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Exploring the concept of faithfulness in
translation and discuss its applicability in
translating political texts

Alshniet, Mohamed
Translation Department, University of Tripoli, Libya

M.Alshniet@uot.eud.ly

ABSTRACT

The purpose of this article is to shed light on the principle of faithfulness in translating
political texts and to explain some misconceptions associated with it. This article argues
that faithful translation of political language does not mean adhering to the source
language wording and grammar, but it is the appropriate transferring of the author’s
intention(s) and the source text function(s) to the target language readership in an
accessible manner.
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Introduction

Translation is a human activity which seeks to transfer the message from
one language into another. It is a unique human activity as no other species
practice it (Savory, 1957). Faithful translation is a type of translation which
transfers the meaning and effect smoothly without conflicting with the
target language and its culture.
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The purpose of this article is to shed light on the principle of faithfulness
in translation in political texts and to explain some misconceptions
associated with it. This article argues that faithful translation of political
language does not mean adhering to the source language wording and
grammar, but it is the appropriate transferring of the author’s intention(s)
and the source text function(s) to the target language readership in an
accessible manner.

However, before embarking on the analysing the problems associate with
the translation of political language; it will be useful to introduce what |
mean by political discourse, its types and why it may cause issues for
translators or interpreters.

Political discourse

Language and politics are closely interrelated. Linguists believe that
language is a vital and indispensable tool for politics. In fact, politics is
based on communication and without language political interaction would
be unimaginable. Any sort of political text could be labelled as a political
discourse; from a presidential speech to a ‘friends and family’ talk about a
specific political issue.

Kampf (2015:1) argues that the definition of political discourse is a
“slippery” issue. Similarly, Wilson (2015:788) maintains that defining
political discourse “is not a straightforward matter”. One reason for this is
that the term draws from two disciplines: politics and linguistics. Kampf
(2015:3) defines political discourse as “talk and text produced in regard to
concrete political issues (language in politics) or through the actual
language use of institutional political actors, even in discussions of non-
political issues (language of politicians)”. Chilton (2004:201) defines
political discourse as a language that humans consider as political.

However, Wilson (2015) in his definition of political discourse,
emphasises the functionality side; yet this is far from presenting exactly
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what a political discourse is. My understanding of political discourse is
that it is any linguistic activity directed at a specific audience (whatever
the size of the targeted audience) to achieve political goals or to persuade
the audience of a specific political idea. Another aspect that has been
overlooked in previous definitions is that of collective and institutional
political discourse, i.e. the discourse produced by political institutions such
as NATO, the European Union and the African Union. It is noticeable that
attention has been paid more to studying the discourse of professional
political agents (presidents, kings and statesmen/women) than to political
institutional discourse.

From a Translation Studies (TS) point of view, the major contributions to
political discourse analysis were suggested by Christina Schaffner. She
devoted several of her works (1996; 2004a; 2009; 2010; 2012) to studying
the translation of political discourse. Schéffner defines political discourse
as:

... acomplex form of human activity. It is realized in a variety of discourse
types (or genres), whose discourse organization and textual structure is
determined by the respective discursive practices.... For political
communication, some of these discursive practices operate within the
internal domain of policy-making and have politicians as both text
producers and addressees. Other discursive practices are aimed at the
general public and communicate, explain, and justify political decisions.
Text producers in such cases can be politicians, political scientists, civil
servants, or journalists, with the mass media playing a decisive role in the
circulation of the discourse (2010:255).

Schéffner’s definition is a little broad in nature; however, it still proposes
significant information about what political discourse is. This broadness in
the definition could be ascribed to the fact that the discussion of political
discourse analysis in TS, itself a relatively new independent field of
knowledge, is still in early stages. Examining political texts in TS,
researchers need to conduct a binary examination process for the source
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and target texts. This could be metaphorically described as a dissection
process that researchers conduct on both texts based on the objectives set
for the research (whether to examine rhetorical, syntactical, semantic,
pragmatic or ideological aspects in the text). The main literature surveyed
about the translation of political discourse indicates that the focus was
predominantly on revealing the ideological aspects for both the ST and the
TT. Therefore, TS has developed “concepts with which it is possible to
describe and explain target text profiles, the translation strategies used, the
appropriateness of those strategies, the conditions under which the
translator operated, and the effects a text has had in its receiving culture”
(Schéaffner, 2004a:132).

