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Abstract 

The present paper aims to show the relevance of pragmatic theories for the actual work of translators. Based 

on a selective body of authentic translation examples, the study demonstrates how implicit meaning as encapsulated 

in several pragmatic phenomena including presuppositions, speech acts, conversational implicatures , and politeness 

can seriously affect the quality of the translation product. It argues for a pragmatically-oriented process of translation 

where the main goal of the translator is to strike a balance between what is said and what is meant in human 

communication. In many cases, this balance should work in favor of what is meant in order to avoid communication 

breakdowns. 

Keywords: translation, presuppositions, speech acts, conversational implicatures, politeness. 

 
 

1. Introduction 

In contrast with semantics, the study of the relationship between linguistic properties and entities 

in the real world, pragmatics is often defined as the study of language use, i.e. “the study of purposes for 

which [such linguistic forms] are used” (Stalinker 1973: 38). In its narrower sense, pragmatics deals with 

how linguistic elements and contextual factors work side by side in the interpretation of an utterance, 

enabling the hearer/reader to grasp the right meaning intended by the speaker/writer rather than just 

adhering to the referential meaning of an utterance. Emery (2004:150), adapting Blum-Kulka’s            

(1986/2000) views, writes “we have to negotiate a text’s coherence in a dynamic, interactive operation in 

which the covert potential meaning relationship among parts of a text is made overt by the reader/listener 

through processes of interpretation.” Several studies on pragmatic problems (Levinson 1983; Leech 1983; 

Farghal and Shakir 1994; Farghal and Borini 1996,1997; Emery 2004; Hall 2008; Farghal 2012) have 

shown that speech acts, addressing terms, conversational implicature and politeness strategies are the 

main areas that put extra efforts on translators, requiring them to make every effort “to encode and decode 

contextually based implicit information” (Farghal: 2012: 132).  
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To begin with, speech acts (Austin 1962) such as requesting, ordering, threatening, warning, 

suggesting, permitting and the like are universal. However, each language has its own conventionalised 

ways to express such speech acts, hence their non-universal cross-cultural application (cf. Benthalia and 

Davies 1989; Farghal and Borini 1996, 1997; Al-Zoubi and Al-Hassnawi 2001; Abdel-Hafiz 2003; Hall 

2008; Farghal 2012). For instance, while English customarily employs conventionalised indirect speech 

acts to express orders or requests, Arabic tends to utilise “formulas containing religious references for 

greeting and thanking, e.g. بارك هللا فيك (lit. 'blessing of God upon you')” as indirect speech acts                   

(Al-Zoubi and Al-Hassnawi 2001: 22).  

In general, language is normally used by people for a certain purpose. This purpose, however, may 

manifest itself at two different levels: the surface level, which is employed to state something, for 

example 'It is hot in here', and the other indirect, yet signifying doing something, for instance 'Could you 

please open the window?'. At times, the underlying meaning of an utterance overrides the superficial one, 

thereby relaying “added effects such as those associated with, say, a request or admonition”                 

(Hatim and Mason 1990: 179). Added to this, when stating something and having in their minds a 

function of doing something, people do not create an utterance “without intending it to have an effect” 

(Ibid). The picture that has been conjured up here is that there is a message that has three dimensions. 

Austin (1962) labels these three dimensions as locution (What is said), illocution (What is intended) and 

perlocution (What follows in terms of physical and psychological consequences), respectively. 

The literature on linguistic pragmatics deals mainly with issues that go beyond the reach of a 

purely semantic account. These usually include presuppositions (Kempson 1975; Levinson 1983; 

Kadmon 2001), speech acts (Austin 1962; Searle 1969, 1976), conversational implicatures (Grice 1975), 

and politeness (Brown and Levinson 1978/1987; Leech 1983). Reviews of these pragmatic theories can 

be found in several publications (e.g. Levinson 1983; Thomas 1995). In terms of translation, there have 

appeared a few publications that look at translation activity from a pragmatic perspective which basically 

distinguishes between 'direct' or s(timulus)-mode' translation and 'indirect' or 'i(nterpretation)-mode' 

translation (Gutt 1991, 1996; Hicky 1998; AlMazan-Garcia 2001). Regardless of the theoretical basis of 

pragmatic accounts, the focus is on how to explain indirectness in human communication or how to 

explain  how a language user can mean more than what s/he says. When it comes to translation, the key 

issue is how to capture indirectness in human communication and how to invest the resources available in 

both languages when rendering it. The following subsections will give a small taste of the significance of 

different levels of indirectness and the kind of challenges they present to translators. 

