatic or culturally 

nuanced texts. Its application requires careful consideration of both linguistic and cultural 

compatibility between languages. 

The terms "direct" and "oblique" translation were first introduced by Vinay & Darbelnet 

in their collaborative work, Comparative Stylistics of French and English, published in 1958. 

(Vinay, 1995, p. 32) In 1964, Eugene Nida used formal equivalence (similar to direct 

translation) and dynamic equivalence (similar to oblique translation). In 1988, Peter Newmark 

published A Textbook of Translation, where he distinguishes semantic translation (close to 

direct translation) from communicative translation (close to oblique translation). Lawrence 

Venuti relates direct translation techniques to his idea of "foreignization": "Foreignising 

translation signifies the difference of the foreign text by disrupting the cultural codes that 

prevail in the target language."   

Vinay and Darbelnet distinguish between three types of direct translation strategies: literal 

translation, calque, and borrowing. The first type, literal translation (also known as word-for-

word translation or formal equivalence), is regarded as the primary translation technique used 

in the direct translation strategy. It is a one-dimensional translation that focuses on the 

straightforward meaning of the surface reading without delving more profoundly into 

comprehension or analysis. It aims to retain the original structure and ensure grammatical 

correctness in the target language. It is especially common in legal and technical texts: "Direct 

translation occurs when structural and conceptual elements of the source language can be 

transposed into the target language without breaking the rules of the latter." Newmark confirms 

this principle but puts it differently: "Literal translation is correct and must not be avoided if it 

secures referential and pragmatic equivalence to the original."  
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Calque is another technique within the direct translation strategy. It is also known as a 

loan translation. Vinay and Darbelnet define it as follows: "Calque is a special kind of 

borrowing whereby a language borrows an expression from another, but then translates each of 

its elements literally." Therefore, a calque is a word or phrase translated literally from the source 

language into the target language, preserving the structure and meaning while using words from 

the target language. A calque can be lexical, focusing on the literal translation of a phrase (e.g., 

skyscraper in English and gratte-ciel in French), or structural, mirroring the grammatical 

structure. 

In translation studies, borrowing and calquing are methods of direct translation as defined 

by Vinay and Darbelnet. However, they differ significantly in how they transfer elements from 

the source language into the target language. While borrowing retains the original foreign term 

in the target language, calque translates it gradually into the target language. Both methods help 

maintain fidelity to the source text but differ in the degree to which they adapt to the linguistic 

norms of the target culture. 

Borrowing is the process of taking a word or expression directly from the source language 

without translation and using it in the target language, sometimes with minor phonetic or 

orthographic changes. Vinay and Darbelnet define borrowing as follows: "Borrowing is the 

simplest type of translation because it involves no real translation. It is used when the target 

language lacks an equivalent or for stylistic or cultural reasons." The main objective of 

borrowing is to fill a lexical gap in the target language, preserve cultural specificity, and 

maintain authenticity or prestige. An example of borrowing can be seen in the French usage of 

English words, such as "internet," "football," "ferryboat," "email," and "ebook." 

 

3.4.2. Oblique Translation Strategies 

Oblique translation strategies are employed when direct translation is unsuccessful due to 

linguistic or cultural differences. The most common ones include modulation, transposition, 

equivalence, and adaptation. 

Modulation specialises in shifting perspectives (mode, form, voice, etc.) to make them 

sound fluent, spontaneous, and natural. Some cultures favour affirmative phrasing, as seen in 

the Spanish context, while others, such as Ernest Hemingway, avoid using negative forms, 

words, or expressions. That is, instead of translating "I can't eat any more cake", the modulation 

will go as follows: "I'm full". In other words, both modulation and transposition work on the 

linguistic levels of the source text involved. However, while modulation focuses on the targeted 

grammatical structure, it also addresses the semantic meaning to communicate effectively with 

target readers or listeners. 

Transposition (or structural adjustment) is another translation technique used in direct 

strategies to change word order or grammatical structure to adapt syntax when the original form 

in the source text is not feasible or common in the target language. For example, translating 

"She appreciates talking to you" (using a gerund instead of an infinitive) from English into 



81 

 

 

 

French would result in "Elle apprécie parler avec toi" (using an infinitive instead of a gerund), 

because the literal translation "Elle apprécie la parole avec toi" is not current in French. 

Equivalence (also called idiomatic substitution or dynamic equivalence), as opposed to 

formal equivalence, employs culturally different yet equivalent expressions or idioms. It 

focuses on the message's effect on the reader rather than achieving precise structure and exact 

wording. Functional equivalence can be either an adaptation or a free translation. 

Adaptation can be either creative or cultural. Cultural adaptation tailors cultural 

references, idioms, proverbs, maxims, sayings, or concepts to make them more relevant and 

understandable to the target audience. It involves modifying cultural references because direct 

translation may sound odd or unappealing. It preserves the idea but adjusts the meaning for the 

target readers. For example, a local holiday like 'Easter' can be presented as 'ʿīd al-fiṣḥi' to the 

Arabic audience. Similarly, a proverb may be replaced with an equivalent in another language, 

such as shifting "save the white penny for the black day" into French as "Il faut garder une poire 

pour la soif" or into Arabic as "Iḥfẓ al-Qirsh al-Abyaḍ lil-yawm al-aswad” ( احفظ القرش الأبيض

 Creative adaptation, however, does not focus on culture but on emotions. Instead, it .(لليوم الأسود

evokes similar feelings to those in the original texts. This approach is commonly used in 

commercial advertising, children's literature, and pop culture.  

 

3.4.3. Global Translation Strategies 

Global translation strategies refer to broad approaches or methods that translators use to 

manage an entire text, ensuring consistency, accuracy, and cultural appropriateness. These 

strategies guide the adaptation of a text from the source language to the target language while 

preserving its intended meaning, style, and function. Global translation strategies are distinct 

from local translation strategies. The former shapes the overall translation approach, affecting 

tone, style, and cultural relevance, whereas the latter focuses on individual words or phrases. 

Lawrence Venuti's concepts of Foreignisation and Domestication are central strategies in 

global translation. Foreignisation aims to maintain the foreign character of the original text, 

often through calques or borrowed terms, preserving some source-language flavour and keeping 

original words for cultural authenticity (for example, "assalamu alaikum"). It is especially used 

in literary works where cultural flavour is important. (Bismillah al-Rahman al-Rahim) = "In the 

name of Allah, the Most Gracious, the Most Merciful." — this preserves theological precision; 

footnotes explain divine attributes. Domestication, however, involves adapting the text to make 

it sound natural and familiar to the target culture. This approach prioritises fluency and ease of 

understanding, ensuring the text feels natural in the target language. For instance, translating 

Arabic sacred texts: (Bismillah al-Rahman al-Rahim) = "In the name of God, the 

Compassionate, the Merciful," often replaces Allah with God to suit non-Muslim contexts. 

In parallel, Peter Newmark distinguishes between communicative translation and 

semantic translation. The former naturally focuses on the text's purpose and the needs of its 

target audience. Its main aim is to ensure that the message is delivered effectively and naturally 
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in the target language and culture, even if this involves deviating from the source text's form or 

literal meaning. According to Newmark, "Communicative translation attempts to produce on 

its readers an effect as close as possible to that obtained on the readers of the original." This is 

often contrasted with semantic translation, which Newmark describes as aiming "to render, as 

closely as the semantic and syntactic structures of the second language allow, the exact 

contextual meaning of the original." Semantic translation is a method that emphasises 

conveying the precise contextual meaning of the source text as closely as the target language's 

semantic and syntactic structures permit.  

Semantic translation primarily focuses on the author and the source text. Its main goal is 

to accurately communicate the original's cognitive meaning, including its stylistic and cultural 

features, while exerting minimal influence from the target language and culture. According to 

Newmark, "Semantic translation attempts to render, as closely as the semantic and syntactic 

structures of the second language allow, the exact contextual meaning of the original." This 

differs from communicative translation, which aims to produce an effect on the target reader 

similar to that experienced by the original readers.    

Juliane House's translation strategy is also regarded as a global approach that incorporates 

both overt and covert strategies. The distinction between overt and covert translation was 

introduced in 1977 by Juliane House to explain how translations position themselves in relation 

to the source text and the target culture. While an overt translation strategy maintains the source 

text's foreignness and cultural context, openly declaring itself a derivative of the source and 

preserving its original purpose and audience, a covert translation strategy modifies the text 

to blend smoothly into the target culture, behaving like an original target-language text and 

often altering cultural references. 

 

4. Conclusion 

This study addresses the ongoing issue of untranslatability by providing a detailed list of 

translation strategies to guide translators through the complex landscape of cross-linguistic and 

cross-cultural transfer. By synthesising various theoretical perspectives on strategy and 

applying them to the translation context, a refined framework for understanding the strategic 

aspects of translation decision-making is developed. The distinction between strategy and 

tactic, and the placement of translation strategy within broader strategic fields, emphasise the 

translator's role as an intentional, context-aware endeavour rather than a mechanical task. 

Central to this investigation is the understanding that translation strategy is not a fixed or 

uniform concept, but a dynamic and adaptable response to different structural and functional 

factors. These include the nature of the source and target texts, the type and purpose of language, 

and the relationship between linguistic use and mention. By emphasising the denotative, 

connotative, and mythical levels of meaning, the study shows how translators must navigate 

untranslatability through direct, oblique, or holistic strategies. 
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The inventory listed here—comprising literal translation, calque, borrowing, modulation, 

transposition, equivalence, adaptation, compensation, and broader concepts such as 

foreignisation and domestication—acts as a structured guide for tackling translational 

challenges. This categorisation shows that strategic choices are influenced not only by textual 

features but also by broader communicative goals, audience expectations, cultural differences, 

and the purpose of the translation. 

In the face of untranslatability, the translator must go beyond linguistic accuracy towards 

informed, strategic problem-solving. This research contributes to translation theory by 

providing a more transparent and more systematic understanding of how strategic choices are 

made, while also emphasising the complex link between theory and practice. The proposed 

framework has considerable pedagogical value, fostering critical reflection in translator training 

and supporting a more intentional, culturally responsive approach to translation. 

Ultimately, by viewing untranslatability as both a challenge and an opportunity, this study 

redefines translation as a purposeful and adaptable act. The list of strategies offered here not 

only deepens theoretical understanding but also provides translators with practical tools to 

achieve functional equivalence and promote effective intercultural communication. It 

establishes a foundation for future research into the strategic management of untranslatability 

across different textual and cultural contexts. 
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Application of Juliane House's 

Translation Quality Assessment Model on Two Poems  

 

1. Introduction 

The field of translation studies has undergone significant evolution over recent decades, 

shifting from prescriptive approaches that focus primarily on linguistic equivalence to more 

descriptive models that consider the complex interplay of linguistic, cultural, and pragmatic 

factors in translation. (Baker, 2001, pp. 77–80; Munday, 2016, pp. 8–12; Pym, 2014, pp. 6–15; 

Toury, 2012, pp. 24–35) At the heart of this evolution is the concept of translation strategy—a 

systematic framework that guides translators' decisions when transferring meaning across 

linguistic and cultural boundaries. (Nord, 2018, pp. 62–78; Venuti, 2017, pp. 240–250; Vinay 

& Darbelnet, 1995, pp. 30–45) 

This paper examines translation strategies, with a particular focus on Juliane House's 

functionalist model and its core dichotomy between overt and covert translation approaches. 

Her TQA model offers a comprehensive framework for analysing translations by considering 

both the textual profile of source texts and the cultural and situational contexts in which 

translations operate. 

By examining both overt and covert translation strategies in practice, this research 

addresses several key questions: How do translators decide on the suitable strategy for different 

types of texts? What factors influence the choice between overt and covert approaches? How 

can House's model be utilised to assess translation quality? What specific challenges emerge 

when translating between linguistic systems and cultural traditions such as English, French, and 

Arabic? 

This paper closely examines the theoretical and practical dimensions of translation 

strategy, focusing on Juliane House's dichotomy between overt (visible, source-text-oriented) 

and covert (invisible, target-audience-oriented) translation. While overt translation preserves 

the foreignness of the original text (such as sacred or literary works), covert translation adapts 

the content to function independently within the target culture (e.g., advertisements or technical 

manuals). 

This paper applies House's Translation Quality Assessment (TQA) model to analyse 

parallel texts and evaluate lexical, syntactic, and pragmatic choices in French-Arabic-English 

translations. Through a contrastive analysis, the research identifies patterns of fidelity 

(conceptual accuracy and structural parallelism) and common pitfalls (e.g., erroneous lexical 

substitutions, poetic compression). 

The significance of this study lies in its potential to bridge theoretical frameworks with 
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practical applications, offering translators systematic approaches to strategic decision-making 

while contributing to the ongoing theoretical discourse in translation studies. As global 

communication continues to grow in importance, understanding the complex processes 

involved in effective translation becomes increasingly vital to facilitating meaningful cross-

cultural exchange. 

2. Translation Strategy 

2.1. Mainstream Conception of Translation Strategy 

The conventional view of translation strategy has long been reduced to a choice between 

word-for-word and sense-for-sense (literal or free) throughout the process. In the late 1970s, 

German linguist and translation scholar Juliana House offered a different perspective. 

According to House, a translation strategy should adapt to the linguistic (structural, semantic, 

and textual) and functional nuances of the source text, rather than forcing pre-existing 

frameworks to fit a particular ideology, creed, or theory. Therefore, the choice of translation 

strategy should depend not on the translator's mood but on the structure and function of the 

source text. When the source text's tendencies favour localness, holiness, or frankness, an overt 

translation strategy is best suited for conveying the relevant words or ideas. Conversely, when 

the function of the source text takes precedence over its form, a covert translation approach is 

appropriate. Nonetheless, in both cases, the selected translation strategy is neither 

predetermined nor imposed on the project. 

2.2. Juliane House's Contribution 

In her pioneering work, "A Model for Translation Quality Assessment," Juliana House 

presents overt and covert translations as two distinct and opposing poles of translation strategy. 

(House, 1997, pp. 66-69) Throughout history, these two poles have been referred to by various 

terms, yet their core meaning has mainly remained consistent. In other words, Juliana House's 

concept of overt and covert translation strategy aligns with the terminology used by different 

scholars in the field. 