Features of Political Discourse

Political discourse is the product of the interaction of various elements.
These elements or features that contribute in shaping political discourses
are linguistic, semantic and pragmatic. The linguistic features include
manner (formal and informal), lexis and grammar, whereas the semantic
features include word and sentence meanings. Pragmatic aspects of the text
include intentions of the speakers, the effects of an utterance on the
audience and the knowledge and beliefs about the world upon which
speakers and their audiences depend when they interact (Crystal,
2015:124). Furthermore, rhetorical devices are vitally important
components of political discourse (Throne, 2008).

Vukovi¢ Stamatovi¢ (2017:281) argues that politicians use figurative
language to “hide agency, disclaim responsibility and project themselves
as saviours”. In addition, political agents, in some cases, intend to make
their messages ambiguous. This can be used to send indirect messages to
an intended audience and to avoid facing the implications if a political
utterance is misunderstood or when political agents miss a point. An
instance of political ambiguity is the use of pronoun ‘we’ by American
presidents in domestic speeches. This pronoun could refer to the political
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party that the politician belongs to, or to both political parties (Republicans
and Democrats) or to the American people at large (Degani 2015:19).
Such ambiguity in reference could be a translation issue. Although the
discourse utterance has a direct meaning, unless the translator is aware of
the political interactions of the SL and its culture, significant symbolic
linguistic patterns will be lost in the TL. That said, the use of clichés and
ambiguity are not desirable in certain political genres, such as international
agreements or political negotiations, where clarity and straightforwardness
is of the highest priority.

Types of political discourse

The term ‘political text’ is a general umbrella term for different types of
texts (Schaffner 1997). The decision to label a text as a political text can
be arrived at using various criteria (It is worth mentioning here that the
word ‘text’ refers to any communicative piece of information that is
written or spoken.) A text could be categorised based on the functions it
performs (informative, discursive or persuasive), or the position of the
political agent initiating it (president, queen, Prime Minister, Member of
Parliament), or on institutional genres (the political language produced by
national and international institutions, world parliaments and parallel
legislative organisations).

Schéffner (1997) classifies political texts into three types based on the
functions these texts perform. Firstly, diplomatic discourse communicated
in multi-national institutions. Examples of this type are bilateral and
multilateral treaties. Such texts show special conventions in terms of the
vocabulary and syntax used to make them. The second type comprises of
speeches and statements made by politicians. There are two kinds of such
discourse: internal communications (directed within close circles of
politicians) and external communications (targeted at wider audience
groups). The third type encompasses politically relevant texts by non-
politicians.
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Although these typologies are useful attempts to determine the different
characteristics that various political texts show, nevertheless, in our current
time, they are not exclusive. The technological boom has yielded novel
types of texts (digital media) that politicians heavily use to communicate
their political messages. For instance, social media platforms nowadays
are essential tools to send political messages. However, the categorisation
of this new type of political text will not be a straightforward task (they
could be formal or informal, internal or external). The translation of such
new political texts could be a challenge. For instance, there are two prime
issues translators may face in translating tweets. The first is that translators
need to maintain the features of the original tweets (short, to the point and
engaging), and the second is the technical restrictions imposed on
translators, such as the limited number of characteristics or letters for each
tweet.

It commences with a definition of the term translation, then the difficulties
that translators face to produce faithful translation (linguistic, cultural and
the text type issues). The article also exposes how political texts do not
comply with the faithfulness principle as being defined by some scholars.

Translation has been defined by House (2018: 9) as ““a process of replacing
a text in one language by a text in another”. Jaber (2005:17) gives a more
detailed definition when he suggests that “Translation is the rendering of
the meaning of a text (source text) into another language (target language)
in the same way that the writer intended the text”. In his definition
Newmark (1991) stated that translation as an attempt to produce an
approximate equivalence or (considered synonymy) between different
languages in varying levels.

The state of semi concordance among the previous definitions that
translation is merely a process of replacing or transferring from one
language into another is not sufficient to describe the translation and the
problems attached to it. Rabassa (2006: 22) refuted the common trend of
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the reproduction and rendering of the source text into the target language
as he states “Translation can never be reproduction, it is not a copy”.
Indeed translation is more complicated than transferring the linguistic units
from one language into another; otherwise dictionaries and translation
machines can perform the job perfectly. For Larson (1998: 3) translation
consists of studying and analysing the linguistics and paralinguistic
features (communication situation- cultural context) of the source
language to transfer these features properly into the target language and its
culture. It is a mental process that entails conveying the message (written
or spoken) into another language with all its inherent components into the
target language preserving the aesthetic elements and the purpose of the
source language text (Hannouna, 2010). Hence, it could be argued that the
ultimate goal of any good translator or interpreter should be the production
of a target text similar in the function, form and effect to the source
language text. The issue arises here is how translators can achieve that.