 

2. Presuppositions 

Wikipedia defines a pragmatic presupposition as "an implicit assumption about the world or 

background belief relating to an utterance whose truth is taken for granted in discourse". Because 

presuppositions are background assumptions that are pegged to certain lexical items or structures which 

are called presupposition-triggers (e.g. definite expression, iteratives, cleft structures, etc.), one would 

assume that they can be captured quite easily in translation. This is not always the case, however. 
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Consider the two  excerpts below, the first translated from English and the second from Arabic into 

English:   

لتقوم بالنمو،  وضع خاليا عضلية في طبق اختبار لقد كانت لديه فكرة ساذجة مؤادھا أن باإلمكان: "رولين. بوفي ھذا المجال يقول  )1( 

  .)52، ص 2011، 9/10 ، ع27، م مجلة العلوم". (، فسوف تحصل على اللحم خالل عامينھذا المشروعوأنك إذا أنفقت ماال في 

 

 (2) "You're right". Aisha laughed to relieve her tension and continued: "There's a big difference        

between the death of the boy in the street and this story". (Palace Walk, p. 124) 

 

 The reader of the Arabic excerpt will understand that the author is referring to an existing 

project, which is presupposed by the definite expression ھذا المشروع. Similarly, the reader of the English 

excerpt will take it that there was a boy who died in the street, which is presupposed by the definite 

expression 'the death of the boy in the street'. What is surprising, however, is that neither of the 

presuppositions exists in the STs, as can be observed below: 

 (3) "He had a naive idea that you could put muscle cells in a petri dish and they would just grow,         

and if you put money into a project, you'd have meat in a couple of years", says Bernard Roelen. 

        (Scientific American 304 (6), p. 66) 

 

      بين. ("شيء، أما ھذه الحكاية فشيء آخر اختالق موت غالم في الطريق :"لك الحق ثم ضاحكة لتخفف من حدة اھتمامھا" )4( 

  ).120القصرين، ص 

 

While the English text in (3) does not presuppose the existence of a project but rather refers 

generically to any project involving the production of meat in the laboratory, the Arabic text in (4) 

presupposes 'the making up of the death of a boy in the street' rather than 'the death of a boy in the street'. 

As a matter of fact, there is no existing project, nor is there a boy who died in the street insofar as the STs 

are concerned.  

 Surprisingly also, presuppositions arising from iteratives like 'again' may escape some 

translators, as can be shown in the following example:  

  : فھتفت به )5( 

   )118، ص بين القصرين(بك إلى ھنا؟  عادما الذي  -       

   

 (6) She shouted at him, "What are you doing here?" (Palace Walk, p. 123)  

 

As can be seen, the translators (Hutchins and Kenny 1990) have missed the presupposition in the 

example above, viz. the utterance presupposes that 'the addressee had been there before' but this 

presupposition cannot be retrieved from the English translation, which should read something like "What 

brought you here again?"  
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 Let us now look at one more area of presuppositions, namely clefting, which involves more 

subtlety than definite expressions and iteratives. English clefts exhibit a structural strategy which brings 

one constituent in the sentence to contrastive focus. Consider the example below: 

 (7) "It was noon when I hooked him," he said. (The Old Man and the Sea) 

 )1985بعلبكي ( .الظھرلقد أطعمتھا الشص عند  )8( 

On the one hand, the adverbial 'noon' is brought to focus by clefting in the English sentence, thus 

giving rise to the presupposition that 'The speaker hooked him at some time', and the cleft is meant to 

contrastively specify the time of hooking the fish. On the other hand, the translator has opted for an 

unmarked word order in Arabic; hence the presupposition and the contrastive focus are lost. To capture 

the focus, one would offer a rendition like: 

 .عندما أطعمتھا الشص ظھراً  الوقتلقد كان  )9( 

Despite the fact that pragmatic presuppositions are clearly linked to certain lexical items and 

structures, translators need to detect and capture them in order to relay relevant propositional content as 

well as stylistic nuances. The examples discussed in this section show that the damage caused by failing 

to capture presuppositions may range between presenting completely different states of affairs in the 

translation and missing stylistic techniques that involve emphasis and focusing phenomena. 

Consequently, translators need to be alerted to this type of pragmatic inference in order to make sure that 

the background assumptions are incorporated into their translations.  

