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The History of Translation in the Arab world 

Since ancient times, the Arabs have realized the importance of the role of translation in providing knowledge, exchanging 

information, and providing access to different sciences and literary works. The first translators in Islamic history were the 

enemy soldiers who were captured during the first Islamic conquests. Historically, the movement of translating Greek books 

into Arabic began on a minor scale during the Umayyad era, (661-744 AD), but it reached a peak during the Abbasid 

Caliphate, which followed the Umayyads and lasted for more than five centuries. The Abbasids were interested in translating 

Greek and Latin heritage into Arabic.  The Abbasid caliphs encouraged the translation movement because many of them 

came from bi-racial backgrounds and their mothers descended from central Asian and Eastern European origins. The Abbasid 

Caliph Al-Ma'mun gave each translator an amount of gold equal to the weight of the book/s he has translated. Famous 

notables and rich people such as the Banu Musa family were patrons of translators.  “Qusta ibn Luqa (Constantine, son of 
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In order for the literary translation to be accurate, the translator should convey the author’s 
thoughts, feelings, and writing style, while successfully reflecting figurative images and various 
allusions being used by the source text (ST) author to cope up with the culture of the target 
audience in compliance with L. Venuti’s theory. The translator should utilize a distinguished 
style, characterized by honesty, reliability, and an unbiased attitude during the translation 
process in addition to a selection of an appropriate translation strategy that suits the topic under 
translation. A competent translator should possess the skill to identify and analyze the deep 
structure of the ST author's style in order to: “[make] judgements of the semantic and syntactic 
approximations”. (Nida, 1964: 241).  This paper initially aims to investigate the translation of 
selected Emirati fictional texts into English in order to explore linguistic and cultural problems 
inherent in the translation process. In continuation of the above-mentioned argument, and in 
light of the theories of Peter Newmark, Nida, Venuti and others this paper will discuss selected 
texts collected from modern Emirati short stories in order to explore the challenges of rendering 
these texts into English and monitor the problems facing the translators at the linguistic and 
cultural levels. Within the restrictions of this theoretical framework, and with a focus on prose 
works by Naser Al Dhaheri, Omniyat Salem, Huda Al Jahori, Khawlah Al Tayer, and other 
Emirati writers, this paper will investigate specific difficulties associated with the translation of 
modern Emirati fiction into English. These difficulties pertain to interlingual and cross-cultural 
problems, which complicate the translation process due to the increase of culture-specific 
elements in the source texts punctuated with UAE local heritage. Further, the wide differences 
between the language structures of both English and Arabic places more burdens on the 
shoulders of the translators who deal with these creative texts. Methodologically, my analysis 
will start with a short survey of the translation movement in the Arab world as thematic entry 
and a discussion of relevant studies affiliated with literary translation as a theoretical 
framework followed by the central argument of my paper.  
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Luke –d.922), the Christian, was a native Greek speaker and a famous translator living in the city of Baalabak (ancient 

Heliopolis) in Lebanon, who came to Baghdad bringing with him Greek manuscripts as potential texts for translation. Like 

Ishaq ibn Hunayn, who wrote a book entitled (History of Physicians) in addition to his translations, Ibn Luqa produced 

original works on medicine, nutrition, sexual education, astronomy, and Euclid's geometry. In addition to Hunayn ibn Ishaq 

and Qusta ibn Luqa, a third translator came from the dusty deserted town of Harran located in southern Turkey on the Syrian 

border. The third of the great translators, appointed by the house of Banu Musa, was Thabit ibn Qurra, the Sabian (b. 826). 

As a Sabian, ibn Qurra was interested in the Hellenic literary culture and was a master of Greek, Syriac, and Arabic. He was 

presented to the court of the caliph al-Mu'tadid (892-902) who was himself a speaker of Greek and had a keen interest in 

natural sciences. Ibn Qurra gained reputation and respect as the translator of key books on mathematical and astronomical 

sciences. Due to his expertise in the field of mathematics, he was a distinguished translator and author of several treatises on 

topics like conics which were admired by foreign scholars and scientists”. (Kennedy: 256).  