Lahili and Abu Hatab (2014) suggest faithful translation as one of the
translation methods. Faithful translation preserves a balance between the
literal meaning of the source language word and the syntactic structures.
This approach will be more sensible as it takes the context into
consideration. However, Shuttleworth (1997) explained that faithful
translation is being traditionally understood as that type of translation
which endure a similarity between the source texts in terms of literal
adherence to the source text meaning. According to Hatim and Mason
(2004), the faithfulness principle is an option for the translator to render
the text directly to produce a similar text in the target language. The
translator translates every single word separately, then the structure being
rearranged to fit the grammatical target language conventions. For
instance, Example (1) shows that the verb to be in 3™ person singular is
being omitted in Arabic for Arabic language conventions consideration.

1- Ahmed is a clever student
“és d\.b 2aal?
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“Ahmed student.masc clever.masc”

Although the faithful translation method seems to be affective in achieving
the intended meaning with short simple sentences, it is likely to have some
drawbacks with complex sentences, as the meaning being embodied in the
structure as a whole rather than the individual words of the structure.
Example (2) explains the issue:

2- “Sexual violence destroys lives. It fuels conflict, forces

people to flee their homes and is often perpetrated alongside

other human rights abuses, including forced marriage, sexual

slavery and human trafficking. It undermines reconciliation

and traps survivors in conflict, poverty and insecurity.”

e Gl s el pall a4 3 Galll Bla ey cuiall (il (1)

CASL (e 0 e e in ) L 55 L 150885 a8 jls (e ) Al

DVl g indl Gl sl Zl550 Gy A L (L) Bia

el pall o ol &l b adg 5 daliadl (a4l | (2) Ml

(B)o laxi s il

Sexual violence destroys lives people. As it is fuelling the

conflicts and force people on fleeing from homes their and a

lot what commits side by side with others of violations human

rights, including that marriage forced, and slavery sexual, and

trade in human beings. It is undermines the reconciliation and

(drop —fall) in the trap the survivors from the conflicts and

poverty and insecurity.

In an attempt to be strictly faithful to the source text (English), the
translator has failed in producing a coherent text in the target language
(Arabic) and also mistranslated other parts of the text. The translator
started with nominal sentence in Arabic although the relation in the
sentence is cause and effect. It would be better if the sentence started with
a verb (=) (destroy) in the target language to explain the severe effect of
this course of action. Although the translation respected the source text
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grammatical conventions, nevertheless the translation yielded inaccurate,
ambiguous meaning in Arabic.

It may be argued that the main reason behind producing influent, awkward
target text is the translator’s perception that is to be faithful to the source
language text, is to stick to the source language words and grammar.
According to Savory (1957: 57) “the reason for the advocacy of
faithfulness is that the translator has never allowed himself to forget that
he is a translator. His job is to act as a bridge or channel between the mind
of the author and the minds of his readers.” Furthermore, many scholars
(Halliday, 1964. Baker, 1992; Bassnett, 2014) suggest that languages are
different; they describe their surroundings and the reality in various ways.
A particular word in one language does not mean the same, or even exist
in some other languages. Particular structure may be used for different
functions in different languages although the words of this structure are
translatable in both languages. For instance, the form and function of
passive voice in English and Arabic is clear evidence. Agameya (2008:
558 cited in Al-Raba’a, 2013) defines the passive in Arabic as “a sentence
structure in which the semantic subject or agent i.e. the performer of or
person/thing responsible for an action, is suppressed and in, in fact, cannot
be mentioned”. Hence, the passive in Arabic is impersonal structure, while
the grammatical category of voice in English either agentive or agentless,
i.e. the prepositional (by) phrase is an optional component of the sentence.

In this case, English agentive passive construction should not be translated
into an agentive passive in Arabic, for the sake of faithfulness. However,
to be truly faithful the translator should recognize the function of retaining
the agent in the source language structure and decide the possibilities
available in the target language to convey the function intended by the
author. The following Example (3) illustrates this point:

3-  The president was killed by his own bodyguard.
il A jla 4l il JE
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The president was (sing. masc-past-passive) killed (verb-past
active). killed (verb-past) him bodyguard (sing-masc) his
personal

In Example (3) the translator shifted the syntactic feature of the source
language sentence. The English passive sentence changed into an active in
Arabic. To retain the prominence of the event rather than the doer, the verb
(kill) has been repeated in Arabic (Al-Raba’a, 2013). In fact, such
linguistic variations can be solved in translation as every language has its
own grammatical means to convey the meaning. However, it is the
translator’s responsibility to be versed in both languages to overcome such
problems. Resorting to imitate the source language structures will not be
considered as a faithful act, but a deficiency in the translator’s competency.