In the fifth century, Saint Jerome coined the terms "word-for-word translation" and 

"sense-for-sense translation." In 1813, Friedrich Schleiermacher introduced the concepts of 

"alienating translation" and "naturalising translation." In 1958, Jean-Paul Vinay and Jean 

Darbelnet coined the phrases "direct translation" and "oblique translation." In 1977, Juliane 

House coined the terms "overt translation" and "covert translation." In 1980, Gideon Toury 

introduced the concepts of "source-text oriented translation" and "target-text oriented 

translation." In 1995, Lawrence Venuti coined the terms "foreignisation" and "domestication." 

3. Covert & Overt Translation 
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3.1. Overt Translation Strategy: Some Precisions 

The overt translation strategy prioritises the source text over the target text. It is both 

source-oriented and author-oriented, aiming to be faithful to the cultural context and the original 

author's voice. It emphasises the source text, remaining closely tied to the original context. It 

aligns more with linguistic mention than with linguistic use, as it employs language structurally. 

This strategy is based on the idea that the source text belongs to its original author. In this 

approach, the source text is often regarded as a central reference; the translated text or speech 

is presented as a pure translation in the target language, without any pretension to being original. 

This effort, undertaken during the translation process, is usually accompanied by an awareness 

among target readers that they are not reading the original directly. 

An overt translation strategy aims to preserve the linguistic features of the source text 

while maintaining its cultural context, striving for precision. It emphasises accuracy, the 

retention of historical contexts, and respect for sanctity and truth. This approach acknowledges 

its foreign origins by retaining cultural markers from the source text, avoiding cultural filters, 

and adapting references to suit the target audience. Consequently, the translator's mediation is 

apparent, and the translated text retains a foreign quality. This sense of foreignness helps create 

the cultural transparency characteristic of an overt translation strategy. 

Equivalence in overt translation strategies is mainly formal and concentrates on 

denotation, emphasising direct, literal meaning over other levels. Functional equivalence plays 

a secondary role when overt translation is no longer possible. Concerning the cultural filter, it 

is minimised in overt translation strategies, being either turned down or switched off. 

3.2. Fields of Overt Translation Strategy 

Typical uses of overt translation strategies include historical narratives, political 

speeches, religious scriptures, sacred texts, legal documents, academic papers, literary classics, 

treaties, and contracts. These are the documents that maintain strong cultural connections to the 

original context. 

3.3. Example of Overt Translation Strategy: Shakespeare's Soliloquy 

Table 1. Shakespeare's Soliloquy Face-to-Face with Its Arabic Translation. 

The English Translation 
Romanisation of the Original Arabic 

Text 

“To be, or not to be: that is the question: 

Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer 

The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, 

Or to take arms against a sea of troubles, 

And by opposing end them? To die: to sleep; 

Akūn aw lā akūn? Tilka hiya al-Masʼalah, 

Ayuu alḥālatayn amthalu binnafs?  

Ataḥammulu al-Rajm bilmaqālyʻ wtalaqqy 

Sihām alḥazẓi alʼankadi,  

Amm alnuhūḍu limukāfaḥati al-maṣāʼib wa-

law kānat baḥran ʻujājan  
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No more; and by a sleep to say we end." 

(Shakespeare, 1994, p. 81)  
wa-baʻda Jahdi al-sṣirāʻ iqāmatu ḥaddin 

dūnahā ? Al-mawt, nawm, thumma lā Shayʼ 

(Shiksbīr, 2012)  

3.3.1. Analysis of ST & TT, Using House's Dimensions 

Table 2. Analysis of Source Text and Target Text of Shakespeare's Soliloquy. 

Dimension 
ST (Arabic Back-

Trans.) 

TT (Original 

English) 
Mismatches? 

Field 
Philosophical dilemma on 

existence 
Same existential theme No mismatches 

Tenor 
Meditative, despairing 

tone 

Same contemplative 

tone 
No mismatches 

Mode 
Poetic dramatic 

monologue 

Identical dramatic 

verse 
No mismatches 

Social Attitude Solemn, introspective Same gravity No mismatches 

Participant 

Relationship 
Self-debate (internal) Same soliloquy style No mismatches 

Province Classical literature Shakespearean drama No (same domain) 

Genre Poetic soliloquy Poetic soliloquy No mismatches 

Function 
Expressive (existential 

crisis) 
Identical function No mismatches 

Source text analysis, as outlined in Juliane House's TQA model, is a crucial step in 

establishing the source text's profile. It aims to analyse the following categories: genre, register, 

and language. In terms of the genre category, the text is literary (dramatic monologue; soliloquy 

in a play). 

At the level of the register category, it is necessary to analyse three dimensions that 

constitute the register of the text: Field, tenor, and mode. 

Field (subject matter and social action): A philosophical reflection on life, death, and 

suffering. The style is elevated, poetic, and rich in metaphor. 

Tenor (relationship between writer and reader): Introspective and monologic; the speaker 

reflects on a personal, existential dilemma. The tone is formal, poetic, and philosophical. 

Emotion is heightened, characterised by deep introspection and a lyrical quality. The 

relationship is reflective, dramatic, direct, yet contemplative. 

Mode (medium/channel of communication): Written to be spoken; poetic form with 
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rhetorical devices. 

In terms of language category, the analysis centres on syntax, lexis, and style. 

Firstly, syntax is characterised by highly compressed, metaphor-rich Early Modern 

English. 

Regarding lexis, the wording used is archaic but poetic: "slings and arrows," "sea of 

troubles". 

Regarding style, the imagery utilised employs original and more concise, suggestive 

metaphors. 

Well-utilised poetic devices, including metaphor, rhetorical question, and meter (iambic 

pentameter). 

Ambiguity remains a central feature of Shakespeare's style. 

After ST analysis, the ST function is extracted. At this stage, the analysis will concentrate 

on three metafunctions: ideational, interpersonal, and textual (although Juliane House assigns 

little importance to the latter). 

The Ideational Function demonstrates Hamlet's internal conflict over the fundamental 

question of existence, weighing the suffering of life against the mystery of death and 

contemplating possible actions and their consequences. The character in the play explores 

complex abstract ideas (existence, death, etc.). Content, imagery, metaphor, and clarity of 

experience effectively convey themes of suffering, alienation, and resilience. It reflects 

Hamlet's internal debate on the vital choice between enduring life's pain and confronting the 

unknown of death, thereby examining the potential relief and dangers of each. 

The Interpersonal Function reveals Hamlet's inner state of deep doubt and suffering, 

marked by profound uncertainty, sadness, and vulnerability. This encourages audience empathy 

and helps them understand his isolated and burdened situation, enabling them to witness his 

fragile contemplation of life and death and fostering empathy for his existential crisis. Tone and 

emotion, voice and stance, along with stylistic intensity, show intimacy and compassion. 

Emotional depth is evident, with notable intensity. The rhetorical strength of Hamlet's voice is 

significant. The interpersonal function conveys inner turmoil and appeals to the audience's 

empathy. 

The Textual Function creates a coherent and impactful dramatic monologue in Arabic 

that appeals to an Arabic-speaking audience, employing a formal, literary style that utilises 

appropriate linguistic structures and rhetorical devices to convey the central theme and its 

exploration in the translated play. Cohesion, repetition, poetic rhythm, and lexical density act 

as strong cohesive devices that maintain flow and organisation. 

In simple terms, the soliloquy offers a crucial insight into Hamlet's mind, enabling the 

audience to grasp the depth of his internal conflict and the philosophical significance of his 
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situation, which informs his subsequent actions (or inaction). 

Following the initial axis, ST analysis, the second axis, TT analysis, follows the same 

steps as the previous analysis by examining the three categories: genre, field, and language. 

The genre is literary—dramatic poetry, specifically a monologue. It is fully preserved. 

The form and purpose (inner reflection in a play) remain intact. The Arabic upholds the genre 

of the philosophical soliloquy, expressing internal conflict, existential dread, and moral 

reasoning. 

At the register category stage, the three dimensions of a text's register should be analysed: 

field, tenor, and mode. 

Field (Subject matter and social action): Human suffering, decision-making, moral 

reasoning, death. The style remains elevated, formal, and slightly explanatory. Subject matter 

and conceptual depth are preserved. 

Tenor (the relationship between the writer and the reader): introspective and monologic. 

The speaker reflects on a personal, existential dilemma. Relationships are contemplative, 

distant yet formal, addressing either oneself or the audience. The tone is formal, literary, and 

philosophical. Emotionality is moderate and slightly explanatory in translation. 

Mode (Medium/channel of communication): Written to be spoken or performed. It 

employs poetic form alongside rhetorical devices and comprises monologic, stylised speech. 

In the language category phase, the analysis focuses on syntax, lexis, and style. 

In this soliloquy, the syntax is elevated, more explanatory, and prosaic. 

From a lexical perspective, the language employed is formal and literary, incorporating 

Arabic equivalents (e.g., "الرجم بالمقاليع"). 

On the stylistic side, translated imagery remains faithful but is slightly more literal or 

clarified. 

Regarding poetic devices, there is effective use of repetition, parallelism, and metaphor. 

In terms of ambiguity, it is somewhat reduced in the Arabic translation, which clarifies 

certain abstract elements. 

3.3.2. Assessment of the Arabic Translation 

The strengths of the translation lie in its conceptual fidelity, as evidenced by how well the 

simulation's overall logic is believable and makes sense to the learner. 

 .slings and arrows" (metaphor preserved)" → "الرجم بالمقاليع"

 .sea of troubles" (image kept intact)" → "بحرًا عجاجًا"

In terms of structural parallelism, it upholds rhetorical questions and rhythmic pauses. 
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Concerning the philosophical nuances that involve subtle distinctions, complexities, and 

shades of meaning within philosophical concepts, ideas, and arguments, and moving beyond 

simplistic, black-and-white interpretations to appreciate the intricate layers of thought inherent 

in philosophical inquiry: the translation recognises these subtle distinctions, acknowledges the 

shades of meaning, understands the complexity and depth of the original, while transcending 

dichotomies and avoiding all forms of oversimplification. 

 .nobler for the soul" (captures "nobler in the mind")" → "أمْثلَُ بالنفس"

However, minor deviations are observed in the realm of lexical choices: 

 .outrageous fortune" (Arabic adds "misfortune," but meaning aligns)" → "الحظِ الأنكد"

 .by opposing" (Arabic expands "struggle's effort" vs. English brevity)" → "جهد الصراع"

In terms of poetic condensation, Arabic employs more words ("ولو كانت بحرًا عجاجًا" versus 

"sea of troubles"), but this is a natural characteristic of Arabic poetic style. 

Regarding the critical errors, or erroneous errors, there are no overt erroneous errors at 

the level of (grammar/syntax). All the choices are intentional and have clear interpretations. 

Likewise, there are no covert erroneous errors or subtle mismatches affecting text 

function: 

1)- The metaphorical load of "slings and arrows of outrageous fortune" is partially altered 

by choosing " الرجم بالمقاليع" (stoning), which carries religious and punitive connotations. 

2)- The concise existentialism of "to sleep: no more" becomes more elaborated, losing 

some terse ambiguity. 

These are not mistakes, but cultural and stylistic compromises. Still, they may affect the 

emotional rhythm and philosophical neutrality of the original. 

3.3.2. Statement of Translation Quality 

Using House's 2015 TQA model, the Arabic translation of Shakespeare's soliloquy can 

be regarded as a high-quality direct translation that accurately captures essential meanings, 

skillfully adapts to Arabic literary and philosophical styles, and contains minor covert 

mismatches in metaphorical tone and imagery. It effectively maintains the ideational and textual 

functions of the original while modifying the interpersonal function by adopting a more formal 

and explanatory tone. As a result, its translation function mostly matches the original, although 

some dramatic and emotional impact has been reduced in favour of clarity and linguistic 

naturalness in Modern Standard Arabic. 

Translation Type: Khalil Mutran's translation is overt. The Arabic text is identified as a 

translation of a culturally specific, highly canonical English literary work. The original is deeply 

rooted in the English literary tradition, and the translation is intended to be recognised as a 

rendering of Shakespeare's famous lines, rather than a naturally occurring Arabic text. 
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Critical errors or mismatches: No overt or covert errors. No grammatical, lexical, or 

pragmatic mismatches. 

Overall Assessment: An excellent literary rendering with cultural accommodation; minor 

tonal shifts. 

4. Covert Translation Strategy 

4.1. Covert Translation Strategy: Some Precisions 

Covert translation is a target-oriented strategy that prioritises the communicative function 

of the source text in the target language and culture. It focuses on the target audience and is, 

accordingly, function-oriented. It favours fluency, naturalness, acceptability, and readability in 

both the target language and culture. It is more similar to linguistic use than to linguistic 

mention, as it employs language in a functional capacity. (House, 1981, pp. 94–195)  

In a covert translation strategy, function takes precedence over form, and the reader's 

experience takes priority over faithfulness to the source text. This is because the source text is 

deliberately adapted to conform to the norms of the target text and to meet the expectations of 

the target audience, aiming for universality and international appeal. The type of faithfulness 

sought in covert translation differs from that in overt translation. Covert translation's 

faithfulness focuses on the cultural context, the interpersonal relationships among the 

participants within the text, and the original author's voice. 

A covert translation strategy is based on the idea that once a text is produced, it ceases to 

be the original author's property. Instead, it becomes everyone's—belonging to the reader and, 

consequently, the translator. Therefore, the source text can be naturalised within any culture to 

which the translation is adapted. It also subtly presents the translated text as if it were an original 

or a secondary original in the target language. In this approach, the translator's presence is meant 

to be invisible, and the target reader may or may not realise whether what they are reading is a 

translation or an original. 

Equivalence in covert translation strategy is practical because it aims to achieve a similar 

effect on the target audience as the source text had on its original audience. Therefore, it stresses 

connotation, focusing on implied, context-specific meaning rather than other aspects. Formal 

equivalence at the levels of syntax, semantics, and pragmatics often becomes secondary. 

Cultural filter is widely applied and is a distinctive feature of this strategy. In this context, 

cultural filtering involves adapting both the form and content of the source text to suit the target 

audience. Once applied, the source text is rewritten to align with the cultural norms of the target 

audience, meet their expectations, and fulfil the intended function of the entities involved in the 

translation project (e.g., the agent or publisher). 