 

Translating the UAE  

Like ancient Arab civilizations associated with advancement and progress in many fields, the UAE witnessed a similar 

Renaissance. After the discovery of oil, the UAE -at the local level- has passed through a huge historical development and 

rapid transitions in many fields such as education, urbanization, medical services, economy, agriculture, and culture.  The 

UAE‟s urban development occurred in parallel lines with a cultural growth resulting into intellectual awareness on the 

national level and leading to the emergence of a group of UAE writers who devoted themselves to create an indigenous 

literature reflecting the shift from the pre-oil era to the era of post-globalized contributions of the UAE, when the country 

occupied a paramount position on the map of the world.  

 

Many Emirati writers contributed to this promising new era and successfully produced many distinguished literary works that 

deserve to be published and translated into international languages in order to proliferate UAE cultural heritage worldwide. 

However, and due to the emergence of translation problems on the linguistic and cultural paradigms, translators confronted 

with huge obstacles in the translation of Emirati literature into English. On this epistemological basis, this paper will examine 

selected texts by major Emirati writers such as Naser Al Dhaheri, Omniyat Salem, Mariam Faraj, Khawlah Al Tayer, and 

others in order to explore some of the translation challenges and hurdles faced by literary translators who attempted to render 

UAE literary works into English. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

There are many challenges facing the literary translation which will be looked at in this paper from two different 

perspectives:  linguistic and cultural. In term of the linguistic approach, Nida argued that “underlying all the complications of 

translation is the fundamental fact that languages differ radically one from the other. In fact, so different are they that some 

insist that one cannot communicate adequately in one language what has been said originally in another (Nida1964:2). 

Nevertheless, linguists and anthropologists discovered common grounds that link disparate languages and cultures, a basis for 

communication. This common core of human experience and does not eliminate the striking and fundamental differences 

between languages. Moreover, the divergences seem to be not only far more numerous than the similarities, but also provide 

many more obstacles to understanding than the similarities are able to clear away. In a related context, the translator is under 

constant pressure from the conflict between form and meaning. If he/she attempts to approximate the stylistic qualities of the 

source language, he/she is likely to sacrifice much of the original meaning, while a strict adherence to the literal content 

usually results in considerable loss of the stylistic flavor particularly in literary translation contexts.  

 

From this perspective, linguists focused on main issues related to linguistic problems and identified proper methods to be 

used with literary translation. For example, Newmark who addressed the differences between translation methods and 

translation procedures demonstrated that “while translation methods relate to whole texts, translation procedures are used for 

sentences and the smaller units of language" (Newmark 1988: 81). Further, he identified many methods of translation 

including word-for-word translation, literal translation, communicative and semantic translation…etc., (1988:68-77). Other 

theorists began to clarify that translating literary texts was not only about methods and procedures, but also engage other 

problems integral to the lack of both linguistic and cultural equivalences. Translation often stumbled when the meaning in the 

SL had no equivalence in the TL. In this regard, Mona Baker pointed out that “there‟s no one-to one correspondence between 

orthographic words and elements of meaning with in or across languages” (Baker, 1992:10-11). 

  

From a cultural perspective, literary texts contained several allusions and symbols deeply rooted in the culture and history of 

the SL texts.  These allusions bestowed specific intensity on the original language and required to be explicated appropriately 

in the translation to bring forth the richness of the SL text to the TL context. In this regard, Bassnett signified that the 

linguistic concepts of transmitting connotation are seen only as part of the translation process, thus, “a whole set of extra-

linguistic criteria, must be considered” by the translator. Bassnett also placed emphasis on SL texts when she clarified that 

“the translator must tackle the SL text in such away, that the TL version will correspond to the SL version. To attempt to 

improve the value system of the SL culture into the TL culture is dangerous ground”. (Bassnett,1996:23). In the same vein, 
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more theorists approached the textual problems inherent in the translation of literary texts from a myriad of perspectives.  