Another area which may challenge the faithfulness aspect in translation is
the cultural differences between the source language and target language.
Translating is not merely a linguistic activity; it is also a cultural one. For
House (2018: 11) it is “an act of communication across cultures”.
Newmark (1998: 94) defined culture as “the way of life and its
manifestations that are peculiar to a community that uses a particular
language as its means of expression”. Hence, culture is inseparable
component of language and what translators translate is culture by the
virtue of language.

One of the implications of rendering cultural elements in translation is that
some translators do not grasp the process through which a particular
society attaching meanings to particular concepts. Farghal (1993)
suggested examples about how Arabic and English conceptualize and
express the concept of fatalism differently. Farghal (ibid,) concluded that
the contrasting views have noticeable linguistic bearings on Arabic and
English users. The two Examples below will shed more light about this
issue:
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4- K55 lglic)
Tie (verb-imperative) her and TWAKEL (verb —imperative)
(religious concept means trust)
Tie your camel and trust in Allah

The religious metaphorical saying in (4) refers to the people who just rely
on Allah’s will in achieving their aims (JSs3) (TWAKEL). The origin of
this saying is that a man came to Prophet Mohamed (peace be upon him)
asking; should I tie my camel and have TWAKEL, or should I leave it and
have TWAKEL. The prophet replied to him that you should tie your camel
and have TWAKEL. In Islamic perception, people should do their duty
and trust in Allah to achieve the results.

Faithfulness to the original in terms of form with consideration to the
context will not convey the intended meaning, because of the absence of
the word TWAKEL in the target language. In other words, the faithfulness
principle in such cultural-bound concepts should not be on the level of
wording, but in reproducing the original effect with words familiar to the
target language readership. In this case, the translator may resort to cultural
substitution strategy or to use more neutral expression. Ghazala (2002)
suggested the neutralization strategy to handle some culture-specific
words such as: Kremlin — Westminster- catch 22- cans of worms.

Baker (1992), on the other hand, called such concepts as culture-specific
terms. Culture-specific concepts express concepts which are totally
unknown in the target culture. Baker (ibid,) suggested the cultural
substitution strategy which is the replacing of a culture specific item or
expression in the source language text with an item or expression which
does not have the same denotative meaning, but is possibly to prompt the
same effect on the target language readers. Accordingly, the English
metaphorical expression “As white as snow” cannot be translated directly
into Arabic proclaiming the faithfulness, but it can be rendered as “ Jax)
—ulallS” (As white as milk), since Arabic culture is more familiar with milk
than with snow. Therefore, to achieve highest proportions of faithfulness
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translators should be aware of the denotative, connotative and the cultural
associations of the meaning that can have an effect on the acceptability and
readability of the message in the target language.

Apart from the linguistic and cultural factors that may hinder the principle
of faithful translation, translators should also be aware of the text type they
work on. Both Newmark (1988), Trosborg (1997) and Hatim and Munday
(2004) refer to the significance of recognizing the text type and its specific
features before starting the translation process. Taylor (1990: 154) stresses
not only the importance of the recognizing the type of the text, but
translators should also master the text internal-knowledge (context-context
of situation) that to be able to reconstruct them in the target language. Text-
type knowledge, then, plays a vital role in defining the intricacies and the
specific features of the source language text; consequently transferring or
compromises them in the target language text. However, the main practical
concern is the lack of consensus on the criteria of the text typology
(Trosborg, 1997).

Reiss (1971, cited in Hornby 1997: 277) suggested three types of texts; the
informative texts such as scientific reports, expressive texts like literary
works and operative texts as in the case of advertising texts. Reiss (ibid)
argued that the translators should preserve the predominant function of the
text. Hence, in the informative texts translators’ main concern is to transfer
the information, while in the expressive texts the aesthetic value of the text
takes more priority, while in the operative texts the same extra-linguistic
effect should be reserved in the target text even the translator sacrifices the
form and content. Newmark (1998) similarly presented three types of texts.
The expressive texts reflect the feelings of the author towards a particular
concept. The informative texts should be fact-oriented texts, and the
vocative texts which try to impress the reader as in advertising industry
whereas Hatim (2000) distinguishes between three types of texts which are
the exposition texts, argumentation texts and instructional texts. Reiss
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(1971) and Hatim (1997) hold the same view that texts do not always
precisely categorized and some texts may contain the characteristics of
other texts. Advertising texts for instance contain an informative
component to present the product and an expressive element to attract the
readership.