 

3. Speech Acts 

Speech acts (Austin 1962) refer to the intended meaning (the illocutionary force) rather than the 

literal meaning (the locutionary force) of utterances in communication. While it is true that language 

users can mean exactly what they say in their utterances, it is also true that they can have their utterances 

mean much more than what they say. For example, the interrogative form in English and Arabic is used to 

ask questions in terms of locution and illocution; yet, while maintaining the same locution, it can be 

familiarly employed in both languages to perform many other illocutions including requesting, 

suggesting, rebuking, wishing, approval, disapproval, complaining, etc. Such illocutions are usually 

retrieved from the context in which they are produced, as can be illustrated in the examples below:  

 )10(  ً   :وكان إسماعيل يراقبه بإمعان، فقال باسما

 )362، ص قصر الشوق(؟ أين حسين ليشھد ھذا المنظر -        

  

 (11) Ismail, who was watching him closely, smiled and said, “If only Hasayn were here to witness 

        this.” (Palace of desire, p. 351) 

 

  : وصاحت خديجة في سخرية )12( 

 )57، ص بين القصرين! (؟وماذا تصنع إذا بُلت على نفسك في الوظيفة! ... تتوظف دون الرابعة عشرة -        

 

 (13) Khadija yelled sarcastically, "You want to get a job before you're fourteen! What will you do 



Some Pragmatic Aspects of Arabic/English Translation of Literary Texts  

97 
 

         if you wet your pants at work?" (Palace Walk, p. 57) 

  

In both of the Arabic examples, the interrogative form performs illocutions other than 

'questioning', namely, the illocution of wishing and the illocution of disapproval, respectively. The 

translators (Hutchins and Kenny1990) have done well by capturing these intended illocutions. In the first 

example, they have opted for the wishing conventionalized form in English (if only ...) which conveys the 

illocutionary force in the ST. Yet, they also could have used the same interrogative form to perform the 

wishing illocution in English, viz. "Where's Husayn to witness this?!" In the second example, the 

translators have maintained the same interrogative form to perform the illocution of disapproval. 

 Below are two examples where the same translator (P. Stewart 1981) generally succeeds in the 

first one (14) in conveying a similar illocution though not reflecting the semantics of the Arabic formula, 

while he seriously fails in the second (15): (Children of Gebelawi, 1981 and 1959 ,أوالد حارتنا) 

  :وأيقظه من تھويمته صوت عذب يقول )14(  

  .القھوة يا معلم قاسم -          

  : تحمل الفنجان، فتناوله قائالً " بدرية"إلتفت وراءه فرأى         

  لِم التعب؟ -        

    . يا سيدي تعبك راحة: فقالت        

       

 (15) A sweet voice roused him: "Coffe Mr. Qassem". 

         He turned and saw Badria holding out the cup to him. He took it and said: "Why the trouble, 

         don't bother yourself for me".  

         Badria: "Don't mention it, sir!"  

 

  : وصاح فرحات وسط الزحام )16(  

  . تعال اسمع ما يقال وانظر كيف يعبث العابثون بآل جبل على آخر الزمان -        

        ً     . والمسامح كريم وحدوا هللا: فھتفت عبدة جرعا

 (17) Farhat shouted to the crowds: 

         "Come and hear what people are saying, and see the latest game that's being played with the 

         honour of Gebel's people". 

         Abda shouted wretchedly: "Believe in the One God".  

 

As can be observed, Stewart has managed to render the illocution of the Arabic formulaic 

expression تعبك راحة into an English formulaic expression 'Don't mention it', which falls within the same 

area of conventionalized responses. A semantic rendering like 'Your tiring is a relief for me' would make 

little sense in English. Thus, the search for a similar, conventionalized speech act in the TT is a workable 

solution in cases of this sort. However, the translator could have captured more of the semantics of the 

Arabic formula by offering something like 'It's a pleasure to serve you, sir' or 'I'm never tired of serving 

you, sir'. By contrast, Stewart has settled for a semantic rendering  'Believe in the One God' of the Arabic 
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formulaic expression وحدوا هللا, whose illocution is to urge the addressees to 'calm down' rather than to 

'simply testify to the oneness of God' the way it is when uttered by the Imam addressing Muslims during 

prayers. It would be so difficult for the target reader to deduce the intended illocution based on the 

semantic rendering above. Hence, a translation like 'Calm down, for God's sake?' would be more 

acceptable as it conveys the intended meaning as well as maintain the religious tinge. One should note 

that the translator has opted for omitting the second part of the formula والمسامح كريم. Although this does 

not affect the flow of discourse, it falls short of bringing out a cultural element. Therefore, the addition of 

something like 'God urges us to forgive and forget' would provide a fuller picture of the SL cultural 

features.   