Newmark stated that the translator should “consider the quality of the writing and the authority of the text [are] two critical 

factors in the choice of translation method. The quality of the writing has to be judged in relation to the author‟s intention 

and/or the requirements of the subject-matter…expressive texts, serious imaginative literature and authoritative and personal 

statement, have to be translated closely, matching the writing, good or bad, of the original” (Newmark,1964:16).  

 

Further, the notion of competence in translation has been viewed by many scholars including Hatim and Mason (1997) who 

emphasized the importance of competence as related to the profession of translation and the translator him/herself. According 

to Shunnaq (1998), synonymy is classified as one of the major lexical problems of translating Arabic texts into English. For a 

single word to have more than one synonym may cause confusion for the translator if he/she was not aware of the existence 

of such synonyms. This may lead the translator to either select a synonym that goes far beyond the meaning intended or 

introduce all the present synonyms leading, by doing so, to redundancy. Thus, Shunnaq (1998) argues that the translator 

should be able to differentiate between the synonyms of a word in the SL and advises translators to choose the relevant 

equivalent in the TL to replace that word. In some cases, however, words may have near-synonyms and in such cases 

Shunnaq (1998) encourages the translator to maintain both synonyms as they differ in certain aspects of meaning because the 

omission of one of these synonyms may lead to a loss of meaning.  

  

In light of the previously mentioned details, this current study, will investigate the major translation problems on the 

linguistic and cultural levels that are expected to confront translators who attempt to render counterparty Emirati fictional 

literature into English. These problems will be articulated within the boundaries of the translation theories discussed above.  

 

The translation process could be approached from two directions as a process or a product. Eugene Nida points out that 

translation as a process consists of reproducing in the receptor language the closest natural equivalent of the source language 

message, firstly in terms of meaning and secondly in terms of style (1984:83). Translation is a process of bilingual 

communication, which navigates throughout linguistic and cultural boundaries. Translation is an act through which ideas, 

messages and thoughts are transferred from one language into another and from one culture into another culture.  

Accordingly, translation requires methods and procedures to create a product of translation articulated in the source language 

utilizing the target language. Due to the difficulty of translating Arabic prose into English, different translation methods are 

expected to be involved in the process constituting literal, semantic and communicative translation in order to create an 

appropriate equivalence, which conveyed or approximates the textual meaning transferred from SL into TL. 

 

Translating Emirati fiction into English is a hard endeavor because the SL (Arabic) includes words, phrases and expressions 

that do not have equivalence in the TL (English). For example, the writer Nasser Al Dhaheri starts his short story "Hassoun 

Al Hawai" with a street vendor calling passers-by to buy his goods: 

 

ٟ، عشا٠ًٚ، "ػٕذٞ أٔب أثٛ ٕ٘ذٞ، شبي ٠ب ثٕبد، وشوبػ، ٌؼٛة، صٛا٠بد، ػٛد، ط١ت، اٌضػفشاْ اٌشبِٟ، ٘بي، عٛاسٞ إٌٙذ، صبٌسٕٟ، ثٛل١ٍُ، ثٛط١شح، ػج 

 وسً، ٚوٍٗ ػٕذٞ أٔب أثٛ ٕ٘ذٞ، شبي زش٠ش ٠ب ثٕبد".

"I have… I… Abu Hindi… scarfs... you girls… karkach, Toys, swayat, oud (wooden stick)… saffron Shami… cardamom… 

Indian saris… Salehni… Bukalim… Butira… Abbayas… pants… kohl… I have everything...Silk scarf. You girls”. 

 

Some words do not have direct equivalence in the TL and some words have cultural connotations which require some 

explanations in the TL. 

 

The most complicated parts in the translation process involve textual items, which include culture-specific elements, idioms, 

collocations, figures of speech, local proverbs, vernacular and popular culture components that pervade the SL texts. In order 

to tackle these factors in the translation process, several translation strategies and methods should be used.  Peter Newmark 

introduced a variety of translation methods to be employed in this context (1988:45-47) including word for word translation, 

which keeps the SL word order in the TL and maintain the literal meaning out of context. This method is not suitable for the 

translation of fiction because it distorts the meaning. The following examples from Khawla Al Tayer's short story collection 

entitled: "Days in the Life of Widima" show that translating some sentences word by word will affect greatly the translation‟s 

accuracy: 

 )9("اٌط١ش ِب ٠ط١ش" 

 Word for word translation would be like: “The bird is not flying”. The translator would find an equivalent text 

such as: “Dog days” to indicate a very hot period of time. 