4.2. Fields of Covert Translation Strategy & Cultural Filtering 
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4.2.1. Fields of Covert Translation Strategy 

Common examples of covert translation strategies encompass television programmes, 

advertisements, children's literature, films, popular culture, marketing materials, instruction 

manuals, and business correspondence. 

4.2.2. Covert Translation Strategy & Culture Filtering 

In the late 1970s, a new concept was introduced into translation studies: cultural filtering. 

This concept, known as the cultural filter, was designed from the outset to account for the 

adaptation of a source text to the norms and expectations of the target culture. The pioneering 

idea behind its creation was to incorporate linguistic and cultural elements, making the 

translation both more acceptable and more familiar to the target audience, while potentially 

altering the original's cultural specificity. The scholar behind this invention was the German 

linguist and translator Juliane House, who in 1977 launched the first version of her translation 

quality assessment model (TQA). This model was revisited in 1997 and 2015, with further 

advancements in translation studies. 

House incorporates the cultural filter into her TQA model, along with her distinction 

between two translation strategies—overt and covert translation—and two categories of errors 

arising from the chosen approach: overt erroneous errors and covert erroneous errors. In the 

overt translation strategy, the translation is transparent, source-text oriented, foreignised, and 

faithful to the original. Conversely, in covert translation, the source text is adapted to the target 

environment (target culture, readership, norms, etc.) to such an extent that it seems as if it were 

originally written in the target language, nurtured within the target culture, and requires the 

application of a cultural filter to refine its cultural, social, and pragmatic aspects before being 

regarded as a second original. 

To House, the cultural filter is "a means of capturing socio-cultural differences in 

expectation norms and stylistic conventions between source and target linguacultures." (House, 

2015, p. 90) It allows translators to "adapt the source text to target cultural norms". Sometimes, 

it leads to shifts that may alter the original's function. However, many other scholars argue that 

excessive cultural filtering can result in domestication and a loss of the source text's foreignness. 

House acknowledges this, but she asserts that some degree of filtering is necessary for 

functional equivalence in covert translations. (House, Routledge, 2016). p. 82) Otherwise, it 

will come across as colourless and tasteless, having been uprooted from its original culture and 

left to perish. 

4.3. Example of Covert Translation Strategy: Darwish's Poem 

Table 3. Darwish's Poem Face-to-Face with Its English Translation. 

The English Translation 
Romanisation of the Original Arabic 

Text 



94 

 

 

 

“How alone you were, son of my mother,  

Son of more than one father, 

 How alone you were.  

The wheat is bitter in the fields of others,  

The water is salty,  

The cloud is steel, this star is wounding,  

And upon you is to live, and to live,  

and to give your skin in exchange for a single 

olive.  

How alone you were."1 

“Kam kunta waḥdak, yā bna ummī,  

Yā bna akthara min abi,  

Kam kunta waḥdak  

Alqamḥu murrun fī ḥuqūli alʼākharyn  

Wālmāʼu māliḥ  

Wālghaymu fūlādhun. wa-hādhā annajmu jāriḥ  

Waʻalayka an taḥyā wa-ann taḥyā  

Wa-Ann toʻṭy muqābila ḥabbati al-zaytūn jildak  

Kam kunta waḥdak." (Darwish, 1983)  

 

4.3.1. Analysis of ST & TT, Using House's Dimensions 

Table 4. Analysis of Source Text and Target Text of Darwish's Poem. 

Dimension ST Analysis 
TT 

Analysis 
Mismatches? 

Field (Topic) 
Poetic lament on isolation, 

suffering, and endurance 

Same theme 

preserved 
No mismatches 

Tenor (Tone) Intimate, melancholic, lyrical 
Same emotional 

tone 
No mismatches 

Mode (Medium) Poetic verse (free verse) 
Poetic verse (free 

verse) 
No mismatches 

Social Attitude Deeply personal, sorrowful 
Same emotional 

weight 
No mismatches 

Participant 

Relationship 

Speaker → "son" (familial, 

tragic) 

Same implied 

bond 
No mismatches 

Province (Domain) Lyrical poetry Lyrical poetry No mismatches 

Genre Free-verse lament 
Free-verse 

lament 
No mismatches 

Function 
Expressive (emotional 

outpouring) 

Expressive (same 

effect) 
No mismatches 

Source text analysis, as described in Juliane House's TQA model, marks a step towards 

developing the source-text profile. It concentrates on examining genre, register, and language 

categories. From a genre perspective, the text is categorised as modern free verse poetry, likely 

with political or existential themes. It is highly expressive, metaphorical, and personal. 

 

1- Mohamed Saïd Raïhani’s Translation. 
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At the register category stage, a thorough analysis will focus on the three dimensions that 

constitute the register of the text: Field, tenor, and mode. 

Field: Portrays alienation, hardship, struggle, sacrifice, and existential loneliness in a 

hostile world. It probably refers to the Palestinian experience but is expressed in symbolic, 

personal terms. The speaker addresses "you" as both a specific figure (Palestinian identity) and 

a universal figure (the solitary struggler). The imagery (“bitter wheat”, "salty water", "steel 

clouds", "wounding stars”) illustrates a world that is unfriendly and unwelcoming. 

Tenor: Intimate, emotive, evocative, lamenting, and empathetic. It is directed toward a 

"you" who is closely related—"son of my mother" — which implies personal or national 

closeness and shared suffering. The speaker addresses someone (perhaps himself or a collective 

identity) in the second person. There is a sense of solidarity between the speaker and addressee 

but also a feeling of distance and helplessness, along with a recognition of the other's isolation. 

Mode: Written to be read. It is poetic and highly metaphorical with rich imagery and 

repetition. The repetition and fragmentation give it an oral, chant-like quality. 

At the level of language category, the analysis focuses on syntax, lexis, and style. Overall, 

the target text seems to convey the fundamental denotative meaning of the Arabic poem, 

revealing the strengths of the translation.on. 

 .is translated as "How alone you were," capturing the sense of solitude "كَمْ كُنْتَ وحدك" -(1

 as "Son of more "يا ابنَ أكثر من أب  " is translated as "son of my mother," and "يا ابن أمُِِّي" -(2

than one father," maintaining the direct address and the intriguing notion of multiple father 

figures (which could carry cultural or symbolic weight). 

3)- The descriptions of the wheat, water, cloud, and star are translated relatively directly, 

preserving the harsh imagery. 

 is rendered as "And upon you is to live, and to live," conveying "وعليك أن تحيا وأن تحيا" -(4

the sense of obligation and repetition. 

 is translated as "and to give your skin in exchange for "وأن تعطي مقابلَ حبَّةِ الزيتون جِلْدَكْ " -(5

a single olive," retaining the powerful metaphor of sacrifice. 

On the other hand, potential weaknesses are identified in word choices, rhythm, sound, 

and figurative meaning. Word Choice and Connotation: While the denotative meanings are 

mainly maintained, the connotations of the English words may differ slightly from those in 

Arabic. For example, the specific emotional weight carried by " ْجارح" (wounding) might not be 

fully conveyed by the term "wounding." 

1)- Rhythm and Sound: Poetry relies heavily on rhythm and sound patterns, which can be 

challenging to replicate in translation. The musicality and flow of the original Arabic are likely 

altered in the English version. This can affect the emotional resonance and the overall "feel" of 

the poem. 
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2)- Figurative Language Nuances: The interpretation and impact of the metaphors ("bitter 

wheat," "salty water," "steel cloud," "wounding star," "giving your skin for an olive") may shift 

slightly for an English-speaking audience due to different cultural associations or linguistic 

structures. The starkness of the imagery may be perceived in different ways. 

 While "And upon you is to live, and to live" conveys the literal :"وعليك أن تحيا وأن تحيا" -(3

meaning, it may lack the same sense of urgent necessity or perhaps even a quiet determination 

that the Arabic conveys through its grammatical structure and the repetition of the verb. 

Following the ST analysis, the ST function is extracted. In this context, the study 

concentrates on ideational, interpersonal, and textual metafunctions. 

Ideational Function: Mahmoud Darwish's poem primarily serves an ideational function. 

It expresses the harshness of life under oppression ("bitter wheat", "salty water", "steel clouds"), 

a profound emotional landscape of solitude and endurance ("How alone you were"), and the 

sacrifice demanded by existence in this context ("and to give your skin in exchange for a single 

olive"). These images evoke internal pain and external struggle, layered with national and 

existential significance. The Ideational Function in this poem conveys suffering, alienation, and 

the bitterness of living in foreign or hostile conditions, as well as the psychological and 

existential burden borne by an individual (or people) forced to survive in an unwelcoming 

world. 

Interpersonal Function: The poem conveys a profound emotional connection with the 

addressee (shared experience, mourning, empathy), emotionally engaging the reader to share in 

the burden and testify to the suffering. It is an internal monologue where the sender is also the 

addressee, revealing existential loss. Although not directed at another character, it engages the 

audience both intellectually and emotionally. This is conveyed through the speaker's 

empathetic, accusatory tone. The repetition of "How alone you were" frames the addressee as 

isolated, possibly even abandoned, invoking pathos in the reader. 

Textual Function: Darwish's poem, In Praise of the High Shadow, demonstrates high 

cohesion through repetition ("How alone you were") to foster emotional resonance, the use of 

parallel structures and logical progression, and strong imagery chains ("bitter wheat", "salty 

water", "steel clouds") that create poetic unity and enhance the passage. 

Analysing the source text and drawing a profile of it requires examining the genre, 

register, and language category. Regarding the genre category, the target text is maintained as 

a poem. The translation retains the free verse style. 

At the register category level, the field remains unchanged. It continues to emphasise 

alienation, bitterness, and struggle. 

The tenor upholds a personal, mournful tone. 

The mode is written to be read. It is poetic. The repetition and metaphors in the source 

text are mostly retained. 
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At the level of language category, very striking linguistic choices contributed to 

highlighting the strengths of the English translation, including lexical accuracy: 

ي" -(1  Son of my mother" (preserves intimacy; though unusual in English, it" → "يا ابن أمُِِّ

fits the poetic tone). 

 .The wheat is bitter" (maintains metaphor)" → "القمحُ مُر  " -(2

 .This star is wounding" (strong poetic choice)" → "هذا النجمُ جارح" -(3

Moreover, syntactic and rhythmic faithfulness are also strong points of the English 

translation: 

1)- The repetition "تحيا وأن  تحيا   and to live, and to live" effectively conveys" → "وأن 

despair. 

2)- The last line, "كُنْتَ وحدك  How alone you were," retains the lament's circular" → "كم 

structure. 

On its part, the ST figurative language is retained: 

 .The cloud is steel" (retains the harsh, metallic imagery)" → "الغيم فولاذ" -(1

 give your skin in exchange for a single olive" (powerful" → "تعطي مقابلَ حبَّةِ الزيتون جِلْدَك" -(2

metaphor intact). 

Hunting for erroneous errors in the translation, no overt or covert erroneous errors are 

spotted. There are only some minor deviations: 

 "Son of more than one father" → "ابن أكثر من أب"

Possible alternative: "Son of many fathers" (more poetic, but current choice is still valid). 

 "Upon you is to live" → "عليك أن تحيا"

Slightly archaic phrasing; "You must live" might sound more natural, yet the current 

choice aligns with the solemn tone. 

4.3.2. Statement of Translation Quality 

The English translation of Mahmoud Darwish's poem can be considered a high-quality 

covert translation, faithfully capturing the core meanings with minimal errors. However, it does 

encounter some minor covert mismatches. The translation successfully maintains the ideational, 

interpersonal, and textual functions of the original Arabic poem. 

Ideational Function (content, imagery and metaphor), clarity of experience…): The core 

semantic content remains intact: the themes of isolation, harsh environments, and sacrifice 

necessary for survival are all communicated. These metaphors are primarily preserved, 

although some have lost their cultural significance. For instance, "olive" maintains symbolic 

value but might not evoke the same nationalist and agrarian connotations. It is more 
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straightforward and accessible, yet less nuanced. Some semantic depth has been simplified for 

better understanding. 

Interpersonal Function (tone and emotion, voice and position, stylistic intensity…): The 

personal tone is maintained, primarily through direct address ("son of my mother"), although it 

feels somewhat more detached. The rhythm of Arabic expresses urgency and heartbreak more 

powerfully. The voice remains empathetic, but the emotional intensity is slightly reduced, partly 

due to the rhythm and partly to simpler emotional language. Repetition is kept, but the 

emotional pacing appears flatter. Some lines, like "to live, and to live," still echo a sense of 

struggle. 

Textual Function (cohesion and repetition, poetic rhythm, lexical density): The structure 

is largely mirrored, particularly through the repetition of "How alone you were" and the listing 

of harsh conditions. Although the poetic rhythm lacks the same auditory quality, it is 

compensated for by line breaks and word choice. It remains poetic, though less musically 

evocative. The use of literal translation preserves meaning, yet some poetic compression 

becomes diluted. "Give your skin in exchange for a single olive" is powerful, but more overt 

than metaphorical. 

Fully functional equivalence: The target text perfectly reflects the source text's ideational, 

interpersonal, and textual functions. 

Translation type: covert. The poem does not require cultural adaptation; the target text 

flows naturally in English. 

Critical errors or mismatches: No overt or covert erroneous discrepancies. No 

grammatical, lexical, or pragmatic mismatches. 

Overall Assessment: The English translation of Mahmoud Darwish's poem is flawless. It 

exemplifies literary translation that conforms to the standards of House's 2015 TQA model, 

maintaining both meaning and emotional impact. 

5. Conclusion 

This paper, "Application of Juliane House's Translation Quality Assessment Model on Two 

Poems," aims to evaluate the quality of two translations of excerpts from different languages 

and diverse cultural contexts. The first excerpt is the renowned Shakespearean soliloquy from 

Hamlet, translated into Arabic by the Egyptian-Lebanese poet Khalil Mutran. At the same time, 

the second is the Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwish's In Praise of the High Shadow, translated 

into English. The analysis in this paper follows the steps outlined in Juliane House's 2015 TQA 

Model. 