Sometimes, the translator captures the intended illocution of a speech act but betrays the level of 

indirectness in that speech act. The following excerpts from أوالد حارتنا  and Children of Gebelawi illustrate 

this: 

  :ثم قال باندفاع) ... يد سيدة من البلططيقيوھو يفكر في طلب (فضحك جبل في نشوة طفل  )18( 

  . جبل يطلب القرب منكيا معلم،  -        

  

 (19) Gebel said with an impetuousness while he was thinking of Sayyeda, Balkit's daughter: 

         "I want to marry your daughter".  

 

Although Stewart's translation of the Arabic speech act relays the intended illocutionary force, the 

high degree of directness it exhibits is unmotivated. Gebel employs a formulaic speech act  جبل يطلب القرب

 ,which implicitly performs the 'marriage proposal'. The translator (lit. Gebel wants to be close to you) منك

however, has opted for unpacking this illocution in his rendering, something that is not congruent with 

Gebel's state of hesitation and tension accompanying the performance of that speech act indirectly. Had 

the translator taken this into consideration, he would have offered a rendition like 'I would like to ask for 

your daughter's hand'. Such a rendering embodies a level of indirectness and formulaicity comparable to 

that in the SL speech act.      

Sometimes, the translator's decision to omit formulaic speech acts that are meant to enhance the 

phatic/interpersonal function would produce flat translations that betray the author's emotive style. 

Consider the following examples: (Al-Sanusi, The Echo of Kuwaiti Stories (bilingual), 2006) 

                               "".األسد"كما أن التحليالت األولية، تبشر بأن قلبك كقلب . إن ضغطك أفضل من ضغطي...  ما شاء هللا" )20( 

 .)16، ص 2006  السنعوسي  يف: الرجيب(

  

 (21) "Your blood pressure is lower than mine and the initial analysis shows a strong heart". 

 

                           ".إنه ليس علي فرجة في أعلى جبھته لقلت كملذلك الشقي كثيراً، ولوال تلك الفلقد تغير  سبحان مغيّر األحوال" )22( 

  )13، ص 2006السنعوسي  في: الحمد(   

  

 (23) "He looked very different and if the scar on the top of his forehead hadn't been there I wouldn't  
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        have known that it was actually Ali Faraj". 

 

The two omitted formulaic speech acts ما شاء هللا and سبحان مغيّر األحوال express reassurance and 

amazement respectively. One wonders why the translator has chosen to delete them despite the fact that 

they provide the utterances with an important spiritual, emotive tone. It should be noted that there are 

several options in English that would render the illocutions of the two speech acts naturally. The first 

lends itself to formulaic speech acts such as "Thank God!", "Good news!", "Touch wood!", etc. and the 

second can be translated into formulaic speech acts like "Goodness!", "How amazing!", "I can't believe 

it", etc. The rendition of interpersonal speech acts like these preserves the emotive tone of discourse and 

renders the discourse more coherent.   

This section has shown that the appropriate management of speech acts between Arabic and 

English is an important aspect of translation activity. First, translators need to grasp the illocution of the 

speech act in the ST. Then, they need to examine the similar speech acts in the TL in order to choose one 

that performs the same illocution. In particular, utmost attention should be given to the choice between a 

semantic and a pragmatic rendering of a speech act. In this regard, the context of the speech act plays a 

key role in the translator's choice. Therefore, if the semantic translation is not supported enough by the 

context, it needs to be abandoned in favor of a pragmatic one. While a semantic treatment of speech acts 

requires creative solutions to ensure adequacy and potential acceptability in the TL, e.g. أطال هللا عمرك may 

semantically be relayed as 'May you live long', a pragmatic approach needs a good knowledge of 

conventionalized speech acts in the TL to ensure acceptability, e.g. وّحدوا هللا used to induce 'calm' may be 

rendered as 'Calm down, for God's sake' rather than semantically as 'Testify to the oneness of God' or 'Say 

God is one'. The point here is that conventionalized speech acts may converge or diverge between 

languages. When they diverge, they may lend themselves to both a semantic and a pragmatic treatment 

depending on potential transparency and acceptability in the TL.        

 

4. Conversational Implicatures 

In his seminal article "Logic and Conversation" (1975), Grice shows that rationality and reasoning 

enable humans in a cooperative way to both produce and interpret successfully messages that are 

conveyed via conversational implicatures. While language users generally observe the maxims of 

conversation in terms of quality (speaking the truth), quantity (employing the right amount of language), 

manner (expressing things clearly and unambiguously), and relation (to be relevant), on several occasions 

they may choose to flout a conversational maxim for a communicative purpose, i.e. to communicate a 

message indirectly. Flouting or exploiting a maxim fits quite well within the assumption of cooperation in 

human interaction. That is to say, the speaker is well aware of two things: first, the fact he is flouting a 

maxim of conversation and, second, the assumption that the hearer can figure out the conversational 

implicature in his utterance. For example, the speaker saying 'That's great!' addressing the interlocutor 

who has just spilled coffee on his shirt cannot be interpreted at face value; rather, it is taken to mean 

'That's terrible' by the interlocutor and would require an apology. Hence the process of communication 
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continues uninterrupted, thanks to human rationality and reasoning, which is based on the cooperative 

principle between producer and receiver in communication.  