 )31( "ٗ٠ؼٍح ِٓ ٘زا ٚأشذ ٠ب ِغٛدح أ٠ٌٛ" 

 Word for word translation would be like: “You deserve this and more... you black faced”. Perhaps the use of the 

synonym „damn you‟ instead of „black faced‟ would be a better choice”. 

Another example from the story of Huda Al Jahori‟s “leprosy” shows inaccurate in using the word for word method: 

 )13("َع١ش ٚسا٘ب...٘زٞ اٌجٕذ ثزفضسٕب...٘زٞ ِب ِثً ثٕبد األٚاد" 
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Word for word translation would be like: “Walk after her...this girl would expose us...she is not like human daughters”.   

 

The examples above showed that word by word translation distorted the TL meaning and therefore it is not recommended to 

use this method in the translation of Arabic fictional literature into English. Like the previously mentioned method, literal 

translation is also inappropriate in this context.  

 

Literal translation is basically concerned with the translation of the grammatical structures of the SL into their equivalent 

counterparts in the TL. In this process, the lexical items of the text are approached as decontextualized parts. Newmark refers 

to this method as a "pre-translation” (1988:46) activity, which may assist the translator to determine the major translation 

problem before the start of the translation dynamic. Apparently, literal translation is not suitable for a fictional translation 

context. Applying this method on the current texts will result into the production of unnatural English sentences with 

distorted grammatical structures. For example, in Omniyat Salem's story "A Dream Like a Blue Sea", the character lacks for 

human‟s passion due to the rapid changes in the society and the collapsing of human relationships being brought by 

modernity. The narrator is longing to return to the beautiful past through the description of her grandmother, which covers 

long paragraphs in the story: 

اٌؼدٛص أْ رست وً ٘ؤالء األلشثبء.. ِٚٓ أ٠ٓ  "آرٟ ثأٚسالٟ ٚوزجٟ ألخٍظ ِؼٙب... رغإٌٟٔ ػٓ ٚاٌذٞ، أخجش٘ب أٔٗ عبفش ٘زا اٌصجبذ.. فزذػٛ ٌٗ.. و١ف ٌٙزٖ اٌغ١ذح

ّش اٌد١ًّ ٚلذ ظٙش خبءد ثىً ٘زا اٌضخُ اٌسم١مٟ ٌىً إٌبط...رأرٟ خبسرٕب فبطّخ ٌزدٍظ ِؼٙب، رضسىبْ ػٍٝ روش٠بد ٌط١فخ وبٔذ ٚفبد أٚأٙب.. أسٜ فّٙب األز

غ فال أفٍر...وبٔذ رخدً ززٝ ِٓ ٔفغٙب إرا خٍؼزٗ.. وأٔٗ عزش٘ب، ٚوأْ ٚخٙٙب ػٛسح ِٓ رسذ ثشلؼٙب األعٛد ٚلذ خال ِٓ األعٕبْ.. أزبٚي أْ أرزوش ٚخٙٙب ثال ثشل

 (.99ززٝ ثبٌٕغجخ ٌٙب" )

The chief difficulty in this translation is that the word burqa‟s general meaning is a long garment covering the face, while the 

use of burqa in this paragraph specifically is to indicate the strong connectivity to the past. In this case according to Newmark 

the translated text “requires additional explanation in the form of brief footnotes”. (Newmark:1988b: 38). The narrator‟s 

obsessed feeling of the lack of protection and her anxiety about her father‟s frequent travels and absences brought up the 

word honor "عزش٘ب"at the end of the paragraph which contributes to the text‟s obscurity. Also, the grandmother‟s description 

and the beauty of her teethless red mouth requires the translator‟s deep comprehension of the text and its implication in order 

to produce a better equivalent or substitute for the TL. 