The initial step in Juliane House's model involves identifying the source text's profile, 

analysing its genre (such as a poem or play), register (including field, tenor, and mode), and 

extracting its three-dimensional function. The first key aspect of the text function is the 
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ideational function, which covers content, ideas, emotions, events, and what the text 

communicates about the external or internal world. The second key aspect is the interpersonal 

function, manifested through the relationships the author establishes with readers via tone and 

emotion, voice and position, stylistic intensity, and other means. The third key aspect is the 

textual function, related to how the text is organised (including cohesion, coherence, repetition, 

poetic rhythm, lexical density, etc.). However, Juliane House seems to overlook the third aspect, 

the textual or organisational function. 

The second step in Juliane House's model is inherently comparative. Its primary aim is to 

identify the target text profile and compare it with the source text profile established in the 

previous step to assess the suitability of the chosen translation strategy (overt texts requiring 

the preservation of foreignness or covert texts needing cultural adaptation) in relation to the 

intended function of the source text. This involves pinpointing overt and covert errors (clear 

mistakes) and dimensional mismatches (subtle discrepancies in function or cultural adaptation) 

when comparing the source text's function with that of the target text, commonly referred to as 

"translation quality," and developing a statement about translation quality. 

Juliane House's 2015 TQA model, as applied in this paper, demonstrated high-fidelity 

sensitivity in reading and understanding the text, and exhibited high-quality efficiency in 

addressing the context by deconstructing it into its minor categories (cultural context and 

context of situation), dimensions (genre, register, language), and variables. This analysis 

explores the active relationships within its sphere, making them simultaneously measurable, 

analysable, understandable, and translatable. Most importantly, it preserves the source-text 

metafunctions (ideational, interpersonal, textual). (Raïhani, 2025, pp. 35-64) 

All these elements contributed to developing a clear understanding of the two texts and 

producing a good translation that conveyed the same cultural nuances to the target language 

and culture, as well as the emotional impact embedded in the source text. 
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Flash Fiction in Morocco: 

Pioneering Pens & Translated Samples 

 

1. Introduction 

Moroccan culture in the precolonial era devoted a significant portion of its history to theology 

and military endeavours. The medieval literature studied today at schools and universities in 

Morocco is not genuinely Moroccan. Instead, it is Andalusian literature that migrated once to 

medieval Morocco, carrying the Arab-Islamic legacy after Andalusia fell under Spanish control 

at the end of the fifteenth century. Since Morocco's cultural identity was established and notable 

poets emerged, such as Abderrahman El Mejdoub (16th century), Sidi Bahloul Shergui (17th 

century), and Sidi Kaddour El Alami (19th century)—many specialising in mystic poetry and 

using dialectal Arabic as a linguistic tool—However, during the colonial era (1912-1955), 

Moroccans experienced a civilisational shock. They realised how far behind the times they were 

and recognised the need to address two challenges: liberating their country from Franco-

Spanish colonisation and adopting the best aspects of Western civilisation as a foundation for 

their postcolonial project. Consequently, many fields of knowledge were imported, including 

the sciences. Some social and human sciences, initially suppressed or censored due to friction 

with colonial authorities, were later revived in new forms, such as drama, or introduced in new 

forms, such as novels and short stories. Sixty years later, Morocco became the centre of short 

story-writing in both North Africa and the entire Arab world. This recognition is now 

strengthened by Morocco's adoption of a new narrative form that remains uncommon 

elsewhere: Flash Fiction. 

The modern legend states that Ernest Hemingway—perhaps at Harry's Bar or Luchow's—

once wagered with some friends that he could make them cry with a short story of just six 

words. If he won the bet, each person would pay ten dollars. Hemingway's six-word story was: 

"For Sale: Baby shoes, never worn." He won the bet. He achieved two victories: in the bar, he 

earned money; and in literature, he gained a reputation as a pioneer of flash fiction and the 

creator of extremely brief stories. Hemingway's story can be interpreted as follows: After nine 

months of pregnancy, the mother, gazing at her newborn—who is either dead or disabled—and 

the shoes bought for him that he would never wear, feels she has no choice but to abandon those 

shoes that symbolise her deep disappointment. Consequently, she puts them up for sale with a 

sign reading: "For sale: baby shoes, never worn." 

That was Ernest Hemingway's first very short story, and the first short-short story ever 

written, which remained a mere literary challenge in the archive for more than three decades. 

Only in the late 1950s and early 1960s could the world see Hemingway's narrative seed blossom 
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and flourish, but in Latin America. Then, the experience would thrive in other parts of the world, 

including the Arab world (Syria, Iraq, Egypt, Libya, Saudi Arabia, and Morocco). Now, one 

century after its invention, where has flash fiction been up to? Does flash fiction enjoy any 

distinctive features compared to other literary genres, text types, and forms? Is flash fiction 

welcomed worldwide? Why do Moroccan writers engage in writing flash fiction? Why is 

Morocco regarded as the capital of flash fiction in the Arab world? Does the Moroccan short-

short story offer any added value to flash fiction? 

 

1. Literary Geography of North Africa 

Hungry readers eager to broaden their research in the field of human sciences are likely to be 

among the first to explore books such as Cultural Geography by Mike Crang (1998), Political 

Geography by Peter Tyler and Colin Flint (2000), and The Geography of Thought by Richard 

E. Nisbett (2004). With the potential to examine the geographies of culture, thought, and 

politics, it becomes possible to discuss literary and critical geography, while recognising 

additional sub-fields: poetic, dramatic, narrative, and other minor geographies. Against this 

backdrop, North African literature, spanning from Morocco in the northwest to Egypt in the 

northeast, has experienced a diverse range of literary genres and forms during its literary 

renaissance. However, while Egyptian literature (from the mid-ninth century to the present) has 

flourished across nearly all primary literary forms recognised worldwide, literature in the 

Maghreb has tended to specialise. 

In the Maghreb (Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, and Mauritania), each country specialises 

in a specific literary genre, allowing some room for other genres to survive at a lower level. 

Therefore, Algeria is renowned for novel writing, producing distinguished authors such as 

Assia Djebar, Tahar Ouettar, Waciny Laredj, Ahlem Mosteghanemi, and many others; Tunisia 

excels in standard Arabic poetry, creating influential poets like Abou el Kacem Chebbi; 

Mauritania, the Land of the One-Million Poets, concentrates on dialectal Arabic poetry; 

Morocco is celebrated for short stories, with notable writers such as Mohamed Choukri and 

Mohamed Zefzaf, and for flash fiction—a growing narrative form that has gained ground in 

Morocco, as well as in Egypt, Syria, Iraq, and Saudi Arabia. 

 

2. Morocco as a Capital of Short Fiction in North Africa 

Morocco remains the leading capital of both short fiction and flash fiction in North Africa. 

Statistics show that short-story collections published in Morocco from the 1950s to the first 

decade of the third millennium number roughly 600. Compared to the same literary form 

published in Algeria and Tunisia, Morocco publishes twice as many. It is a literary honour 

upheld by the dedication of men and women writers who have devoted themselves to writing 

short stories over the past sixty years, with targets that have changed from era to era: short story 

versus outdated writing traditions, short story versus colonisation, short story versus class 
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culture in society, and nowadays, short story against the challenges of modern life...  

Short story appeared in Moroccan literature for the first time in the late 1940s of the twentieth 

century with Abdelmajid Benjelloun, an accomplished short-story writer from Great Britain, 

where he was born. He moved to Morocco, his homeland, which was still under French 

occupation. His stories contributed to the rising tide of patriotism, peaking in the mid-fifties 

with the Declaration of Independence. After independence, Moroccan short stories, especially 

in the sixties, gradually shifted away from patriotism and aligned with progressive movements, 

left-wing parties, and labour unions in their fight against class society, capitalism, and 

imperialism. Prominent writers of that era included Mohamed Choukri, Driss El Khouri, 

Abderrahmane Tazi, and Mohamed Zefzaf. In the seventies, a new wave of writers emerged, 

such as Ahmed Bouzeffour, who rejected all previous symbols and slogans and explored the 

depths of the Inner Self, specialising in the world of dreams, narrating and analysing them. In 

the eighties and nineties, for the first time, women's voices were expected to balance and 

democratise the genre in Morocco. Among these female writers were Zahra Ziraoui, Rabia 

Raihane, Zohra Ramij, and many others. 

 

3. Flash Fiction in Morocco 

With the first decade of the new millennium, a couple of shocks resonated in the landscape 

of Moroccan short stories. The first shock came from a newer generation of short-story writers 

(Mohamed Saïd Raïhani, along with fifty other writers) who advocated the importance of 

addressing The Three Missing Keys (or Themes) of Moroccan Literature: Dream, Freedom and 

Love. The second shock came from new writers who identified as Flash Fiction authors and 

declared it their distinctive literary speciality. Some of these names are Abdallah Mouttaqi, 

Ezzeddine Maazi, Hamid Rakkata, Hassan Bertal, Smail El Bouyahyaoui, Saadia Bahadda, and 

many others.  

 Abdallah Al-Mouttaqi, to begin with, is a Moroccan flash-fiction writer, born in 1961 

in Fkih Ben Saleh. He published al-Kursī al-Azraq (i.e., The Blue Chair) in Arabic in 2005. The 

second flash-fiction writer, Ezzeddine Maazi, was born in 1960 in Sidi Ismael, near El Jadida 

City. He is the author of Ḥubb ʻalá ṭarīqat al-kibār  (i.e., Love the Way Grown-Ups Do It) in 

2006, and Qubulāt fī al-Hawāʼ (i.e. Kisses in the Air) in 2011. There is also Hamid Rakkata, 

from Khénifra City, author of Dumūʻu Farāshah (i.e., A Butterfly's Tears) in 2010… 

 Hassan Bertal belongs to the same generation of Moroccan flash fiction writers. He was 

born in Casablanca, Morocco. He published in Arabic Abrāj (i.e. Zodiac Signs) in 2006, Qaws 

quzaḥ (i.e. Rainbow) in 2009, Samfūniyat al-Babbaghāʼ (i.e. Parrot's Symphony) in 2012, and 

many other collections of flash fiction.  Smail El Bouyahyaoui is another notable Moroccan 

flash-fiction writer. He published in Arabic Ashrabu Wamīḍ al-Ḥibr (i.e. I drink the gleam of 

Ink) in 2008, Ṭūfān (i.e. Deluge) in 2009, and Qaṭf al-Aḥlām (i.e. Picking Dreams Up) in 2010. 

Many lady writers in Morocco who has chosen flash fiction as their narrative form, including 
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Saadia Bahadda , who published Waqqa’a Mtidadahu Wa Rahal (i.e. He Signed His Extension 

and Left) in 2009, and Wayk, Mudda al-Baṣar! (i.e. Oh, Have a Look!) in 2013.  

Ultimately, there is Mohamed Saïd Raïhani, a Moroccan writer and author of over 

thirty works in translation studies, literary criticism, comparative literature, and fiction. He 

is a member of the Moroccan Writers' Union. He holds a Phd in Translation Studies from 

King Fahd Advanced School of Translation (Tangier/Morocco) in 2023, an M.A. in Creative 

Writing (English Literature) from Lancaster University (United Kingdom) in 2017, an M.A. 

in Translation, Communication & Journalism from King Fahd Advanced School of 

Translation (Tangier/Morocco) in 2015, and a B.A. in English Literature from Abdelmalek 

Essaadi University (Tétouan/Morocco) in 1991. 

 

4. Samples of Moroccan Flash Fiction 

4.1. Four Very Short Stories by Saadia Bahadda 

4.1.1. Accusation (Tuhmah) 

Smoke gradually rose over Rome. 

They accused Nero, who was neither wise nor mad. 

Ask Tacitus, and he will tell you the truth: 

"It was Rome that set Nero on fire". (Bahadda, 2009, pp. 17-77)   

 

4.1.2. Mill (Ṭāḥūnah) 

Initially, he would turn the mill according to his mood. 

Now, the mill turns him following its mood.  

 

4.1.3. Oblivion (Nisyān) 

In the past, you used to play your favourite game, sliding above the words. 

Now, words developed a similar hobby, sliding out of your head.   

 

4.1.4. He signed his extension and left (Waqqa'a Mtidadahu wa-Raḥal) 

He passed by her, looked into her eyes and had her looking into his. 

She passed by him, smiled at him and had him smiling at her. 
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Ever since, he has not passed by. 

She felt her stomach and confirmed he had signed his presence and left forever. 

 

4.2. Two Very Short Stories by Ezzeddine Maazi 

4.2.1. The Rain in the Garden (Maṭar fī al-Ḥadīqah) 

With the blue ballpoint pen, pencil, ruler, cherries and the yellow-covered blank copybook 

on her table, the little schoolgirl sharpens both her thinking and her nerves to keep listening to 

the school mistress sitting on her leather chair: 

"Period of plastic arts for third-grade pupils. We will learn how to draw clouds, rainfall, 

and the formation of ponds and swamps by inclined hatching using coloured pencils"... 

The talented girl sharpens her pencil and leans forward to draw line after line, closed 

circles, dots, curved shapes, trees, fruits... alternately colouring with coloured pencils and 

sharpening them one by one. 

High above, there is the vast blue sea. In the rest of the painting, a question mark appears. 

She was painting what was running through her mind. 

The schoolmistress stands beside the blackboard to explain drawing techniques before 

walking along the rows again to examine her pupils' work. 

On paper, it rains so heavily that the little girl becomes very sad. Her painting is stained 

with her tears. She feels sorry for the demolition of the houses, the collapse of the buildings, 

and the scattering of the flowers in the garden... (Maazi, 2006, pp. 38-56)   

 

 4.2.2. Ismaen’s Painting (Lawḥatu Ismāʻīn) 

Little Isma'en sat before the strange painting, meditating on it.  

It was a work by a painter who had created a blank space with a black square within it.  

He began singing.  

He turned right and left to see if anybody cared.  

Suddenly, he had a prompt wish to enter the same blank space the painter had left empty.  

 

 4.3. Three Very Short Stories by Mohamed Saïd Raïhani 

4.3.1. Revolution (Thawrah) 

"Long live Pougatchev, leader of the peasants' revolution!"  
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"Long live Pougatchev, leader of the rebellious peasants!"  