Hatim and Munday (2004) describe the fact of multifunctionality of one
text as hybridization. Translators of such texts should be able to identify
the main and sub functions of the texts in addition to the intention of the
source language author, and more importantly they should have the ability
to re express them in the target language.

Another link of thought on the text typology and translation demonstrates
that text construction is different from one language to another. Authors
exploit linguistic-bound mechanism in their languages to create special
effect. Baker (1992) indicated that manipulation in grammar has been used
by poets as a method to trigger an impact on the readers. However,
violations is not exclusive to literary works, there are other genres where
the author violates the conventions of the language to achieve particular
aim. Baker (ibid) suggested the following advertisement by a credit card
company as an example of manipulation in grammar in non-literary
contexts:

5- Does your does or does you don’t take access?
7 millions outlets worldwide does.

Ay ) Al Q) 4 L) clide Loy 685 S
Al O ga iy allall Jon saie (aSle drsus

Does you (masc-nutral) do your duty, do you have Acess yet
About seven millions shops doing that.
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In the previous example, the translator’s attempt to put in consideration the
target language grammatical conventions did not succeeded in producing
a flow text in the target language. As the source text violated the
grammatical conventions of the source language, the translator’s
concentration should be on the function of the text and the writer’s
intention rather than the form. Sager (1997) points out that the main
privilege of human translation on the machine translation is the latter’s
ability to determine the original intention of the source language author.

A good example of multifunctionality of a text and the manipulation of the
source language conventions is one of the characteristics of political
language (Kruger and Rooy, 2012). George Orwell (1946, cited in (Jason
and Stilwell Pecci, 2004: 36) stated that “in our language there is no
keeping out of politics. All issues are political issues”. Any political action
should have been through a linguistic manufacturing process, from the
very first stages of thinking about to the last stage of implementing a
political action. This is due to the fact that politicians seek to gain power
(Fairclough, 1991), and the best way to achieve this is through persuasion
or manufacturing of consent (Jason and Stilwell Pecci, 2004). A far bigger
challenge for translators is that not all political systems apply the same
encoding linguistic processes to create a state of coercion among their
receivers. Due to the fact that languages are different, translators should
not decode the source text in same way that has been encoded; as the
product will be only a distorted copy of the original. Consequently, the
translator will be betray the source text instead of being faithful to it.

According to Saussure (as cited in Singh, 2004: 19) speakers of different
languages realize the reality differently. Every language is unique system
of representation that reflects and reinforces the world to its speakers.
Thus, many different concepts (peace, war, prosperity, freedom...etc.) will
be constructed differently in each language. Politicians use this
characteristic to obtain their audiences emotive approval. This can be
explained with reference to the word (2%=) (Jihad) which has been
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exploited from the Iranian revolutionary leaders according to their needs.
At the outset and to gain more supporters they claimed that fighting against
the ruler is Jihad, then a semantic shift has been conducted by Imam
Khomeini on the term to call for Jihad construction, and a ministry
established named as ‘‘Ministry of Jihad of Construction’’. Hence the
word (2%>) (Jihad) gained another denotative meaning in this case which
is striving (Sharifian, 2009). It should be noted that such highly charged
political words are good reflection of how political language is a
problematic for the principle of faithfulness in translating political texts.
Words such as (Radical), (A Secularist State), (war on terror) (AlJabbari
and ed al, 2011) should not be translated literally, as it may contain
negative connotations in the target culture or do not carry the same
denotative meaning at all. The main problem for the translators here is
which conventions should they adhere to, the source language and culture
conventions or the target ones (Trosborg, 1997). In this case, translators
should show more flexibility in selecting the appropriate translation
technique which serves the faithfulness principle; based on the text type
and the purpose of translation.

Conclusion

In an attempt to explore the principle of faithfulness in translation, this
paper has explained the notion of faithfulness in translation and the major
reasons that can hinder it to be achieved. This article, however, has not
showed all the problems related to the principle of faithfulness in
translation. The article tried to expose the main issues (linguistic, cultural
and text type) aspects and its effect on the translation product. Due to this
limitation, the following tentative conclusions can be drawn.

Under the pretext of faithfulness, the famous Italian expression “translator
is traitor” could be true; If the translator, consciously or unconsciously,
tries to transfer the intrinsic elements of the source language into the target
language without being adjusted to the new linguistic and cultural

&9



Alshniet, Exploring the concept of faithfulness in translation

environment. Unless the nature of the text states otherwise (as in the case
of religious texts), the author’s intention and the text function should be
the priority of any translation act. One of the implications of the misuse
of the faithful translation method could have critical consequences,
especially in the case of political or diplomatic texts.
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