 

Some of the major textual problems encountered by translators while translating from Arabic into English include lexical and 

grammatical ambiguity, redundancy and run-on sentences. For example, many problems arise from translating Arabic 

connectives like 'wa' and 'fa' into English. For example, in the story collection of Abir Al Bah  "ٚثٕذد اٌىٙشثب"   it is not clear 

why does the author use „wa‟ before the verb in her title. To translate the title, we can have a sentence like: “And the 

Electricity is Switched Off” perhaps to indicate frequent electrical problems or power outages. The translation of Arabic 

connectives such as 'wa' and 'fa' into English requires translator's competence, which consists of an awareness of the 

underlying systems of both SL and TL, the skill to decode and encode textual components and an awareness of the 

sociocultural background of SL and TL. Another linguistic and cultural challenges in this story is the religious connotation of 

the phrase "زك ا١ٌٍٍخ" which is an annual occasion in the middle of Sha‟aban, „the eighth month preceding the holy month of 

Ramadan in the Islamic Hijri calendar. The occasion is similar to Halloween where children go knocking on their neighbors‟ 

doors, asking for sweets and treats before Ramadan, however it has holy connotations.  Using word by word translation for 

example in this context, will ruin the phrase and give us a synonym like: „(The night‟s right)‟ which is completely wrong and 

is not what is meant in the SL.  The translator may use footnotes or paraphrase as a potential translation strategy in this 

connection. Also, in Abir Al Bah‟s story titled  “kharareef Omi”, she starts her short story with the following introduction: 

ِٓ األ٠بَ وبْ ٕ٘بن فأس ٚػٕذٖ ػ١بي، "وبْ ٠ب ِبوبْ فٟ لذ٠ُ اٌضِبْ، ٕ٘بن خّجغبٔٗ ٚالفخ ػٍٝ اٌذسٚاصٖ، ِٚب رخٍٟ زذ ٠طٛف ِٓ ٘ب اٌجبة اٌٍٟ رسشعٗ، ٚفٟ ٠َٛ 

 (91ػ١بٌٗ ٠ٛػب١ٔٓ ٠جْٛ ٠بوٍْٛ، ٚػشبْ أ١٠ت ٌُٙ األوً ِٓ اٌّغزٛدع الصَ ٠ّش ػٍٝ اٌجبة اٌٍٟ رسشعٗ اٌخّجغبٔٗ". )ٚ

 

In this text many words are dialects, but they have equivalencies in the TL such as " ٖاٌذسٚاص"  and" "ٗٔخّجغب"  , however, the 

challenge in such a context is the translator‟s awareness of the text‟s subculture and dialects. 

In the story “Bint Narinj Altirinj” of Sara Jarwan Al Khabi  who writes: 

 شٛف ثٕزه..؟ إرغٛش رشِظ سث١ؼٙب وً ١ٌٍخ ػٍٝ ٘بٌسبي. -

 ِجطٍخ، ٘ضثٙب ٚلبي:دص أثٛ٘ب اٌجبة ٚدخً، ٌىٕٗ ِب شبف زذ ػٕذ٘ب، شبف اٌذس٠شخ  -

 ثٕذٞ اٌذس٠شخ ٚاسلذٞ. -

أد اٌؼ١ٓ ٌٙب ِغ طٍؼخ اٌف١ش ٌُّٚ ٚاٌذ ػٛشخ اسزبٌٗ، ٚغذّف اٌجٕذ ٚساٖ، عبس زٛي ِغ١شح رغغ ١ٌبي، ١ٌٓ ٚصً شش٠ؼخ، ِؼب١ٌٙب عذسح ػٛدٖ ٚا٠ذ، ِب لذ س -

 (33ِث١ً، خزٚػٙب ِّزذح دٚس ِب دا٠ش ثبٌشش٠ؼخ، رظٍٍٙب ٚارجشد ِب٠ٙب. )

 

Obviously, this text is full of dialects that have equivalences in the TL, but the cultural awareness is a must for the translator. 