"Long live Pougatchev, long live Pougatchev!" screamed the thirty thousand peasants 

revolting against the policy of Empress Catherine II. They were brandishing their guns behind 

Pougatchev, a military deserter who claimed to be the legitimate Emperor, commonly believed 

to have been slain by Catherine II. Pougatchev's followers were poor farmers who believed in 

his promises to abolish the feudal system, liberate all serfs, and give the peasants the land they 

worked.  

Mounted on his horse, Pougatchev led the parade towards the major cities, quite confident 

in his strength, the loyalty of his followers, and the blessing he received from the monks along 

the way. Suddenly, he dismounted in terror, fleeing among the rocks and weeds in the valleys, 

seeking shelter and pursued by his followers, who had learned that Empress Katherine the Great 

was offering a legendary reward to anyone who could deliver her Emelian Ivanovitch 

Pougatchev, dead or alive. (Raïhani, 2014, pp. 33-36)   

 

4.3.2. Job Revolution (Ayyūb) 

The man pushes forth a cart in which a baby cries hysterically for the milk that has run 

out of his bottle:  

"Be patient, Job!"  

The child keeps on crying. 

The man carries on: 

"Patience is the key to Salvation, Job!"  

The child's hysteria is always on:  

"Everything is to an end, Job!"  

Another man passing by asked him:  

"It seems that your words did nothing to ease the pain that your child, Job, is feeling!"  

The man replied:  

"' Job' is my name, and patience is all I need". (Raïhani, 2008, pp. 164-166)   

 

4.3.3. Nietzscheist (Nitshawiyyah) 

The prostitute insisted on receiving the agreed-upon payment in advance before following 

her customer to the nearby forest. She was whispering out her words playfully and moving 

erotically her curves and humps when a mugger surprised them, waving about a sword in his 

left hand, and reaching out to the prostitute's breasts with his right hand.  
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Furious, the customer attacked his rival. They fell to the ground, rolling around in all 

directions and calling out to each other in anger. At the same time, the prostitute, safe under an 

oak tree, sensuously undressed herself, preparing to celebrate victory with the winner.  
 

4.3.4. The Man & the Dog (al-Rajul wa-al-kalb) 

The prison guards often wondered why a dog was kept in the same cell as a new inmate. 

After considerable patience and curiosity, they discovered that the dog had not accepted the 

verdict which separated him from his friend, who fainted immediately after being sentenced to 

life imprisonment with hard labour. 

When the guards nudged the plate of food and the loaf of bread under the cell door with 

the tips of their boots, they kept their eyes on the keyhole to closely observe the reactions of the 

two inmates on either side of the plate. 

At first, the man ate bread dipped in the sauce and left the bone for the dog. 

Then, when the inmates were served salted buffalo, the man ate the piece of meat that 

floated on the sauce and left the bone for the dog. 

Later, when the authorities allowed the prison kitchens to cook chicken, the man ate the 

only chicken thigh on his plate and left the bone for the dog. 

Finally, when the inmates were served hamburgers for the first time, on the occasion of 

an anticipated visit by a foreign delegation representing an international human rights 

organisation, the man gulped down the entire ration without leaving anything for the dog, who 

could hardly believe his own eyes. 

Who remained silent for a long time, staring at his friend, 

Who started to moan and moan, 

Who flew into a fit of raging bark, 

Who attacked his friend and devoured him?  

 

4.4. Three Very Short Stories by Hamid Rakkata 

4.4.1. Pirates (Qarāṣinah) 

He won all his battles high in the seas and mountains, but lost his fight with the woman 

who suddenly sailed inside him. (Rakkata, 2010, p. 42)   

 

4.4.2. Local Informer (Mukhbir al-Ḥayy) 
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From behind his dark glasses, the informer, sitting in the distant corner of the café and 

looking straight down the boulevard, counted people's breaths and believed himself to be 

unnoticed and unseen by the passers-by. At the same time, children on the other side of the 

street winked at one another and sneered at how he was seated and the unbuttoned trousers he 

exposed to the passers-by.   

 

4.4.3. Apple-Girl (Bāʼiʻat al-Tuffāḥ) 

In his absent-mindedness beneath the old apple tree, she was courting him. 

A small apple fell straight onto his heart. 

He snapped out of his thoughts and eagerly ran to get it. 

She left him, grabbing a couple of young apples, feeling so sorry for men's foolishness 

and the futility of all-season fruits.   

 

4.5. Four Very Short Stories by Hassan Bertal 

4.5.1. Cold and the Enemy (al-Bard wālʻaduw) 

 He was taught to face the enemy on the battlefield as he faces the cold in winter. So, he 

went to war dressed in a hat, a coat, and a pair of gloves. (Bertal, 2006, pp. 15-27)   

  

4.5.2. Walking Back (al-Rujūʻ ilá al-warāʼ) 

He refused to go back, back in time. 

When he rushed to win the race, he found himself in the prehistoric era.  

 

4.5.3. Incest (Zinā al-Maḥārim) 

Suddenly, she discovered she was pregnant illegally. 

She could not accept the newly born baby as her own. 

She accused her father of incest and took the baby as her brother.  

 

4.5.4. Anti-Feminism (Muʻādāt al-Niswīyyah) 

He fought to free his people. When the goal was achieved, he refused to free his wife.  
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4.6. Two Very Short Stories by Abdallah Al-Mouttaqi 

4.6.1. Pay Attention, Please! (Intabih, min Faḍlik!) 

He forgot to take off his pyjamas and slowly went downstairs. 

No one paid attention: neither the building keeper, the passers-by, the friends in the café, 

nor even the waiter. 

Only the mirror noticed that, on that very evening, when he was turning his clothes upside 

down in the bedroom wardrobe, looking for his pyjamas. (Al-Mouttaqi, 2005, pp. 16-26)   

 

4.6.2. The Day before Eid (Masāʼu al-ʻĪd) 

The child came back home in such ecstasy. 

He was happy with the brand-new clothes and the coins collected from his relatives. 

Before his mother laid the dinner table, her voice pursued him: 

"Come on, kid. Take off your clothes and spare them for the coming feast!"  

 

4.7. Three Very Short Stories by Smail Elbouyahyaoui 

4.7.1. Exchange (Muqāyaḍah) 

The first took his hand out of his pocket. 

The second took a smile out of his stomach. 

The first warmed his pocket with a smile. 

The second warmed his stomach with a coin. (El Bouyahyaoui, 2005, p. 67)   

 

4.7.2. Divorce (Ṭalāq) 

As he put his head on the pillow, he found out that he had two heads: the first head in terra 

incognita of sleep and the second one caressing a short-short story. 

He damned the darkness and called for the pen's help to accomplish his short-short story. 

In the morning, the sleeping head refused to stick to the writing one. 

He divorced the sleeping one and carried on with a "short-short" head.       
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4.7.3. Liberation (Taḥrīr) 

I took my bird out of its cage and placed it on my palm. It rested, awaiting the final 

farewell moment. 

My bird looked at me. He cleaned my wings, detained in my eternal cage. He gave me a 

feather as a memory. He kissed my forehead, gathered his wings, and set me free.  

 

5. Conclusion 

Throughout history, Morocco has faced criticism from cultural figures in the Arab 

Mashreq for copying their culture and arts, then re-exporting them back to the Mashreq. After 

gaining independence in 1956, Morocco also achieved greater autonomy in various areas, 

including freedom from the influence of the Arab Mashreq. Since then, Morocco has developed 

new traditions in culture, thought, art, and literature, with distinctly Moroccan features. Today, 

after sixty years of independence, Moroccan culture has established itself as a prominent leader 

within the Arab world in areas such as philosophy, criticism, and literature. This respected 

position has allowed Moroccan culture to play a pioneering role in introducing new literary 

forms, such as flash fiction, across Arab countries by organising festivals, encouraging efforts 

of Arab literary activists, and launching awards to promote this emerging genre.  

While flash fiction remains unwelcome in many countries and many academic institutions 

worldwide, including Western universities, literary choices in Morocco have taken an 

independent path and a different direction. Certainly, flash fiction is neither well-defined nor 

clearly distinguished from related forms of expression that share the same conciseness, such as 

haiku, proverb, saying, joke, and telegraphic message. However, progress is happening rapidly 

across many areas: conceptualisation, literary criticism, and creative writing. Currently, notable 

examples are published in both print and digital formats, with prominent writers read 

throughout the Arab world, from the Gulf to the Atlantic Ocean. Nonetheless, the beautiful 

Moroccan literary achievement is still on the horizon. 

At the level of recommendation, flash fiction in Morocco is still working to establish itself 

within modern literature. The first concerns terminology, the second relates to length, and the 

third pertains to the spirit of narration itself.  

At the first level, the terminology, like in most modern literature worldwide, lacks 

consensus on the term that should refer to this newly developed narrative form and distinguish 

it from other similar expressions. Some writers identify themselves as flash fiction writers (in 

Arabic, Al-Qissah Al-Wamdah). Others see themselves as very short story writers (in Arabic, 

Al-Qissah Al-Qassirah Jiddan). Some consider themselves short-short story writers (in Arabic, 

Qa Qa Ja). The fourth and final category adopts the earliest term ever coined in Morocco: the 

One-Minute Story. This term was coined by the pioneer of flash fiction, Mohammed Ibrahim 
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Bouallou, who used it for all his short writings published in the daily Moroccan newspaper that 

represented his political party in the 1980s.  

However, today more than ever, a unanimously accepted term is urgently needed to 

distinguish this emerging narrative form. Attention is also necessary. There must be a clear 

distinction between the field being discussed and the piece of writing in question. For the 

referenced field, the suggested term is "Flash Fiction," which corresponds in Arabic to "Assard 

Al Wajeez." Conversely, the suitable term for a piece of writing belonging to the realm of flash 

fiction is "Very Short Story," which in Arabic is "Al-Qissah Al-Qassirah Jiddan." There should 

be a single term to set "Flash Fiction" apart from other narrative forms, such as "short story" 

and "novel." The term "Short story" is commonly associated with realistic writing, whereas 

"Text" can describe experimental works and highlight their rebellious nature. Conversely, 

"Novel" is a term used to portray real life and real people expressing themselves in everyday 

language, sometimes with a specific accent. In contrast, "Romance" is used to depict divine-

like characters in exotic settings, speaking in an elevated language.  

 At the second level, regarding length, there is no consensus on the standard length of 

flash fiction to date. Some flash fiction writers, throughout their careers, have remained loyal 

to the one-line (or two-line) text pattern, as Hassan Bertal does. Others have adopted a freer 

approach, alternating between the two-line and the five-line formats depending on the effect 

they aim for, as Saadia Bahadda and Hamid Rakkata often do. The third group of Moroccan 

flash fiction writers uses a four-line pattern. Examples of such writers include Abdallah Al-

Mouttaqi and Smail Elbouyahyaoui. The fourth and final group consists of writers who continue 

to follow the spirit of Ibrahim Boualou's "One-minute's time story," a short piece ranging 

between five and twenty lines, which corresponds roughly to a one-minute reading duration.  

Accordingly, Moroccan flash fiction, like its Latin American counterparts, has yet to settle 

on a definitive form for this narrative style. Similar to Latin American flash fiction writers 

(Jorge Luis Borges, Gabriel García Márquez, Julio Cortázar, Augusto Monterroso, Pablo 

Urbani, Raul Brasca, Eduardo Galeano, Fernando Ainsa, Julio Torri, Virgilio Piñera, Marco 

Denevi, Juan Sabia, Leon Garcia Marquez, and Fabia Vique…), Moroccan flash-fiction authors 

are still exploring many shorter narrative forms, ranging from one line to a full page. Only one 

writer from Latin America and one from Morocco have committed to the one-line (or two-line) 

pattern: Juan José Arreola and Hassan Bertal. Therefore, the question of length in flash fiction 

remains open, and the one-line (or two-line) pattern of Juan José Arreola and Hassan Bertal 

stands as a compelling model to follow. 

At the third level, the realm of narratology, Moroccan flash fiction flourishes alongside 

five neighbouring text types: the proverb, the saying, the joke, the haiku, and the telegraphic 

message. It shares many qualities with these five types of texts: brevity, a minimalist style that 

conveys data without unnecessary details, and the use of clear, few-syllable words with rich 

connotations. However, Moroccan flash fiction differs from the above-mentioned text types in 

several ways. The first difference is that it suppresses humour by the end of the very short story 

to avoid any confusion with jokes and anecdotes. A second difference is that flash fiction 
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maintains a respectful distance from fable and moral preaching, unlike proverbs, maxims, and 

sayings. A third difference is that, linguistically and stylistically, flash fiction is not as dry as 

the telegraphic message, which deals with bare facts stripped of their outer symbolic references. 

Lastly, flash fiction is not a prose version of a haiku, as it remains true to the spirit of linear 

progression of events—from the initial situation through the crisis to the resolution.   
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Translatability and Untranslatability 

in Hemingway's Literary Style 

 

1. Introduction 

Significantly fewer scholars realise that Ernest Hemingway was the first writer to craft a 

story in six words, long before individual experience was recognised as a "genre" called a short-

short story, a very short story, or a micro-story. Very few critics are aware that many twentieth-

century writers, including numerous Nobel Prize-winning authors, gained fame and acclaim by 

mimicking Hemingway's style. Similarly, few readers understand that style is all Hemingway 

has ever possessed. So, to what extent can Ernest Hemingway's style be translated? 

 

2. Hemingway, a Writer from Another Time 

2.1. Hemingway as a Hunter, in the Prehistoric Sense of the Term 

Hemingway's true personality is best revealed when compared with John Steinbeck, his 

rival and disciple. Thus, "Steinbeck suggested to us that we can either husband our resources, 

maintain an intimate relationship with the Earth and its creatures, and learn to care for each 

other in times of need, or perish in our blind egotisms, selfish competitiveness, or self-hatreds. 

Steinbeck, the farmer. Hemingway suggested that we must learn to master our environment, 

compete successfully in the arenas of society and nature, and have the courage to face alone the 

hardships that living entails, or our surroundings can victimise us, force us to surrender our 

freedom, lose our identities, and enslave us with our fears and illusions. Hemingway, the 

hunter." (Benson, 1989, p. 15) Hemingway finds himself most comfortable on battlefields, in 

wrestling challenges, and in hunting and fishing adventures…  

 

2.2. Hemingway's Fiction as a Stylised Biography 

As his characterisation clearly demonstrates, Ernest Hemingway's characters are drawn 

from his personal experiences, and most reflect the generation and post-World War society of 

his time. Hemingway's characters value self-discipline and self-control. To create realism and 

depth in his characters, Hemingway incorporates genuine experiences with real places, events, 

and people. All his works reference his own experiences. In this way, Hemingway's writings 

blur the line between fiction and non-fiction. There is hardly any distinction between them. 