While both speech acts and conversational implicatures deal with indirectness in human 

communication, they have different perspectives. Speech acts (section 3 above) mainly concentrate on 

conventional forms which are used to express different illocutions in language and the fact that each 

conventionalized form can perform various illocutions in different contexts. Conversational implicatures, 

by contrast, focus on our ability to diverge from conventionality and still mean much more than what we 

say. For example, the response 'It's raining' in the two question/answer pairs below conversationally 

implicate different messages: 

 (24) A) Shall we go for a walk? 

          B) It's raining. 

(25) A) What do you think of Bin Laden? 

        B) It's raining.   

 

In this way, the ability to cope with implicated messages depends on the assumption that the 

speaker is cooperative and invites the hearer to use contextual features to arrive at the intended 

conversational implicatures. Or, according to Sperber and Wilson (1986), this ability derives from the 

general assumption that whatever is produced in the course of human communication is relevant to one 

degree or another; hence the hearer exerts every effort to process utterances in light of contextual features 

and, as a result, deems them relevant. If the relevance of an utterance is too low, the hearer will ask for an 

explicature/clarification such as 'I can't get you here' or 'Will you spell out what you exactly mean here?'.  

In terms of translation, translators need to give utmost care to floutings whereby implicit messages 

are conveyed by way of conversational implicature. Other things being equal, what is conversationally 

implicated in the ST should remain conversationally implicated in the TT. Below are two contexts 

relating to marriage where an Arabic metaphor فات القطار 'to miss the train' is employed: 

 )309، ص السكرية. (فاتك القطارأسرع وإال  )26( 

  (27) Hurry up. Otherwise, you'll miss the train.  (Sugar Street, p. 288)              

  .عليّ  بعد تيف  القطار لمناقشت الفكرة، بھدوء، مع والدتي فانتھينا إلى نتيجة مرحة ومشرقة ھي أن . م أفكر آنذاك بالزواجل )82( 

 .)خزين الالمرئياتالتكارلي، (

  

 (29) Although at that time I did not think about marriage, I did discuss the idea quietly, with my mother 

reaching the happy and optimistic conclusion that it was not too  late for me. (Husni and Newman, 

A Hidden Treasure, 2008, pp. 226-227)   

As can be seen, both Arabic texts flout the maxim of quality by referring to marriage by way of 

metaphor, thus conversationally implicating the marriage interpretation. The translators (Hutchins and 

Kenny; Husni and Newman, respectively) have employed different strategies.  While the first translation 

maintains the conversational implicature by using the same metaphor, the second one reduces the 
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metaphor to its communicative import, thus changing an implicit message to an explicit one. The second 

translation would have been more effective if it had maintained the conversational implicature by 

investing the same metaphor in English.  

In the natural practice of communication, the original writer sometimes expresses just a part of the 

message, leaving the reader/translator, after having accessed “the network of conceptual relations which 

underlie the surface text” (Baker 1992: 218) and depending on his/her world knowledge and experience, 

to complete the missing part of the message. Following Blakemore’s (2002: 71) view, it is held here that 

the pragmatic function, i.e. conversational implicature, is only reflected when translators “go further than 

[what is explicitly written], and metarepresent the [ST author’s] thoughts about what he would think [is] 

relevant enough”. By way of illustration, let us consider the following example quoted from Mahfouz’s 

novel زقاق المدق 'Midaq Alley' (1947: 105) and translated by Le Gassick (1975: 108):  

  :فقالت ضاحكة وكأنھا وثقت من امتالكه لألبد) 30(

   !أحطك في عيني وأكحل عليك       

 

(31) She assured him, as if she was certain of possessing him forever, with me you are very safe. 

