Level ;: 02

Module : Translation Semester :03

Mr : BOULKHESSAIM Adel
Translating Synonymy

89 Lexical Probiems

2.2.Translation of SYNONYMY: (3 i)

Synonymy is the sameness, or the similarity of meaning between two or more
words. Such words are described as synonymous, or synonyms. For example, ‘big’,

‘large” and “huge’ are synonyms. Usually synonyms are divided into two major types:

L.Absolute synonyms: Words which are perfectly identical in meaning.
2.Near{or close)synonyms: Words which are similar to one another in meaning.

It is a well-established universal fact in the study of meaning, words and
tanguage in general that absolute synonyms do not exist in languages or are quite rare,
to say the least. The reason is that there is no need for more than one word {or -
signifier) to describe the same thing or idea (or signified) in a language. However,
when two or more words are used to describe the same thing, there must be a
difference of some kind between them. The examples used in this section illustrate the
reasons for such a difference.

Parallel to that is the fact that near synonyms are commonplace in any language,
spoken or written. They are even indispensable to cover all shades of difference within
one and the same range of meaning. The main problem for the students is that in most
cases they understand ail synonymous words as absolute synonyms only. That is, ail
the English words similar in meaning have the same identical meaning in Arabic. The
following is a discussion of four majer problems of translating SYnonymy.

(1) The first problem is the translation of synonyms of emotive charge: eg.

1. “He is angry™: (o-ple i)
2. “He is discomforted™: (st o)
3. “He is annoyed”: | . O’ Gtz CiaiafOlad gy
4. “He is disturbed/bothered™: | (e )
5. “He is inconvenient™: | ()
6. “He is agitated™ (el gl fainn )
5. “He is furious™ (Bt 0 jaz /Dol yay
8. “He is enraged/outraged™; (Lm'- blisa gy
9, “He is worried”; (mmans 2[5 40y

10.*He is nervous™: (S5 3m)
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11.He is impatient™: (o100 AiSf puall 33U pa)
12.*“He is discontented”; (sl ) s g2)
13.“He is displeased™ (3.0 g 1520 3
14.“He is wrathed/raged™: ('L-M— @-L“" )
15.“He is bothered™: (amss 32)
16."He is exasperated" (il s g2

Here are sixteen synonyms for one and the same meaning of ‘anger’ (<-2é).

They are not exhaustive. They form together what is called a ‘lexical set’ or a *lexical
field® of anger. We have sixteen different words in English and fourteen words
equivalent to them in Arabic. This can be described as the precision of translation.
However, the problem for the students is that it is a hard task for them to find the
precise synonymous word in Arabic.

The solution to this problem can be traced in the following discussion: On a
grading scale, this lexical set can be divided into three main levels of meaning:
ANGRY the middle, A LITTLE ANGRY below, and VERY ANGRY above, as
illustrated by the following diagram.

VERY ANGRY Lo ol
ANGRY sl
LITTLE ANGRY Wi sl

In this scale, ‘ANGRY’ is considered as the central level of meaning, and the

other two levels are drawn in comparison to it. Applying this to the whole set of
synonyms, we may have the following reclassification under the below (A LITTLE

ANGRY) and the above (VERY ANGRY) levels:
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A LITTLE ANGRY: nervous, worried, disturbed,  discomforted, inconvenient,
displeased, discontented, annoyed, bothered.

(o) g (S g gk gl b it mtia (3 g D ol

: i(d!l-ﬂ.—i}{t.am Yol
VERY ANGRY: 1mpatlent agltated enraged, furious, wrathed, eanperated
it b Lz porbn (Dobias iz bzt (ol gayeo faas ¢ poall 3L ow ki

When the students find the equivalent word in Arabic for, say, agitated (.lu-'..,.),
they are giving the most suitable version. However, when they do not find (L=L.) or

(L) or (L-.u» bizia), they can use the general translation (!'-t» 242} for it or any of
the words that come under it.

Similarly, {_ax<) is the precise Arabic word for ‘discomforted’, Yet, when the
students are -for some reason- unable to find it, they can use the general translation of
this level (‘.&Ll» rl#). Also, (z 50), (L) or (axae) s applicable here.

