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Abstract - This paper has the twofold aim of studying the translatability of Arabic texts by means of a machine from a 
cultural perspective. Considering Arabic as a source language culture, the idea of the translatability of Arabic texts is 
manifested in this paper in two ways. In the first perspective the concept is viewed with reference to the absence of lexical 
equivalents in the target language. In the second one, the concept of reference is considered as part of the source language 
but expressed in a way specific to the source culture. The paper, and in view of the presence of some culturally-bound items 
in Arabic, is fuelled by the following question: What impact does culture have on machine translation from and to Arabic?  
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I. INTRODUCTION  
 
As long as men do speak different languages, 
translation continues to exist and more and more 
reflections and efforts are made to bring the world 
together in this digitalized era. On what concerns 
machine translation, many programmes and software 
were created to allow translators to take advantage of 
the numerous applications that were provided by 
modern technologies since the advent of automated 
translation in the late fifties. However, these 
technologies proved to have many inadequacies and 
challenges. This contribution examines the impact of 
the cultural load on machine translation and the 
problem it poses to users of Arabic. It; therefore, 
shows at a first step that the absence of suitable 
equivalents for some linguistic units constitutes a 
challenge for automated translation as it creates 
untranslatability dimensions. At a further step, it 
tackles the problem of words which do have their 
equivalents in the target language but may be 
misinterpreted and misunderstood since they are 
expressed in a way specific to the source culture.  
 
II. ON THE TRANSLATABILITY OF TEXTS 
AND CULTURES  
 
The notion of culture which has always been subject 
to heated debates is crucial in considering the 
implications for translation, and despite the 
differences in opinion as to whether language is part 
of culture or not, the two notions appear to be 
inseparable. Arguably, many of the definitions 
supplied to the term agree on the relational aspect of 
language to culture. Lotman (1978), for instance, 
affirms that there is no language which can exist 
unless it is steeped in the context of culture; and that 
no culture can exist if it does not have at its centre, 
the structure of a natural language. Newmark (1988) 
does not only relate ‘culture’ to ‘language’ but he 
also acknowledges that each language group has its 
own culturally specific features when he defines 
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’ (ibid.94). 
Basically, all anthropologists and all men working in 
the field of culture would agree on at least two salient 
categories of human activity the term culture 
generally addresses. These are the personal and the 
collective aspects. For the first aspect, the term 
applies to the personal level whereby a person or an 
individual thinks and functions as such. The second 
aspect which includes a collectivity of persons who 
are likely to live and function in a social context is 
about sharing the same beliefs and values in a 
community. Language similarly underpins the two 
pillars upon which culture is built. And so, a good 
translation to a target language requires a good 
understanding of the source culture which is 
embedded in the forms, the structures and the 
meanings of the source language. 
Though it has been long taken for granted that 
translation deals only with language, since there are 
many definitions in the literature of translation which 
presented the term as rendering a textual material in 
one language referred to as a source language into 
another textual material of a target language, the 
cultural component has gained much consideration 
only in the last decades, and it has been so brought to 
discussion by many scholars especially in the field of 
fiction and literary productions. The contemporary 
view which approaches language as an integral part 
of culture and which is seen in Hymes (1964) works, 
does not divide language from extralinguistic reality. 
On the contrary it relates it to contexts and situations 
of use. Toury (1978:200), for instance, applies the 
idea of translation to ‘a kind of activity which 
inevitably involves at least two languages and two 
cultural traditions’ And likewise, there have been 
many works in attempt to cover what has been termed 
machine or automated translation which is the 
process by which an input or a source language is 
translated into an output or a target language by 
means of a computer and some suitable software. The 
term covers two features. The first one is machine 
translation wherein the source text is fully translated 
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automatically. Yet, the output can still be viewed by a 
translator for a post-editing phase either fully or 
partially. The second type is machine-aided 
translation and it requires the human involvement at 
more stages of translation. One may guess that the 
difference between the two features is mainly on the 
amount of the human intervention during the 
translation process. For this, we believe that the term 
machine-aided translation somehow serves the 
purpose of this paper, but still we opt to use machine 
translation as a more general term to refer to both 
types in this paper, because after all a simple reading 
of the final output by a human translator is a 
prerequisite to evaluate the authenticity of its 
translation. 
In principle, people working in the field are very 
often not to deal only with the structural aspect of a 
source language and how to transform it into a 
suitable structure from a target language, but most 
importantly they usually find themselves confronting 
the problems of how to treat the cultural aspects 
implicit in a source text and how to find the most 
appropriate technique of successfully conveying these 
aspects in the target language. Difficulties are 
therefore not only of a purely morphological or 
grammatical character but also of equally 
fundamental aspects that are linked to the 
understanding of a social, economic, political, 
historical, and cultural context. Generally, such 
problems, which may take several forms ranging 
from the choice of suitable lexical content and syntax 
to ideologies and ways of life, usually vary in scope 

depending on how close are the cultural traditions of 
the source language to those of the target language. 
Many theoreticians agree on the fact that not all sorts 
of texts can be translated in language. Quillard 
(1988), from the one hand, and in imitation of 
Nobokov who strongly believes that poetry is not 
subject to translation, affirms that the translation of 
puns, ambiguities and humour is impossible. Catford 
(1965) on the other hand claims that translatability 
vs. untranslatability seems to be a cline rather than a 
clear-cut dichotomy, and so texts and items are more 
or less translatable rather than absolutely translatable 
or untranslatable. He also sorts out two aspects of 
translatability / untranslatability. One is at the 
linguistic level, i.e. vis-à-vis the use of language as 
far as items and structures are concerned. The other is 
at the level of culture, and it regards the cross cultural 
similarities and differences between the culture of the 
source language and that of the target language. In 
automated translation linguistic untranslatability 
appears when it is not possible to find the 
corresponding equivalents of some formal items or 
features of the source language input in the target 
language output. Cultural untranslatability appears 
‘when a situational feature, functionally relevant for 
the SL text, is completely absent in the culture of 
which the TL is a part’ (Ibid. 99), and the result is the 
production of an unusual collocation in the target 
language. The following list of religious words, for 
instance, suggests cases of untranslatability in the 
Arabic culture: 