   

Here, the speaker in the original extract flouts the maxim of quality, i.e. to speak the truth, by 

opting for a metaphorical expression ي وأكحل عليك  lit. I’ll put you in my eyes and apply kohl' أحطك في عين

(immediately) after that' in order to communicate and emphasise her message, thereby giving rise to a 

conversational implicature, that is, 'you are so dear and will be mine forever'. This conversational 

implicature derives from interpreting the application of kohl in this context as 'locking the gate of a 

prison'. Having detected the metaphorical implicature and its intended meaning, and probably having 

failed to find a functional equivalent, i.e. an equivalent that follows “the TL linguistic and cultural norms” 

without jeopardising the communicative import of the original text (Farghal 2012: 46), the translator has 

opted for what seemed to him an ideational equivalent, i.e. an equivalent that focuses on “the idea of the 

SL text independently of the form or function”, thereby observing the quality maxim (Ibid: 47; emphasis 

his), albeit it does not reflect the same implicature. To explain, the implicature conveying 'dearness' and 

'possession' is inadvertently changed into one of 'safety'. Apart from this problem, the translation is far 

less creative and aesthetic than the original. It would be much more effective to find an English 

metaphorical expression that embodies a similar implicature such as 'I'll put you in my heart and lock you 

up there forever'. Such a rendering would satisfy TL norms as well as maintain the conversational 

implicature.     

Problems relating to conversational implicature could be more serious in translation, as can be 

illustrated in the English translation of the Arabic excerpt below: 

   )151، ص القصرين نبي. (يا ست أمينه مبارك...  مبارك" ... على إحدى ابنتي تقع عين رجللم " )32( 

  

 (33) "'No man has ever seen either of my daughters ...' Congratulations, Mrs. Amina, 

         Congratulations".  (Palace Walk, p. 157) 
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The problem in this translation is double-fold. First, the translators (Hutchins and Kenny) could not cope 
with the illocution in the formulaic Arabic speech act  تقع عين رجل على... , which has to do with 'men 
showing interest in his daughters for the purpose of potential marriage' rather than 'the physical act of 
seeing them by men', which is far-fetched (Can one imagine a girl/woman who has never been sighted by 
a man!).  Secondly, this serious mishap in interpreting the intended illocution has blurred the irony in the 
congratulating act which  flouts the maxim of quality (by saying something but meaning exactly the  
opposite). As a matter of fact, AlSayyid (the husband) is reproaching his wife (Amina) for failing to 
improvise circumstances conducive to having men show interest in their daughters, with the result that 
they would remain unmarried.  In a good translation, irony usually takes care of itself. Witness how the 
irony comes off naturally in the suggested translation below: 

 (34) "No man has ever shown interest in either of my daughters ... Congratulations, Mrs. Amina, 

          Congratulations!"  

 

Equally important is the translator's alertness to the flouting of the maxim of quantity whereby 

the text is intentionally designed to be  underinformative or overinformative for a communicative 

purpose. Consider, for example, how the Quranic verse below condemns 'homosexuality' implicitly by 

flouting the maxim of quantity in order to maintain the sanctity of the text and how Quran translators 

endeavor to preserve a similar degree of implicitness for the same purpose:  

  )8سورة األعراف، . (إنكم لتأتون الرجال شھوة من دون النساء بل أنتم قوم مسرفون )35( 

 (36) Lo! ye come with lust unto men instead of women. Nay, but ye are wanton folk. (Pickthal, 

         1930/2006) 

(37) For ye practice your lusts on men in preference to women: ye are indeed a people transgressing 

        beyond bounds. (Ali, 1934/2006) 

 (38) See, you approach men lustfully instead of women: no, you are a people that do exceed". 

         (Arberry, 1955/1996)  

Sometimes, the flouting of the quantity maxim (by formal repetition) is so subtle and intriguing 

that the translator, inadvertently, may settle for literalness that may miss the conversational implicature in 

the TL. The excerpt below involves two anonymous characters engaging in a somewhat strained 

exchange which is overheard by the main antagonist Saeed Mahran, who subsequently projects its 

content, albeit he does not understand it clearly, on his own situation. 

 ...المأساة الحقيقية ھي أن عدونا ھو صديقنا في الوقت نفسه  - )39( 

  ...أبداً المأساة الحقيقية ھي أن صديقنا ھو عدونا  -        

  ا جبناء، لم ال نعترف بھذا؟ننبل أ -        

  ربما ولكن كيف تتأتى لنا الشجاعة في ھذا العصر؟ -        

  .الشجاعة ھي الشجاعة -        

  ... والموت ھو الموت -        

 )1973، اللص والكالبمحفوظ، (  !والظالم والصحراء ھي ھذا كله -        

 In his translation (The Thief and the Dogs, 1987), Elyas should have paid special attention to the 

adjacent tautological expressions الشجاعة ھي الشجاعة and والموت ھو الموت (for more on tautologies, see Grice 
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1975; Wierzbicka 1987; Farghal 1992), because they are intended to give rise to competing 

conversational implicatures the way they are employed by the two interactants. The translator, however, 

renders them into what seems to be English tolerance tautologies, viz. Courage is courage and Death is 

death, respectively. A careful examination of the above exchange reveals that the translator's 

interpretation is far-fetched as neither of the characters is calling for the tolerance of adverse, natural 

consequences of the referents in question. One should note that the two Arabic tautologies refer to the 

standards of two human attributes, i.e. courage and death, each in its own way. To explain, the producer 

of the first tautology wants to communicate the implicature that 'Courage has been the same all along, i.e. 