The important thing for students is to know that the meaning of any word in this
lexical family of anger is within the general scope of (w2£) in Arabic. The next stage
is to distinguish the level of this emotion, anger. Is it normal? below normal? or above
normal? This distinction is required because ‘bothered’( axzs), for instance, is quite

different from ‘raged’ (w Gariu). That is, a bothered_person is normal and controls

himself, whereas an outraged person is abnormal, for he does not controt himself and
loses his senses. That is why a divorce by a raged husband is pardoned in Islam,
whereas an inconvenient, discomforted man’ s divorce is not.

The solution: When the students are unable to make such a distinction, they
should resort to the general name of the whole set, i.e. anger («.as).

Now the students have three solutions ordered in preference:;

1.To distinguish the precise equivalent word in Arabic.
2.To distinguish the general level of the meaning of the word, and transiate it into it,
3.To translate any word in the same lexical set into the general title name of this set.

It must be stressed that all the students’ efforts should concentrate on number
one, so that they can achieve precision of translation, which is the uftimate aim of the
translator. Yet, when the students are unable -for good reasons- to take up “1°, they
can go for ‘2’ and then for ‘3’ as their last resort.” .
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{2) The second problem of translating synonymy cOncerns the synonyms which can
be described as absolute in 2 certain context only, because it is extremely difficult to
differentiate among them as much in English as in Arabic transtation:

e.g:

1. start
2. begin
3. commence

In English, there is no difference in the meaning of these three words as verbs.
However, they differ in other respects:

|.Their combination with other words (i.e. collocations and idioms). For example,
only “start’ can be used in the following expression:

“To start from a scratch™: (A o )
However, both ‘begin’ and “start’ are used in:

“To start with/to begin with”: (:.J S dfa f b oy

(See collocations and idioms later).

2 The use of ‘start’ only as a phrasal verb (i.e. verbta preposition or an adverb} to
form new meanings(e.g. start off, start on, start out, etc. ), whereas ‘begin’ and
‘commence’ are usually not used as phrasal verbs. '

3. Only “start’ is used both as a noun and 2 verb , while *begin’ has ‘beginning’, and
‘commence’ has ‘commencing/commencement’ 45 nouns.

4. Commence’ is of Latin origin and, therefore, formal, whereas ‘start’ and ‘begin’
are Old English and German and, hence, less formal, or informal.

Yet at translating these words into Arabic, they have one translation only (i.e.l).
Students, therefore, do not need to think of three different words in Arabic, such as,
say, (lu), (bt < Jes') because they look artificial. That is, the three words are the

same, with (1) as the commonest in use. On the other hand, other synonyms like
(s, (A42) and (g ) are unnecessary and confusing, because they are further

dimensions for the original meaning (i), Thus they have different words in English

(‘open’, ‘inaugurate’ and ‘incept’ respectively).
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Thus the problem here has an easy solution for students. In the following
examples, the same translation applies.

1. “We started at 8 a.m.™ (i dalth bt i Gl
2. “We began at 8 a.m.™ (Lo Tl 2Ll de Uiy
3. “We commenced at 8 a.m.”; (e Al 2eld) e Uiy

Another common example is the translation of the English words of obligation:
‘must, ought to, should, have to, has to, am to, is to, are to’, All these words have one

meaning in Arabic (i.e.o} o). Other variations like <,z /(chekle)/(ofof 1Y/ of  grer)

(s* are also equally acceptable, with (0! ) as the most frequent in use.

The Arabic translation is not affected by the formality or informality of the
English words. That is, “must, ought to, should, have/has/had to’ are more formal than
‘am/isfare/was/were to’, which are classified as informal in English. However, we can

have a similar classification in Arabic for (of (i) and(of 2} as formal, and

((Oheide) and ((pufof 4 V) as informal. But this classification is not always acceptable
in Arabic, as the former is used in the Holy Quran, whose language is all in all formal.
Here is an example: (<33 ally & 98"y o35, 4 3,1,40 sy (the father of the child showld

bear responsibility for the cost of the mother’s food and clothing) (The Cow, 233).
The latter, on the other hand, is used frequently in Arabic classical poetry which is
also a formal variety: e.g.:

ey OF 28l Y &:e-;u,&fg}.;ll-l&u

(and darkness ought to clear up and handcuffs oughs ro break down)

S0, any of these Arabic words can be used to transiate any of the English words of
obligation mentioned above, regardless of its formality or informality: e.g.

