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Translation and the question of cultural identity in a post-colonial context
the model of literary translation from Arabic into English and French
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Abstract

Literary Translation, as a cultural practice,
contributes in  constructing new cultural
identities, for it has the power to convey an
image of the foreign cultures (source culture) to
the local culture (target culture), which is known
in post-colonial translation theory as cultural
representation. However, Translation, in a post
colonial context, raises the problem of power
imbalance between languages /cultures of the
West and those of the Orient, and thus the
problem of cultural hegemony. That being said,
this article aims to shed the light on the
ideological,  political and  socio-cultural
dimensions of post-colonial translation through
tackling the model of translating Arab literature
into hegemonic Western languages, namely
French and English. It also attempts to highlight
the role of translation in maintaining or
deconstructing stereotypes about the other.

Keywords: Literary translation; Post-colonial
translation theory; Representation; Cultural
identity; Stereotypes.

Résumé

La traduction littéraire, comme pratique culturelle,
contribue a construire de nouvelles identités
culturelles dans la mesure ou elle a le pouvoir de
transmettre une image des cultures étrangeres
(sources) a la culture locale (Cible) ; ce que 1’on
appelle dans la théorie de la traduction
postcoloniale : la représentation. Cependant, la
traduction dans un contexte postcolonial pose la
problématique de I’inégalité¢ des forces entre les
langues/cultures de 1’Occident et celles de 1’Orient,
et par conséquent la problématique de I’hégémonie
culturelle. Ainsi, cet article vise a jeter la lumiére
sur les dimensions idéologiques, politiques et
socioculturelles de la traduction postcoloniale en
abordant le modéle de la traduction de la
littérature arabe vers les langues occidentales
hégémoniques, en I’occurrence 1’anglais et le
frangais ; il vise notamment a mettre 1’accent sur le
role de la traduction dans la fixation ou la
déconstruction des stéréotypes sur I’ Autre.

Mots clés: Traduction littéraire; théorie de Ia
traduction postcoloniale; Représentation; Identité
culturelle ; Stéréotypes.
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“(...) of all major world literatures, Arabic remains relatively
unknown and unread in the West, for reasons that are quite
unique and, | think, remarkable at a time when tastes here
for the non-western are more developed than before, even
more compelling contemporary Arabic literature is at a
particularly interesting junctures.”3
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“As if an iron curtain of indifference and prejudice ruled out

any attention to texts that did not reiterate the usual clichés
about ‘Islam’, violence, sensuality, and so forth. A seemingly
deliberate policy maintains a kind of monolithic reductionism
where the Arabs and Islam are concerned.”3®
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for Literature to Naguib “The award of the Noble Prize
Mahfouz, in 1988, gave a great boost to Arab literature.
Mahfouz, it was realized, was not the only Arab who could
write. Most of his fiction is now available in English.”*®
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‘I wanted to translate a volume of contemporary Syrian
literature. | thought of the work of * Abd al-Salam Al-Ujaili’
was very good and well worth putting into English. ‘Ujaili’ is
a doctor in his seventies who has written poetry, criticisms,
novels and short storis (...) | proposed to my British
publisher a volume of ‘ujaili’'s short stories. The editor said
“There are three things wrong with the idea. He is male. He
is old, and he writes short stories. Can you find a young
female novelist?"4
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“Conversely, modern Arabic literature remains neglected by
academia (only one active university professor in France,
Nada Tomich, is a specialist in modern Arabic literature).
News papers and magazines whose literary critics review
diverse Latin American, English, or Japanese authors still
prefer to turn to the ‘expert’ on Arab or Oriental affaires
when asked to review a novel translated from Arabic.”#4

aa i 3) AaplSY) Bla s A Wik Cuaall el ) iy cdiad) o
PR T T\ I - SO FONPLIE TR APRCLEA IR I S A E X PR IPOA P STk
QUSI Jleel Caline ¢ysma¥) WaalEs miy O ccladlly 20 ,alls(Cyaal
oaladl ) g sa ol O shaaiy |l ke -Galild) QUSH 5 Salaiy) QU e S
On Fan e A5 ) il g Callal Letie 48 5all o Ay jall Llalll 3 Gaanadia
(Rald) daa j5) " A =l

exiall ol QoYL plaia ) Comaa "y gaSla iy a3l 2 ey
<" B Y] 23 el sa slansd Loy ol ") puiadU" sl bl 6 gl s 8 8
Gl 4 oYl ol Al e dple @i (S Ll zigas s g
4 el e sa0 3l 5l (@1EYIM e Liadl 23 gail) 138 Jaa LS ¢ Ay 2l
ol allall G sl Jpgl)l G AN S Ge kil Leail
Sle 1S el Lallal A yall Ana¥) Jlae Y1 3l o daa 5 o Jal « 45 jall
(Gl Dlal Ha s M@ (8 Gualiiall Cpealadl s Adlal) (e 0 gana ) sean
SV Ll ks S 3 ¢ el e alall ) seenll dalia Jlae ¥l el oS5 W1 il
On Aad Jlad) e LY aedll dpantiig g Baaas e Ll o cilea i ol
ol 138 8" G seSla” Uiy Cun "G Clal oy Cpladinall GaaaSY)
“Since orientalism is first and formost an area of
scholarship, it is no wonder that the criterion of good
translation in the orientalist paradigm is one of ‘scientific
accuracy. Translation is not meant to be read by a non
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