there are familiar standards set throughout the ages'. Similarly, the speaker of the second tautology asserts 

that 'Death is subject to a similar set of standards', but he conversationally implicates that 'Death is too 

dear a price to pay in return for genuine courage'. This profound philosophical polemic is achieved subtly 

and effectively by means of conversational implicature, which is part and parcel of human interaction. In 

light of this analysis, the two tautologies should be regarded as obligation rather than tolerance 

tautologies, and consequently be rendered as: 

(40) - Courage means courage. 

       - And death means death. 

 

These renditions conversationally improvise two rival discourses that coherently correspond to 

their counterparts in the Arabic text. 

For its part, flouting the maxim of manner can be the most challenging in translation because 

hardly can we find cases where wordplay and/or ambiguity in the manner of expressing a message would 

coincide between languages, especially in genealogically unrelated languages like English and Arabic. 

Just imagine how a translator or an interpreter can relay the conversational implicature in the following 

excerpt without unpacking the implicit message (British MP Glenda Jackson was making reference to the 

desire expressed by John Major on becoming Prime Minister to make Britain 'a classless society', 30 Sept. 

1991): (cited in Thomas 1995)  

 

 (41) They call it a "classless society". And it is classless. There are no classes for the children turned 

        away for the lack of a qualified teacher. There are no classes for 200,000 children denied 

        nursery places. And there is certainly no class in a government that for the last decade has 

        sold our children and our future short.  

 

It would be impossible to relay the message in the above text by investing the wordplay on 

classless/class. The translator will have to render the message independently of the flouting of the maxim 

of manner adopted by the speaker to heighten the impact of her discourse. Sometimes, in their attempt to 

capture the flouting of the manner maxim, translators fall victim to incoherent literalness. Consider the 

following example from Hamlet:  

 (42) Polonious: (Aside) Though this be madness, yet there is 
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                 method in’t. (To Hamlet) Will you walk out  

                 of the air, my lord?   

  Hamlet: Into my grave? 

         Polonious: Indeed, that’s out of the air… 

 

                             ، يا موالي؟الھواءتخرج من  ھل لك في أن) لھاملت. (إن ھذا جنون، لكنه جنون بأسلوب): جانبا(بولونيوس  )43(

    إلى  قبري؟: ھاملت                 

... الھواءحقا ذلك خارج عن  :بولونيوس            

    

In this translation, Jabra (1960) opted for literalness in relaying Polonious' witty use of wordplay 

on the lexical item 'air'. However, Jabra's rendition does not make sense to the Arab reader; there is no 

way to invest the same lexical resource in Arabic. If the translator wants to capture the flouting of the 

maxim of manner here, s/he needs to search for wordplay in Arabic that would come close to the intended 

wordplay in English, which is a taxing task. Let us consider the suggested translation below, which offers 

coherent wordplay, albeit not identical to that in the ST: 

  الطريق يا موالي؟ تفسحھل لك أن ) لھاملت. (إن ھذا جنون  لكنه جنون بأسلوب): جانبا(بولونيوس  )44( 

                                                               وأنسل إلى قبري؟: ھاملت        

       ...حقا فسحةتلك : بولونيوس       

 

As can be seen, the wordplay فسحة/تفسح  works coherently in Arabic, thus investing the same 

pragmatic resource, i.e. flouting the maxim of manner for a communicative purpose (viz. looking at going 

into one's grave as an entertaining act and a terminal act at the same time).  

Finally, we come to the flouting of the maxim of relation whereby the text producer offers 

something that does not address what is being discussed directly and consequently may, at face value, be 

deemed irrelevant. However, thanks to human reasoning, what is offered will be judged relevant in terms 

of communicative purpose and will be interpreted accordingly. By way of illustration, consider the 

following responses in (B) to the question in (A): (adapted from Renkema 2004) 

 (45) A: Where's my box of chocolates?  

          B: a) It's nice weather for this time of year, isn't it? 

               b) Where are the snows of yesteryear? 

               c) I was feeling hungry. 

               d) I've got a train to catch. 

               e) Where's your diet sheet? 

               f) The children were in your room this morning? 