1. “You must leave now !” f1OW ok of whde Lty
2. *“You ought to leave now !” [oW s ol e o
3. “You should leave now ! fOW s Of slle
4. “You have to leave now ! e 0b g VO s Of wlle o 42

3. “You are to leave now {” : (oY ol ol Wde 5

(Any of the five Arabic versions translates all the five English equivalents).
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The final example for this point is the translation of the adverbs of contrast at the
beginning of sentences only: ‘however, but, yet, nevertheless, nonetheless’, and the
expression ‘having said that’ (see also ch.1: sentence connectors):

Usually, ‘but’ is translated into(Z5/-55); ‘however® into &) Jef 4 -0 25 lags)
(= “yet/still’ into ((LU3)lhs o2 4o/ S3); ‘nevertheless/nonetheless’ into ( ae s/l of 5 5

<M3); and ‘having said that” into (&8s W o2 » ofells ~* #3). Three points can be noted
here:

1. Al the transations in Arabic express the meaning of contrast. Therefore, anyone
can be used to translate all the words in English, in case other synonyms are not
within reach, for some reason.

2. Three more translations are available in Arabic and can equally transtate all the
English synonyms: (o Yifof wefol p2).

3. The more frequent translation for ‘however’, (J~ js° L&y is dropped because it
is informal, or even colloquial, and, therefore, not advisable to use.

The problem of synonymy here lies only in the students’ ability to understand
these words of contrast, especially confusing ones like ‘having said that’, which would

be translated wrongly by many as: '(L'un OO il e ol L 2 ),

Then, the solution is to choose any word of contrast in Arabic to translate them
e.g.

“Snakes are harmful. Yet they can be useful”: (pe s/LgSY/Ul uayld) VI .35 54 {_Fsﬁﬂ*i)

| (b 055 o (K525 15 gfdn 51
(Multipie technical terms can also be subsumed under absolute synonymy (see
pp.169-70 below)

(3} The third problem of translating synonymy, which is difficult for many students to
work out, is the possible muitiplicity of synonymous versions in the TL which can be
-acceptable, but only in general ferms. This is a common practice in everyday use of
~language, be it written or spoken. We frequently express ourselves in_ different
synonymous ways and in other words, with the same meaning in general being kept.
More frequent than this is the habit of explaining difficult words by means of using
synonymous common, easy words. This is fairly recurrent with almost all words and
phrases in language except for most technical, scientific terms which cannot accept

6
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but one recognized translation to avoid ambiguity or being confused with other close
terms. The following example illustrates the point.

This English statement: “The soldiers stood to their guns in the battle” can be
translated into the following versions in Arabic, which I venture to call "the Language
of Synonymy":

Sl 3 g dae
35 ad Al (3 5 gl fasnsl Ly
INIUIPIREPE SPE I ¢
o gl Al 3 gl g8, 5 o LS g
AST Ak (3500 Aelad 3 pdd gl Lo
G;Jn Gl (3 gkal) Wy 5 g (i
B el 30 W Ly
S all 3 gl o 2yt 213 A
VIR IE I IR RCHVED IR
Al (3 gt g § 2 it ast et

All these versions render the SL message in broad terms and within the same

range of meaning of steadfastedness (<> 4ealy. They are good translations that

anyone can be used to translate the English origin satisfyingly. Having said that, we
have to admit that there are considerable stylistic differences of lexical choice and
grammatical structure among them. That is, for stylistic reasons, and when
specification and high degree of accuracy are required, they have to be reconsidered in
translation. Stylistic differences of these types are discussed exhaustively in the next
chapter, which is wholly assigned to stylistic probiems of translation.