Hemingway's works are often regarded as biographies centred around his personal experiences 

and adventures. Even the lessons derived from his works reflect his personal views without 

further elaboration. All these observations about the content of Hemingway's works align with 

the essence of biography writing, which is rich with real-life experiences, real people, real 
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actions, and everyday language. 

Today, Hemingway appears to be a writer from another era, often celebrated for his works 

and biographies that focus on war and masculinity. One might wonder if he still holds any 

relevance in terms of content. His outlook on life now appears outdated. However, Hemingway 

remains referenced in high schools and universities, though less often than before. His works 

are now appreciated more for their style than their substance. Even those who did not consider 

Hemingway a favourite mentioned his minimalist approach, his aim to reinvent language, and 

his commitment not to tell everything. Nowadays, people no longer see him as a writer with a 

social message as they once did, especially after the publication of works like "For Whom the 

Bell Tolls," "To Have and Have Not," "The Fifth Column," and his 1937 Civil War dispatches 

to the North American Newspaper Alliance (NANA) while covering the civil war in Spain, 

which challenges the image of a man consumed by himself, women, and drink. (Watson, 1988. 

pp. 114-118) 

 

3. Style As Hemingway's Strongest 

3.1. Hemingway's Influence 

Compared to his disciples, Hemingway does not seem to have a serious question to defend 

or a social conscience to share beyond his style. His widely recognised influence mainly lies in 

his stylistic contributions. Without Hemingway, we might never have Raymond Carver, Denis 

Johnson, Russell Banks, Tobias Wolff, James M. Cain, Albert Camus, or Jean-Paul Sartre. 

Perhaps the most essential value of Ernest Hemingway is found in what he has left to his 

generation and those who follow. 

 

3.2. Hemingway's Influence on Between-the-Wars American 

Writers 

Of all the great American writers between the wars, "the Three Kings," as Richard Ford 

called Ernest Hemingway, William Faulkner, and Francis Scott Fitzgerald in a 1983 essay 

(although John Dos Passos can also be included among them), Hemingway is generally 

regarded as the most prominent and influential of the "Lost Generation" of expatriate writers 

who lived in Paris during the second decade of the twentieth century. He was famously known 

among his contemporaries as "Papa Hemingway," since many writers willingly saw him as their 

mentor.  

Even his 1954 Nobel Prize speech alluded to the paternal role he held among writers of 

his generation and those that followed. He was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature "for his 

mastery of the art of narrative, most recently demonstrated in The Old Man and the Sea, and 

for the influence that he has exerted on contemporary style." (Nobel Prize speech, 1954) John 

Steinbeck, the greatest American writer and considered by Hemingway himself as a rival in his 

time, once confirmed: 
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"In my time, Ernest Hemingway wrote a certain kind of story better and more 

effectively than it had ever been done before. He was properly accepted and 

acclaimed. He was imitated almost slavishly by every young writer, including me, 

not only in America but in the world." (George, 2007). p. 58) 

Steinbeck even wrote it plainly in the manuscript of his novel, East of Eden: 

"He wrote a special kind of story out of a special kind of mind and about special 

moods and situations. When his method was accepted, no other method was 

admired. The method or style not only conditioned the stories but also the thinking 

of his generation. Superb as his method is, many things cannot be said using it. The 

result of his acceptance was that writers did not write about those things which 

could not be said in the Hemingway manner, and gradually they did not think about 

them either." (Benson, 1989, p. 15)  

 

3.3. Hemingway's Influence on Between-the-Wars French Writers 

No other fiction writer had ever wielded such influence over his contemporaries. 

Hemingway did not have to wait long to embody the charismatic figure that his theory of 

writing, "The Iceberg Theory," essentially enabled him to become; nor did he have to wait 

centuries to see the results of his hard work embraced by prominent writers and Nobel Prize-

winning fiction authors.  

Ernest Hemingway's writing profoundly influenced not only the new generation of 

American writers but also their French counterparts in the 1930s, especially Albert Camus and 

Jean-Paul Sartre. The latter recognised this stylistic link, noting the possible influence of 

Hemingway's "The Sun Also Rises" on Camus's first novel. (Sartre, 1947) He elaborated on 

this point in a 1946 essay in "The Atlantic Monthly."  

Sartre asserted that L’Étranger would never have been what it is had Albert Camus not 

read The Sun Also Rises. (Sartre, 1946, pp. 114-118) This was corroborated by Wilfrid Sheed 

himself, who cleverly remarked that Albert Camus's first novel, L’Étranger, was the finest 

Hemingway novel that Camus wrote. (Sheed, 1977. pp. 31–34) In an interview published in 

Les Nouvelles littéraires in 1945, Albert Camus admitted that he had adopted Hemingway's 

style while composing L’Étranger in 1942, intending to portray a man without apparent 

conscience: “un homme sans conscience apparente”. (Camus, 1945, as cited in Stoltzfus, 2015, 

p. 169) 

 

4. The Iceberg Theory, Hemingway's Philosophy of Fiction 

Writing  

4.1. A Revolution in Fiction Writing 

"The Iceberg Theory," "the Iceberg Principle," or "Theory of Omission" are three labels 
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that refer to Hemingway's fiction-writing theory, which sparked a genuine stylistic revolution 

in the early decades of the twentieth century by closing the gap between writer and reader. This 

revolution compelled publishers to refrain from accepting manuscripts written in styles other 

than Hemingway's. Even John Steinbeck encountered this new publishing approach, but he had 

to yield, as there was no alternative to secure publication. It is a writing style that emphasises a 

clear, simple, and minimalist approach, avoiding explicit descriptions of characters' feelings 

and refraining from verbal predictions of action outcomes. 

The most crucial parts of the story are not expressed verbally. They lie beneath the 

surface, much like the bulk of an iceberg, leaving only a small portion visible above. The 

essential elements of the story remain unseen and implicit, much like the majority of an iceberg 

that remains submerged. Hemingway writes only the surface narrative, enabling the reader to 

infer the significant part that is left out. His writing is both economical and understated. Not 

everything can be judged by appearance, just as an iceberg cannot be assessed solely by the 

small visible tip protruding above the water. 

Let us consider the opening scene of Ernest Hemingway's The Old Man and the Sea: "He 

was an old man who fished alone in a skiff in the Gulf Stream, and he had gone eighty-four 

days now without taking a fish." (Hemingway, 1952, p.3) This represents the tip of the story 

that is told, the visible part. As for the real part, which lies beneath the surface, it is as follows: 

"This fisherman is very old, very poor, and quite lonely. He is leading a complicated life, with 

nothing to eat, nobody to help him in the bad luck that accompanied him for eighty-four days." 

The reader must delve into the core of the story to grasp this: "Nobody can accept such a fate. 

The old man should do something to change his fate." This serves as an example of "The Iceberg 

Theory" in action. 

 

4.2. Main Features of Hemingway's "Iceberg Theory" 

4.2.1. Functional Omission: The Tip of the Iceberg Versus the Bulk of It 

Inspired by his journalistic career, Hemingway believed that removing unnecessary and 

extraneous material made writing more compelling. As he moved into short-story writing, he 

maintained this minimalist style, focusing on surface elements rather than explicitly exploring 

deeper themes. (Yoaxin, 2003) This duality, involving both surface features and those hidden 

beneath, would later be introduced to readers as "The Iceberg Theory" of fiction writing, in 

which the tip of the iceberg represents the surface, and the bulk beneath represents the story's 

hidden elements and core themes. 

Throughout Hemingway's writing, one can glimpse his attitudes and views on society as 

well as the social issues of his time. Having lived through and participated in two world wars 

and various minor conflicts (civil wars), he developed a tough approach to life, a rough manner 

of living, and a bold style of expression. For Hemingway, masculinity was the only mode of 

expression left in the absence of the natural counterbalance of femininity, which had been 

sacrificed on the battlefields. This is the central theme of "The Iceberg Theory". Everything in 
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Hemingway's world is masculine, cruel, and tough. 

"The Iceberg Theory" is a term associated with Ernest Hemingway's writing style. On 

one hand, it stems from his journalistic career, characterised by simple language, clarity of ideas 

and images, concision, and an economy of style. On the other hand, "The Iceberg Theory" also 

refers to the functional omission of superfluous elements, such as -ly adverbs, transitions, and 

dialogue tags (e.g., "..."), as well as background information. "The Iceberg Theory" embodies 

a minimalistic style that concentrates on two primary aspects: the surface story the writer 

conveys, which represents the tip of the iceberg, and the deeper meaning to which the writer 

alludes, the larger portion of the iceberg, symbolising the bulk of the iceberg. (Aldridge, 1987), 

pp. 125-126)  

Albert Camus, a follower of Hemingway, adopted Hemingway's style in his existentialist 

writings and connected the "Iceberg Theory" of writing to the Absurd philosophy. In Camus's 

work, L’Étranger, for example, the main character's actions (Meursault's) are the visible tip of 

the iceberg. Meanwhile, the hidden bulk of the iceberg is represented by Camus's discussions 

on the absurd, alienation, and death, which offer vital insight into the roots of Meursault's 

emotional state.  

Hemingway's "Iceberg Theory" of writing is what he is internationally respected and 

highly regarded for. His theory of fiction writing is rooted in the principles of descriptive 

omission and stylistic compression. It allows the reader to see only the tip of the iceberg (events, 

description, dialogue), while the remaining seven-eighths of its mass (the dramatic feelings) 

remain submerged. In practice, this means that Hemingway omits inner monologue, stream of 

consciousness, and authorial commentary because he believes that description and dialogue are 

sufficient and that such writing, if well-crafted, provides the reader with a true sense of lived 

experience. In his description of this theory of writing, Hemingway states that a clever writer 

gives the impression that there is a topography down under the surface, where a character's 

feelings and state of mind reside:  

"If a writer of prose knows enough about what he is writing about, he may omit 

things that he knows and the reader, if the writer is writing truly enough, will have 

a feeling of those things as strongly as though the writer had stated them. The 

dignity of movement of an iceberg is due to only one-eighth of it being above 

water". (Hemingway, 1932, p.192)  

"The Iceberg Theory" is a stylistic concept that highlights the economy of style through 

omission: parts of the story are concealed from the reader and revealed later in subsequent 

scenes. That is, only the top of the iceberg is visible in the northern part of the oceans; only the 

tip of the story is exposed, while the actual narrative remains underwater, untold and 

unrevealed, left for the reader to uncover if they wish to grasp the story's true meaning. In this 

context, two types of omissions can be employed. The first involves unnecessary scenes, 

paragraphs, sentences, or words. This kind of omission is more common in advanced stages of 

writing, as editors, reviewers, and rewriters often utilise it. The second type of omission is 

known as aesthetic omission or functional omission. It is used in the initial stages of writing 
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and the first drafts. Editors or reviewers do not employ it; instead, writers themselves utilise it. 

Functional omission aims to capture the reader's attention, thus embodying the spirit of "the 

Iceberg Theory." 

4.2.2. Simplicity 

Ernest Hemingway's works reflect his perspective on the craft of writing. He is a 

renowned prose author, holding a distinctive position in the literary world. In his writings, he 

conveys a profoundly philosophical view of life, using simple language and straightforward 

sentence structures. Simplicity is a central feature of Hemingway's style. Three primary forms 

of simplicity are evident in his work: structural simplicity, which depends on monosyllabic 

words and short sentences without subordination or complex connections; semantic simplicity, 

which mainly avoids -ly adverbs and employs vocabulary accessible to a third-grade level; and 

stylistic simplicity, which eschews complexity and ornamentation. 

Hemingway worked as a journalist for the Kansas City Star in his early years when he 

chose not to attend university. The newspaper's style guide taught him to favour nouns and 

verbs over adjectives and adverbs. The nouns and verbs used do not require any modifiers. In 

contrast, adjectives and adverbs are often unnecessary and can lead to redundancy. Hemingway 

avoids using -ly adverbs, a choice that has helped him simplify his writing. He employs 25% 

fewer adverbs than the average amateur novelist. (Blatt, 2017) Adverbs are words used to 

describe an action (a verb), a state (a noun), or another adverb. Esteemed writers typically avoid 

using adverbs. Instead, they select words that, by themselves, encapsulate both reference and 

description. Hemingway is one such exemplary figure. This approach helps prevent redundancy 

and awkwardness in Ernest Hemingway's works. 

Hemingway's preference for simplicity and clarity led him to use straightforward 

grammar. Most of his works are built on either the "subject+verb+object" pattern to convey 

information or the "subject+verb+adjective" pattern to provide descriptions and details. 

However, Hemingway remains vigilant against the intrusion of compound words, adverbs, 

negative clauses, and subordination, as well as overly long sentences. 

To engage the reader, Hemingway employs short sentences to create rhythm and impact, 

drawing them smoothly into the text. Sometimes, he combines two or more "short" sentences 

with "and" to produce a broad, sweeping effect. Hemingway's longer sentences are usually 

linked by "and." In other words, his long sentences often consist of short sentences joined by 

"and," with monosyllabic or bisyllabic words. As a result, he omits commas from compound 

sentences, contrary to traditional punctuation rules, to evoke a breathless sensation. Ernest 

Hemingway recognised that not every sentence should be short, nor should every sentence be 

lengthy.  

Hemingway's relentless pursuit of spontaneity and his ongoing quest for simplicity led 

him to favour straightforward, Germanic words. Latin words are relatively rare in his writing, 

as he tends to choose monosyllabic words rich in Germanic roots. It is worth noting that short, 

familiar words often go unnoticed during reading, unlike longer ones that may sometimes 
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require consulting a dictionary. Let us consider the first and most famous example: the opening 

scene of A Farewell to Arms, which consists of 4 sentences, 126 words, and 103 monosyllabic 

words.  