Moreover, in the “Rose Diary” Reem Al Kamali writes: 

دْٚ ِشد ٌٗ أٚ فىبن، إٌٝ رٌه ا١ٌَٛ اٌزٞ اِغىذ ف١ٗ اٌش٠بذ ثبٌغفٓ  "ػشمٗ اٌض٘شٞ إٌذٞ ػبج ِٚبج ززٝ ِبد فٟ عّبء اٌج١ذ ٚاٌجئش، ٚزٛي ٔخٍخ اٌؼٛأٗ ثطٌٛٙب

 (399ػٍٝ اٌشغُ ِٓ اسرؼبػ األششػخ، ٚأٚلفذ رٍه األِٛاج اٌفدبئ١خ ػ٠ًٛ اٌجسبسح، ١ٌمشسٚا اٌؼٛدح". )
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The above text falls within the cultural context which requires an analysis of the SL to meet the translation requirements of 

the TL. In addition, the translator should study and analyze the vocabulary and grammatical structures of the SL in order to 

find appropriate equivalence in the TL. 

Likewise, in translating the following text from Mariam Al Saddi‟s short story entitled: “I look Smart”: 

ٍخ ضسٍخ فٟ اٌطشف "خشخذ ِٓ ِذ٠زٕٟ اٌد١ٍّخ اٌٛادػخ اٌخبٍِخ اٌمشش٠خ اٌضسٍخ فٟ اٌطشف اٌؼ١ٕبٚٞ ِٓ األسض، إٌٝ )دٔذٟٔ(، )دٔذٟٔ( ِذ٠ٕخ خ١ٍّخ ٚادػخ خبِ

 األعزىزٍٕذٞ ِٓ األسض.

 (72ػٓ ٢ٌئ ِخزجئخ رسذ طجمبد األسض، ثسثبً ػٓ دٚدح ٚدٚدح رشلذ ث١ٓ اٌزشاة ٢الف اٌغ١ٕٓ". )لفضد ِٓ اٌغطر اٌؼ١ٕبٚٞ، ثسثبً ػٓ آفبق أػّك، ثسثبً 

 

The most importantly is that the translator should be aware of what Newmark calls “the equivalent effect”. Newmark argues 

that translation methods vary in their equivalent effect due to their purposes. He demonstrates that semantic and 

communicative translations are methods, basically concerned with equivalence.  Moreover, in her other story titled 

“Maraim”, Al Saddi writes: 

٠فُٙ ضشٚسح اإل٠ضبذ "رشْ..رشْ" ززّبً ١ٌظ صٛد ثطٗ؟ ٌّبرا ٌُ رغأٌٗ ٌّبرا ٠ٕبد٠ٙب ثطٗ؟ ألٔٙب رؼشف أٔٗ ٌٓ ٠د١ت، ألٔٗ "ال ٠ّٙٙب إال ِب ٠ؼ١ٕٙب شخص١بً، ٚ٘ٛ ٌٓ 

 (.367ثجغبطٗ ٌٓ ٠غّغ اٌغؤاي، ٘ٛ ال ٠غّغ إال ِب ٠دذ ِٓ اٌّف١ذ اإلخبثخ ػ١ٍٗ" )

 

The translator should be bilingually and culturally competent possessing extra-linguistic and professional skills. The word 

 in text for example is challenging. The translator should be aware of the differences between the SL and the TL at "ثطٗ"

lexical, grammatical, cultural and textual levels, and the translator should have knowledge of all translation methods 

including word-for-word, literal, faithful, semantic, adaptation, free, idiomatic, and communicative translation. 

 

Conclusion 

In accordance with the preceding discussion, it is appropriate to mention the challenges of rendering Emirati short story texts 

into English on the linguistic and cultural levels. During the translation process many elements will be lost or ignored due to 

the difficulties relate to interlingual and cross-cultural challenges and also due to the wide differences between the SL and 

TL. The translator therefore should understand the author‟s intention, the cultural background, and the connotations that the 

SL texts and words imply in order to produce an accurate translation. Furthermore, it is also noteworthy in this context to use 

Newmark‟s argument of faithful translation in its attempts to produce the precise contextual meaning of the original within 

the constraints of the TL grammatical structures in order to be wholly acceptable and understandable to the reader.  
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