{4) The fourth problem of translating synonymy is the translation of the so-called
‘familiar alternative terms’ (Newmark, 1988: 201-4, See also Ghazala’s translation of

the book, 2004: 330-336). Familiar alternatives (%W j#udy are informal, local,

intimate and cordial nicknames, words or phrases used as substitutions for other
formal ones. Here are examples:

I. “The Secure Land/City” ( for Makkah Al-Mukarramah})
@ S0 A 1o ALy
2. “The Good City” (for Al-Madinah Al-Munawwarah) _
(5o Ladd il 1l
3. “The Sharp Distinguisher” (between truth and falsehood) (for the Companion

7
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of the Prophet Muhammad -peace be to him-, Omar Ibn Al-Khattab)

4. “Allah’s Drawn Sword” (for: the Muslim Leader and Companion,
Khaled bt Al-Waleed)

(40 b oy g o Wt ) Uy o) 2 gl i i
5."The malicious disease/that disease/The disease, oh, God protect us”
(for: cancer}

(Ol ol sLile gl P LY O X )

6. “Chicken pox” (for: variceila) (Gloseld (sl (8 iy

7. “0ld Reekie” (for: the city of Edinburgh)
(oSl 6 pis] il ¢ pome éﬂ,}

8. “The Boot” (for : Italy, after its map which looks like the boot)
(o A i e e oY Wi 1ae b

9. “The Red Devils” (for: the English Manchester United Football Club)
(A3 N Y g il 5o d) 1 ) b
10. "“The Boss” (for: the Saudi Football Club, Al-Hilaly;
“The Chief/Leader” (for: Al-Ittihad Football Club)

{ PPAN ggbu :.L:MJ'.J EH.EJ\ SJS.! gaf.,,J'l JuiA {;gzL-J r_..r-)J!)

These familiar alternatives (italicized in Eriglish, and underlined in Arabic)
translate their formal equivalents properly, However, they create a problem of
translation for students in two respects: The difficulty to find them in general
reference books like dictionaries; and, when found, the difficulty to understand their
local connotations and cultural implications for foreign students of different cultures

(e.g. some might be sensitive to a nickname like ‘the red devils’ cabladt oLt in

Arabic). These problems, however, are solvable nowadays with sophisticated channels
of communications among peoples and countries being accessible to almost
everybody, everywhere. In any case, students are reminded to be careful at translating
these terms, or using them in translation The safest solution is perhaps to explain these
terms in brackets..
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Implied in all these major problems of translating synonymy is the disturbing problem
of hesitancy as to which synonym is more appropriate to use in a certain text and
context when several options are available in the TL, especially when accuracy is

demanded. "The Great Theatre’, to take an example, can be translated into - ..l%

(b oo eadoallf pSH. However, and perhaps surprisingly, only (= £ %) is
acceptable because it is the habitual collocation in Arabic. Such hesitation is mainly
due to monosemous, literal undertanding of words, native language interference and
poor skills of collocability and word combination, and habitual use of language on the
part of students and translators. The solution to this problem is to beware of
understanding words as monosemous, having on¢ common meaning in all texts and
contexts, and check and double-check word combinations and collocation in the TL
that are nowadys available in good general bilingual dictionaries( e.g. Al-Mawred Al-
Akbar (English-Arabic)(2005), Atlas Ensyclopedic Dictionary(English-Arabic)
(2003)) and specialist dictionaries of collocations (a case in point is Ghazala's two
Dictionaries of Collocations (English-Arabic) (2007), and (Arabic-English)
{forthcoming 2009).

To sum up, the translation of synonymy is sometimes difficult and complicated.
Some synonymous words, especially those with emetive charge (e.g. anger, fear, love,
hatred, etc.) may have a meaning of different leveis each. The students of translation
as well as translators are, therefore, required to take them into consideration in their
Arabic translation.

Nevertheless, synonymy can be translated eastly when the distinction between the
levels of meaning is unnecessary and unimportant. Only a term of general nature (e.g.
expressing consent, contrast, surprise, courage, etc.) is needed instead.

Also, the possibility of having several synonymous, equﬁlly acceptable versions
of translation is very often available, but with some restrictions, though, as will be
demonstrated in the third chapter below.

The tricky, but interesting probtem of translating familiar alternatives should be
handled with care in transtation into Arabic for its sensitive, cultural and local flavour

and nature in language.

Generally speaking, when accuracy is essential, the translation of synonymy
becomes more difficult and delicate. Yet, with more care and concerted efforts by
teachers, students of transiation and translators, it is hoped that this accuracy in the
translation of synonymy can be achieved.