 
III. HINDRANCES LINKED TO 
CULTURALLY-BOUND ITEMS 
 
Arabic, and though it has gained a lot of attention in 
the last decades by people working in natural 
language processing in general and automated 
translation in particular, is widely considered as one 
of the most difficult languages to deal with in the 
field of translation. Most of these difficulties arise 
because of technical deficiencies, as the poor 
software support which is available in the market 
does not fulfil and satisfy the needs of customers. In 
web technology there are not enough grammar 
checkers for Arabic, and the available search engines  

 
and string-processing utilities to handle Arabic are 
not powerful sufficiently to facilitate the job of 
translators from and to this Semitic language. 
It is true that the lack of adequate computer software 
and the extensive reliance of Arabic researchers in the 
field of natural language processing and automated 
translation on foreign languages like English and 
French at the expense of their first language pose a 
challenge to the translation of Arabic texts, but this is 
by no means the only reason. The idea is that there 
exist within the Arabic system features which are 
peculiar to the language and the culture it underpins 
and which may impede the process of translation. 
Some of these factors which are likely to bring about 
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failure in the proper introduction of a clear convey of 
meanings and a perfect understanding of ideas are 
related to stylistic relationships of harmony, 
disharmony, irony, paradox, metaphor and other 
figures of speech, and these are generally found at the 
phonological level as well as the lexical and the 
structural levels. That is why the translation of many 
Arabic texts represents in many occasions a challenge 
to users of other languages. 
Indeed, difficulties in translating texts are usually due 
to differences between the source and the target 
cultures. People of a given culture conceive things 
from their own perspective which does not always 
match the way of thinking of users of another culture. 
Larson (1984: 95) notes that: ‘different cultures have 
different focuses. Some societies are more technical 
and others less technical’. Differences in languages 
and cultures lead to difficulties in translating. 
Generally, the more divergent the source and the 
target cultures are the more challenging is the work of 
translators, and the more similar these cultures are the 
easier is the task of translating. 
As for translation from and to Arabic, differences 
among the Arabic and the English cultures, for 
instance, represent an area of difficulty and 
misinterpretation. The examples we suggest here, 
with reference to names of animals and colours, are 
used to give more understanding to the point. The 
word ‘donkey’ is usually used to symbolise silly, 
stubbornness, and hard working, and so it is usually 
employed with some negative connotations to depict 
a foolish slow thinking person who refuses to do what 
he has been asked in both cultures. This animal; 
therefore, does not make a case of difference for 
people who belong to the English culture, for 
instance, and so it does not pose any difficulty to the 
job of translators who admittedly share the same idea 
about it. The owl instead is among the animals which 
are not culturally conceived from the same 
perspective. If the word ‘owl’ is associated with 
wisdom and grace in the English culture, it carries 
some negative connotations linked with pessimism, 
destruction, ruin, and death in Arabic. In pre-Islamic 
poetry, for instance, this bird was believed to be one 
of the followers of the djinn1, and if it comes and it 
gets in someone’s house, it predicts the death of its 
owners. The situation is similar for dogs. While most 
western cultures consider the dog as a positive 
symbol, the Arabs view this animal as evil, and he is 
not to be kept indoors, and so is the case for pigs who 
symbolize impurity and defilement in most if not all 
Arab communities. As far as colours are concerned, 
and in view of the American culture, the blue colour 
is perceived as a symbol of sadness, mourning, death 
and stability2 in the United States, in the Middle East, 
it is thought to be a protective colour, and so it has a 
more positive connotation. Cultural differences of 
this type makes of the meaning of some Arabic words 
lost when translated into English. The process 
therefore is not merely about translating items and 

structures, but it is rather about translating a whole 
culture that wraps their use. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
One of the most difficult problems in translating texts 
from and to Arabic is found in the differences 
between the Arabic culture and the other culture 
which forms the basis of the source language text or 
the target language text. The cultural load can 
therefore pose a real challenge to the job of 
translators. The fact that culture manifests a complex 
collection of human experiences with multiple facets 
as it includes artistic forms, civilisation criteria, social 
structures, religious beliefs, traditional customs and 
all what relates to some aspects of everyday life 
makes the transfer from a source language to a 
different target language a kind of critical and 
challenging task and accordingly entails heavy 
demands on the part of human translators. And so, if 
the translator does not have enough understanding 
and knowledge about the text he deals with, he may 
be satisfied with a word-for- word translation, the 
kind of transfer we usually get by a machine, but he is 
prone to miss a sense-for-sense translation. The truth 
is that there is no operational computer system which 
has this capacity to determine the intended meanings 
of words in discourse and to resolve problems of 
ambiguity in the same way as humans do by 
reference to context and knowledge of the world. Yet, 
and though artificial intelligence can never replace 
human minds, there is still a lot of work to do in the 
field of machine translation. Only a true collaboration 
of men working in the fields of linguistics, 
anthropology, sociology, natural language processing, 
and certainly many other domains can actually help 
translators go beyond linguistic and cultural 
hindrances in translation. 
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