"In the late summer of that year, we lived in a house in a village overlooking the 

river and the plain, leading to the mountains. The riverbed was strewn with pebbles 

and boulders, dry and white under the sun, while the water flowed clearly and 

swiftly, taking on a blue hue in the channels. Troops passed by the house and along 

the road, raising a cloud of dust that settled on the leaves of the trees. The trunks of 

the trees were dusty too, and the leaves fell early that year. We observed the troops 

marching down the road, the dust rising, and the leaves, stirred by the breeze, falling 

as the soldiers marched. Afterwards, the road lay bare and white, save for the 

scattered leaves." (Hemingway, 1929, p. 3) 

Here and elsewhere, the vocabulary relies on monosyllabic words that are widely 

understood and grounded in straightforward, everyday language. In other words, Hemingway 

utilises accessible vocabulary. His aim is quite clear: he targets readers of all ages, from infants 

to the elderly, thereby making it easier for the subconscious mind to receive his novels. Now, 

let us consider the following Hemingway sentence:  

"He was an old man who fished alone in a skiff in the Gulf Stream, and he had gone 

eighty-four days now without taking a fish".  

In this opening scene of The Old Man and the Sea, Ernest Hemingway uses 27 words, of 

which 24 are monosyllabic, and only three are bisyllabic. This choice allows Hemingway's 

writing to appeal to children and toddlers, as well as young people and the elderly, engaging a 

much wider audience. Simple language can both attract a broader readership and make the 

literary content more accessible. 

There is a tool called the Flesch-Kincaid score, which is available in Microsoft Word. 

This tool measures the readability of a text. The shorter the text in terms of sentences and words, 

the lower the readability score tends to be. This tool calculates the average sentence length and 

the total number of syllables per word to assess a text's simplicity. Therefore, the shorter the 

sentences and words, the lower the readability score. A score of 4 (four) or 3 (three) indicates 

that the text is easily understood by readers in the fourth and third grades, meaning it is suitable 

for pupils aged eight and nine, as well as for third- and fourth-grade pupils. The Old Man and 

the Sea scores 3.9; The Sun Also Rises scores 4.2 (Blatt, 2017)  

Hemingway avoids complex words when simpler ones will suffice, and he does not use 

archaic terms if everyday language is sufficient. Instead of 'to coexist', he prefers 'to live 

together', and instead of 'extraordinary', he might choose 'strange' or 'wonderful'. 

Hemingway's style, when examined and summarised, proves to be simple, plain, direct, 

clear, and energetic. In this way, Hemingway simplified the English language to reflect 

everyday life, opposing the outdated literary conventions that once displayed an aristocratic 

style, manner, and vocabulary to nineteenth-century readers. Simplicity in Ernest Hemingway's 
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works is evident in his use of uncomplicated plots, straightforward language, and a concise 

style, characterised by monosyllabic words and short sentences. 

4.2.3. Positivism 

Hemingway's writing style is celebrated for its affirmative sentences, straightforward 

structures, precise wording, and positive vocabulary. He refrains from using negative sentences 

as they impede fluent reading. More often than not, the modes and forms of his sentences are 

affirmative. Likewise, the meaning of his wording is consistently positive on both syntactic and 

semantic levels. 

Hemingway avoids negative sentences and instead prefers negative forms. The following 

sentence, "He is not a straightforward gentleman," has ten syllables. Hemingway would rewrite 

it affirmatively as: "He is a cheater," with only five syllables. Likewise, the sentence "He is not 

a straightforward gentleman" sounds the same as "He is a straightforward gentleman," even 

though "Not" is both used and heard in the first sentence; this happens because the subconscious 

mind perceives the phrase without "Not," the negative that would typically turn affirmation into 

negation. Therefore, Hemingway uses positive sentences, as affirmation is the natural and 

instinctive language of the subconscious mind.  

Hemingway contented himself with positive and affirmative sentences. However, he goes 

far beyond affirming modes and forms by choosing positive, straightforward words rather than 

negative, indirect ones. Consequently, when faced with two options, Hemingway tends to select 

the more positive one. Consider the following sentences: instead of "Our dishes are fat-free", 

he would use "Our dishes are healthy"; instead of "She cannot resist buying ice creams", he 

would use "She loves ice cream the way babies do"; instead of saying "I stood motionless at 

hearing the news", he would express it as "I felt paralysed at hearing the news." 

4.3. Hemingway's Style and Gender Identity: 

Having witnessed the horrors of the two world wars and the atrocities of the Spanish Civil 

War, Ernest Hemingway developed an uncompromising attitude towards life in the post-war 

era. He perceives it as a life devoid of anima, an exclusively masculine existence. This image 

is reflected throughout Hemingway's works in various dimensions: themes, settings, 

characterisation, language, dialogue, and style. 

As far as style is concerned, Hemingway adopts a paratactic style, which is more 

masculine and assertive, unlike the hypotactic style, which is more feminine and academic. 

(Subhi Khalil, 2011. pp. 9-17) Let us compare these two patterns: Hypotaxis, as in the following 

example, "Since you are a writer, changing the world is your first duty," and Parataxis, as in 

"You write, you change something". In these two sentences, the idea is the same. Still, the 

modes of expression differ markedly, as they belong to two distinct trends on the style 

continuum: the first is vertical, and the second is horizontal. 

 The first trend in the continuum of style, the vertical one, uses hypotaxis, in which 

subordinate clauses are placed alongside main clauses to convey the author's specific meaning. 
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Sentences following this pattern are arranged vertically, presenting information in a way that 

aligns with a particular meaning through main or subordinate clauses. The second trend in the 

continuum of style, the horizontal one, uses parataxis, with main clauses positioned 

horizontally, free from subordination or hierarchy; only relative clauses are allowed. (Strychacz, 

1996). pp. 59-60)  

The most representative writer of the horizontal spectrum of style is Ernest Hemingway, 

who redefines masculinity through an economical, understated style he honed during his career 

as a journalist and reporter for various newspapers. This style leaves no room for poetic 

language, emphasising facts and delaying emotion, keeping feelings hidden beneath the surface, 

much like the larger part of an iceberg that stays underwater, showing only its tip. 

For Hemingway, truth represents masculinity, while emotion embodies femininity. This 

belief also prevailed during the time of Napoleon the Great, who famously claimed that 

"literature is ladies' work." For Hemingway, the brevity of style signifies masculinity (in 

wording, sentence structure, and word choice), whereas the length of style signifies femininity. 

Hemingway further distinguished between two types of emotions: raw emotions (masculinity, 

characterised by male energy and tough ways of expressing emotion) and imbued emotions 

(femininity, characterised by female energy and tender ways of expressing emotion). Without 

considering these concepts, it would be challenging for scholars to study Hemingway 

stylistically and ensure their research is both successful and esteemed. (Chung, 2019)  

To better understand Ernest Hemingway's style, comparing it with William Faulkner's 

can be quite beneficial. Hemingway's style is asyndetic. He employs no connecting or 

transitional phrases to join his sentences. Consequently, they appear disconnected, standing 

alone. Hardly any subordination is used, implying that his ideas are not well-linked. They are 

organised but not ranked in an ecclesiastical manner. The message is clearly stated and 

stylistically conveyed: "There is no hierarchy in life", "There is no meaning in life. The reader 

is the one to give it to the world, not the author"... 

William Faulkner's style is polysyndetic, making connections and using subordinations to 

rank his ideas and expressions. In his writing, there are main clauses juxtaposed with 

subordinate ones, and his sentences are as lengthy as possible. Occasionally, his sentences 

extend to one page or even two. The message is: "There is meaning in life", "There should be 

a hierarchy in life", and "The author should give meaning to the reader." 

To achieve the stylistic features outlined earlier, Ernest Hemingway made meticulous 

revisions to his works before publishing them, cutting scenes, removing bits of dialogue or 

description, and experimenting with new wording. It is said that his novel, The Old Man and 

the Sea, was revised two hundred times before he felt satisfied with it and handed it over to the 

publisher. Ernest Hemingway places a high value on making his work accessible and readable. 

Everything about his craft is calibrated that way, from short, simple words to short, simple 

sentences. He would tirelessly revise his works prior to publishing them. He was an obsessive 

reviser. He cares deeply about crisp facts and rich imagery. For all these reasons, Hemingway 

was never "spontaneous”. His obsessive revisionism is merely the tip of the iceberg that is 
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Hemingway's style itself: a style that demands exceptional reading and scholarly translation. 

5. Characteristics of Hemingway's Style:  

5.1. At the Level of Morphology 

In Arabic, nouns, pronouns, adjectives, adverbs, and many prepositions are polysyllabic. 

A few prepositions, such as   ،ْقَدْ، فِي، لا، بَلْ، إذِْ، لَنْ، لَمْ، إِنْ، هَلand  َْلو, are monosyllabic, and a small 

number of verbs can also be monosyllabic when in the imperative mood, as explained below: 

Table 1. Examples of the least syllabic Verbs in Arabic 

الناقصة الثلاثية الأفعال  

الأمر( )صيغة  

الجوفاء  الثلاثية الأفعال  

الأمر( )صيغة  

 سَألَ  سَلْ  دعََا  ادْعُ 

 قَالَ  قلُْ  صَحَا اصْح

 مَالَ  مِلْ  سَقَى اسْقِ 

 بَاحَ  بحُْ  عَفَا اعْفُ 

 صَاحَ  صِحْ  جَرَى اجْرِ 

 قَادَ  قدُْ  نهََى  انْهَ 

 سَارَ  سِرْ  فَدىَ  افْدِ 

 

Apart from the limited list of words mentioned above, the Arabic language differs 

considerably from English. Arabic follows its own logic based on rhythm and metre. Most 

words in Arabic are derived from a linguistic root, which can be syllabic ( َعَفَا، مَال) or trisyllabic 

 but a root can never be monosyllabic. This shows that any claim that Hemingway's ,(كَتبََ، أهْمَلَ )

fictional works, when translated into Arabic, will retain their original word structure, is based 

on false pretences and misleading assertions. 

5.2. At the Level of Syntax 

Simple syntax in Hemingway's original works should be reflected in their translations. 

Therefore, regarding the use of nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs, translators of 

Hemingway's works are encouraged to follow the original author's choices: a preference for 

nouns and verbs over adjectives and adverbs, especially avoiding -ly adverbs. Instead, words 

that inherently reference and describe are preferred.  

Hemingway's sentences are often brief. Even when they appear long, they are actually 

short sentences linked by "and." Translators should adhere to this principle. Hemingway's 

sentences typically employ simple grammar, using the "subject +verb +object" pattern to 
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present information and the "subject +verb +adjective" pattern to provide descriptions and 

details.  

Translators who find punctuation challenging can omit all the punctuation marks they are 

accustomed to, except for the full stop (.) and question mark (?), since Ernest Hemingway tends 

not to focus much on punctuation.  

5.3. At the Level of Semantics 

Spontaneity and simplicity are not limited to Hemingway's syntax but extend across all 

areas of expression, including stylistics and semantics. Semantically, Hemingway uses simple, 

straightforward, everyday words. However, simplicity alone is insufficient to accurately reflect 

his original texts. Positivism remains crucial. Positive sentences, forms, phrasing, and 

vocabulary are highly expected in translations of Hemingway's works. Furthermore, the 

structures and modes of his sentences should be affirmative, avoiding negative constructions. 

5.4. At the Level of Stylistics 

Hemingway is a firm supporter of masculinity, often at the cost of femininity. In doing 

so, he implies that the two World Wars disrupted the natural balance between genders. 

Throughout his works, women are seldom depicted, while masculinity and toughness are 

constantly present in his narratives. 

Hemingway's works encompass themes, settings, characterisation, language, dialogue, 

and style. His prose is crafted to be read and appreciated for its masculine quality. Translators 

should recognise this stylistic choice and convey it effectively to the target readership in the 

target language. 

6. Hemingway Translated: Arabic Translations as Samples 

Hemingway's works have consistently attracted the interest of Arab translators. His 

renowned novel, The Old Man and the Sea, has been translated into Arabic thirty-four times. 

The first translation was by Munir Baalabaki in 1954, and the most recent by Hamada Rajab in 

2020. Here is a comprehensive list of Arabic translations of Hemingway's The Old Man and the 

Sea. 

Munir Baalabaki’s (Beirut: Dar Al-Ilm Lilmalayine, first edition, 1954), Saleh Jawdat’s 

(Cairo: Al-Dar Al-Qawmiya Littibaa Wannashr, 1962), Adnan Al-Mallouhi’s (Damascus: Dar 

Osama littibaa Wannashr Wattawzie, 1998), anonymous translation (Beirut: Dar Albahhar, 

1999), Fadel Habib Mohsen’s (Beirut: Al-Maktaba Al-Haditha littibaa Wannashr, Collection 

of Kounouz Rawaee Alqassas Al’alamiya, first edition, 2000), Samir Ezzat Nassar’s (Amman: 

Al-Ahlia Littibaa Wattawzie, 2002), Elie Muhanna’s (Cairo: Dar Al-Fikr Al’arabi Littibaa 

Wannashr, first edition, 2003), anonymous translation (Amman: Dar Oussama, 2006), 

Abdelhamid Zahid’s (Marrakesh: no publisher, first edition, 2007), anonymous translation 

(Cairo: Maktabat Alnafidha Littibaa Wattawzie, 2007), Ali Al-Qasimi’s (Casablanca: 

Manshurat Azzaman, first edition, 2008), anonymous translation (Damascus: Dar Al-Hafiz 
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Littibaa Wal’intaj Wannashr Wattawzie, Collection of Riwayat Aladab Al’alami, first edition, 

2008), Faiq Ali’s (Damascus: Dar Samarkand Linnashr Wattibaa Wattawzie, first edition, 

2009), Gabriel Wahba’s (Cairo: Ad-Dar Almasriya-Alloubnaniya, 2009), Samar Samrani’s 

(Aleppo: Shuaa Linnashr Wa Al’ouloum, 2009), anonymous translation (Amman: Dar Al-

Walid Linnashr Wattawzie, first edition, 2009), anonymous translation (Algeria: Kunoz 

Linnashr Wattawzie, first edition, 2010), anonymous translation (Damascus/Cairo: Dar Alkitab 

Al’arabi Linnashr, first edition, 2012), anonymous translation (Cairo: Ad-Dar Al-Masriya 

Lil’ouloum, 2015), Mahmoud Hosni’s (Kuwait: Maktabat Afaq Linnashr Wattibaa Wattawzie, 

2016), anonymous translation (Riyadh: Dar Hakaya Linnashr Wattawzie, first edition, 2016), 

Ali Kheder’s (Beirut: Dar Al-Rafidain Wattibaa Wannashr Wattawzie, first edition, 2017), 

anonymous translation (Beirut: Dar Alhikayat Littibaa Wannashr, first edition, 2017), 

anonymous translation (Amman: Dar Khattab Linnashr Wattawzie, first edition, 2017), 

anonymous translation (Amman: Dar Alam Althaqafa Linnashr Wattawzie, 2017), Abdallah 

Adwan’s (Cairo: Dar Pharos Linnashr Wattibaa Wattawzie, 2018), Fatima Taher’s (Cairo: Dar 

Al-Maaref, first edition, 2019), anonymous translation (Damascus: Dar Altanawwue Althaqafi, 

first edition, 2019), anonymous translation (Cairo: Dar Al-Alf Kitab Linnashr Wattawzie, 

2019), Hamada Rajab’s (Batna (Algeria): Al-Muthaqaf Linnashr Wattawzie, first edition, 

2020), ‘Atef ‘Amara’s (Cairo: Al-Maktab Al-Arabi Lilmaaref, no date), Lana Abu Musleh's 

(Beirut: Collection of Qissas Aalamiya Liljamie, no date), Ziad Zakaria's (Beirut: Dar Alsharq 

Al'arabi, no date), and Ahmed Muhammad Hayder’s (Beirut: Al-Maktaba Al'ilmiya Aljadida, 

no date). (Raïhani, 2025. pp. 61-62)  

The first Arabic translations of Hemingway's novel appeared in the 1950s and 1960s, 

during the twentieth century, in numerous editions by notable translators. These translators have 

since demonstrated two primary approaches to translating The Old Man and the Sea. The first 

approach is that of Munir Baalabaki, recognised as the pioneer of literal translation in 

contemporary Arabic literature. The second is Egyptian poet Saleh Jawdat, a trailblazer of free 

translation. These two translations have dominated for more than half a century without 

significant competition. The original translation of the novel was published two years after its 

initial release. In 1954, Munir Baalabaki translated the story, the same year the book received 

the Nobel Prize for Literature. 

If the fifties witnessed the absolute dominance of Munir Baalabaki's translation, the 

sixties ushered in the first free translation of Hemingway's novel by Saleh Jawdat, who sought 

to differentiate his work from Munir Baalabaki's translation in terms of strategy. However, his 

pursuit of uniqueness led him to contradict Munir Baalabaki's title, al-Shaykh wa-al-Baḥr, and 

even to conflict with the Arabic language itself by selecting al-Ajuz wa-al-Bahr as the title for 

his translation. Saleh Jawdat's initial translation was published by the National Publishing 

House in 1962, while the second edition was released by Dar Al-Hilal two years before Saleh 

Jawdat died in 1974. 

Starting from the late 1990s of the twentieth century, an unprecedented interest emerged 

in translating Ernest Hemingway's The Old Man and the Sea into Arabic. Firstly, these were 

renditions intended to align with the pioneers' earlier translations. Secondly, they were expected 
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to provide translational alternatives that embody a specific approach. Thirdly, they aimed to 

correct previous lapses; fourthly, they were to be undertaken by qualified translators. 

A thorough examination of the thirty-four Arabic translations revealed that they were of 

poor quality. They faced considerable difficulties in understanding Hemingway's writing 

philosophy, narrative style, and word choice, among other aspects. The causes of these 

shortcomings might sometimes stem from an implicit pursuit of commercial success, 

compliance with a publishing company's request, or even a personal desire to establish oneself 

as a translator. Only one, Ali al-Qasimi's translation of The Old Man and the Sea, stood out as 

a notable version, setting an excellent example for future Arab translators eager to translate 

more of Ernest Hemingway's works.    

Ali Al-Qasimi was the only translator among the five Arab translators who distinguished 

the Virgin in the text from the rest of the virgins in the Christian context as the Virgin of Cobre. 

He is also regarded as the most skilled translator out of the thirty-four, having overcome the 

challenges of segmentation, untranslation, misunderstanding, misinterpretation, and thus 

mistranslation. The sentences and paragraphs of his translation, in terms of segmentation, were 

notably equivalent to those of the original. Moreover, his obvious errors, such as the misuse of 

punctuation marks and other simple syntactic mistakes, do not indicate any functional 

differences in the situational context. Being originally a novelist and a short story writer and, 

above all, a fan of Hemingway.   

 

7. Conclusion 

Ernest Hemingway's distinctive literary style—marked by simplicity, characterised by 

omission, and distinguished by a deliberate avoidance of superfluous ornamentation—presents 

both opportunities and challenges for translation. As this study has demonstrated, his "Iceberg 

Theory" revolutionises fiction writing through functional omission, structural economy, and a 

preference for direct, affirmative language. These stylistic choices, deeply rooted in 

Hemingway's philosophy of positivism and masculine identity, create a unique narrative voice 

that resonates across cultures while resisting complete translation into other languages. 

An analysis of Arabic translations of The Old Man and the Sea, including 34 versions, 

highlights the tension between Hemingway's translatability and untranslatability. While his 

minimalist syntax and everyday vocabulary may seem adaptable, the cultural and stylistic 

subtleties within his prose (such as gendered language, rhythmic brevity, and implied subtext) 

often demand creative compromises from translators. The large number of Arabic retranslations 

emphasises both the enduring appeal of Hemingway's work and the inherent challenges of 

capturing his "iceberg" effect, in which the unsaid is as significant as the said. 

Ultimately, Hemingway's style transcends linguistic boundaries through its universal 

themes, yet it remains tied to the quirks of the English language in its delivery. Future research 

could explore how digital tools or adaptive translation strategies might bridge these gaps, and 

maintain Hemingway's voice while respecting the expressive constraints of target languages. 
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His legacy, however, survives as a testament to the power of style, not just as a means of 

storytelling, but as the story itself. 

On July 2, 1961, Hemingway shot himself dead, yet questions about his legacy still 

resonate. One of these legacies is Hemingway's style, which has shaped the history of creative 

writing, not only in the twentieth century but for all time. Hemingway revolutionised the 

stylistics of fiction, and any indifference to his contribution to literature diminishes his 

unparalleled talent. Consequently, translating Hemingway's works presents a significant 

challenge for translators. The translation of his words and worlds poses a substantial obstacle 

that translators are expected to confront, tackle, and overcome. 
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Conclusion 

 

This book sets out to meticulously explore the multifaceted themes of possibility and 

impossibility in translation, approaching them through both historical (diachronic) and 

contemporary (synchronic) lenses. By bringing together six peer-reviewed research papers 

published between 2021 and 2025, this volume has not only unified a shared inquiry into the 

limits and capabilities of translation but also offered a comprehensive intellectual journey. What 

began as independent academic endeavours has blossomed into a coherent narrative, reflecting 

a sustained and evolving engagement with one of the most persistent and complex questions in 

translation studies: what can be translated, and what resists translation? 

The central theme of translatability versus untranslatability has permeated these six 

chapters, not as a rigid binary but rather as a fluid spectrum characterised by tensions, 

negotiations, and creative choices. This collection aimed to offer a broader intellectual arc, 

seamlessly transitioning from the historical underpinnings of translation terminology to 

insightful contemporary case studies drawn from diverse linguistic, literary, and cultural 

contexts. This exploration of translatability and untranslatability, spanning historical analysis, 

theoretical frameworks, and modern literary applications, reveals that translation is not a simple 

binary of the possible and the impossible, but rather a complex spectrum of negotiated meanings 

and strategic choices. Through six interconnected studies, this research has traced the evolution 

of translation concepts from their ancient roots to their contemporary manifestations, 

demonstrating that the question "what can be translated?" remains as compelling today as it was 

for the Greek and Roman scholars who first grappled with the transfer of meaning across 

linguistic boundaries. 

The historical trajectory outlined in the opening chapters reveals how our understanding 

of translatability has been influenced by cultural, ideological, and linguistic forces over 

centuries. The semantic development of translation terminology (from metaphrasis and 

interpretatio to modern French and English concepts) mirrors more profound shifts in how 

societies have viewed textual transfer and cultural mediation. This diachronic view reveals that 

untranslatability is not a fixed barrier, but a historically contingent concept, shaped by the 

theoretical frameworks and practical limitations of each period. 

The comprehensive examination of translation strategies reveals that contemporary 

translation practice has evolved significantly beyond the simple debates between literal and free 

translation seen in earlier times. The use of direct, oblique, and global strategies (encompassing 

everything from calque and modulation to the broader concepts of foreignisation and 

domestication) demonstrates that successful translation relies on what could be termed 

"strategic intelligence": the ability to make informed choices about linguistic equivalence, 

cultural adaptation, and context. Applying House's TQA model to Arabic, French, and English 

texts further supports this strategic approach, demonstrating that successful translations result 

from a careful balance between overt and covert strategies, aligned with genre norms, register 

needs, and functional aims. 
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The literary case studies of Moroccan flash fiction and Hemingway's prose offer 

compelling evidence for the situated nature of translatability. The Moroccan flash fiction 

analysis illustrates how emerging literary forms can successfully transcend linguistic 

boundaries while retaining their distinctive cultural and aesthetic characteristics. Investigating 

the reception of translated flash fiction in other linguistic contexts, beyond the Anglophone 

world, could reveal new dimensions of cultural transfer. The examination shows that even 

highly culturally specific literary innovations can be expressed in translation, provided that 

translators engage creatively with both the formal innovations and socio-cultural contexts of 

the source texts. 

These and other findings collectively suggest that the ongoing debate over translatability 

versus untranslatability may itself require reinterpretation and reframing. Rather than viewing 

these as mutually exclusive, this book proposes that they be recognised as complementary 

aspects of the translation process. The issues raised here may point towards promising 

directions for future research. The dynamic relationship between emerging literary forms and 

translation practices, as demonstrated in the Moroccan flash fiction study, undoubtedly deserves 

adequate attention as global literary landscapes continue to evolve. Employing such empirical 

frameworks and robust analytical TQA models, such as House's, across different linguistic 

combinations offers exciting opportunities for empirical testing of translation theory. Exploring 

additional language pairs and textual genres could further deepen our understanding of strategic 

effectiveness. 

In revisiting and recontextualising these research papers, the aim is to make a modest yet 

meaningful contribution to understanding translation as both an art form and an epistemological 

challenge, always situated between languages, histories, and interpretive acts. The ongoing 

dialogue between translatability and untranslatability is not one to be resolved, but rather to be 

continually explored and renegotiated. Equally, republishing these papers in a unified book is 

expected not only to consolidate findings but also to illustrate the interconnected nature of 

translation research. Historical understanding influences modern practice; theoretical 

frameworks shed light on practical challenges; literary case studies test and develop our 

conceptual tools. Translation studies, like translation practice, are fundamentally 

interdisciplinary, gaining strength from their ability to cross boundaries between linguistics, 

literary theory, cultural studies, and applied practice. 

This book is not an endpoint but a springboard, inviting further inquiry into the enduring 

questions that lie at the heart of cross-cultural communication. It does not provide final answers, 

but it fosters an increased appreciation for the sophistication required to navigate the complex 

landscape where languages, histories, and interpretive acts intersect. The modest yet valuable 

contribution it offers to translation studies lies in its demonstration that this complexity, far 

from being a barrier to understanding, is precisely what makes such a rich and enduring field 

of human endeavour so compelling. This book aims to foster a more nuanced understanding of 

translation as both an intellectual discipline and a cultural practice. Rejecting the false 

dichotomy between total translatability and total untranslatability creates space for a more 

nuanced engagement with the genuine complexity of interlingual and intercultural 
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communication. Translation is presented not as a technical problem to be solved but as an 

ongoing dialogue between languages, cultures, and interpretive communities. This dialogue 

remains partial, provisional, and constantly opens up new possibilities for understanding across 

differences. 

In this light, the question that sparked this inquiry ("what can be translated, and what 

resists translation?") proves to be less a problem to be definitively solved than a dynamic 

tension to be continually examined. Each act of translation, each theoretical exploration, and 

each empirical research enhances our understanding while also raising new questions. The 

artistic and epistemological challenge of translation rests precisely in this never-ending 

negotiation between possibility and impossibility, between translatability and untranslatability, 

between the universal human urge to communicate across differences and the inescapable 

particularity of linguistic and cultural expression. Most importantly, recognising translation as 

fundamentally strategic—requiring not only linguistic skill but also cultural intelligence and 

creative problem-solving—demands pedagogical approaches that prepare translators for the 

complex decision-making involved in effective translation.  
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stories co-authored with Moroccan short-story writer Driss Seghir). 

• Behind Every Great Man, There Are Dwarfs (Short Stories), 2012. 

• No to Violence (Short Stories), 2014. 

 

Flash Fiction in Arabic 

• Fifty Short-Shorts: Theme of Freedom (Flash Fiction), 2014. 

• Fifty Short-Shorts: Theme of Dream (Flash Fiction), 2024. 

• Fifty Short-Shorts: Theme of Love (Flash Fiction), 2025. 

 

 Novels in Arabic 

• The Enemy of the Sun, the Clown Who Turned Out to Be a Monster (Novel), 2012. 

• I Would Have Loved to Tell It All (A Photo-Autobiographical Novel), 2025. 

• The Star of Muawiya ibn Abi Sufyan (A Trilogy), in preparation. 

• When Lucifer Writes His Autobiography (A Decalogy), in preparation. 

 

Interviews in Arabic Collected in Published Books 

• Anas Filali, "Raïhanyat" (Forty Interviews with Mohamed Saïd Raïhani), 

Amman/Jordan: Sayel Publishing Co, 1st Ed., 2012. 

• Collective Work, "With Raïhani in His Cultural Lodge" (Thirty Interviews on Culture, 

Art & Literature with Mohamed Saïd Raïhani), Tétouan/Morocco: Maktabat Salma 

Al-Thaqafiah, 1st Ed., 2016. 

 

Phone: 00212661682298 

Email: saidraihani@gmail.com 