 

All the responses in (B) flout the maxim of relation as none of them directly addresses the question 

in (A). However, we consider all of them as relevant answers to the question and, as a result, smoothly 
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arrive at the intended conversational implicatures. Below is an Arabic translation of the above example, 

which would make sense in Arabic as much as it does in English:  

  أين عبوة الشوكواله التي تخّصني؟    :أ )46( 

  الجو جيد في مثل ھذا الوقت من السنة، أليس كذلك؟) 1 :ب      

  !أال ليت الشباب يعود يوما) 2          

  .كنت أشعر بالجوع) 3          

  .ينبغي علّي إدراك القطار) 4          

     ماذا عن خطتك لتخفيض الوزن؟) 5          

  .لقد كان األطفال في غرفتك ھذا الصباح) 6          

  

Following is an authentic extract taken from Pritchett's novel Mr Beluncle (1951, cited in Thomas 

1995): 

 (47) (Father to son, urging him to look for a job) 

          Father: How old are you, George? 

          George: I'm eighteen, Father. 

          Father: I know how old you are, you fool.  

 

The father's question flouts the maxim of relation; it conversationally implicates that his son is old 

enough to get a job. Given the genre of the novel (satirical and comical), the son's answer, for its turn, 

flouts the maxim of relation by interpreting the question literally, thus generating situational humor. 

Hadn't it been interpreted apart from humor, it would have been something like ' I'm sorry, Father. I'll 

start looking for a job right away' or 'What can I do, Father? There are no jobs available'. Given a 

comparable context, an Arabic translation will convey similar conversational implicatures by way of 

flouting the maxim of relation, as can observed below: 

  كم عمرك، يا جورج؟: األب )47( 

  .أنا في الثامنة عشرة، يا أبي: جورج        

 . إني أعرف كم تبلغ من العمر، أيھا األحمق: األب        

Now consider this extract from Othello in which Iago conveys several conversational implicatures 

by intentionally not addressing Othello's questions directly, hence flouting the maxim of relation: (Act III, 

Scene iii) 

(48) Iago: My noble lord - 

        Oth: What dost thou say, Iago? 

        Iago: Did Michael Cassio, when you woo'd my lady, know of your love? 

        Oth: He did, from first to last. Why dost thou ask? 

        Iago: But for the satisfaction of my thought; No further harm. 

       Oth: Why of thy thought, Iago? 

       Iago: I did not think he had been acquainted with her. 

       Oth: O, yes, and went between us very oft. 
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       Iago: Indeed? 

       Oth: Indeed? Ay, Indeed! Discern'st thou aught in that? Is he not honest? 

       Iago: Honest, my lord? 

       Oth: Honest? Ay, honest. 

       Iago: My lord, for aught I know. 

       Oth: What dost thou think? 

       Iago: Think, my lord? 

       Oth: Think, my lord? by heaven, he echoes me,     ... 

The translator of the above conversation into Arabic needs to give utmost attention to the 

conversational implicatures Iago is communicating. Any mishap in the wording of the utterances 

encapsulating these implicatures could do serious damage to the subtlety and coherence of this text. 

Below is a suggested Arabic translation where the subtleties are maintained:  

  -يا سيدي النبيل : إياغو )49( 

  ماذا تريد أن تقول، يا إياغو؟: عطيل       

  ھل كان مايكل كاسيو وأنت تتودد إلى سيدتي يعرف عن حبك لھا؟: إياغو       

  لَِم تطرح ھذا السؤال؟. أجل، من بداية القصة لنھايتھا: عطيل       

  .فقط من أجل راحة أفكاري، ليس إال: إياغو       

  ما خطب أفكارك، يا إياغو؟: عطيل      

  .كان يعرفھا هلم أكن أظن أن: إياغو       

  .ل بيننا كثيراً بل كان يعرفھا وتدخّ : عطيل      

  حقاً؟: إياغو      

ً : عطيل        أكان يعوزه الشرف؟ھل تستشف من ذلك أي شيء؟ ! حقاً؟ أجل، حقا

  الشرف، يا سيدي؟: إياغو     

  .الشرف؟ أجل، الشرف: عطيل     

  .يا سيدي، كل ما أعرفه: إياغو     

  ما ھو رأيك؟: عطيل     

   رأيي، يا سيدي؟: إياغو     

   ... تباً، إنه يكرر كلماتي  رأيي، يا سيدي؟: عطيل     

 

To conclude this section, translators need to be aware of what is conveyed between the lines in 

non-conventional, rationally-based uses of language where conversational implicatures are 

communicated. In order to maintain the creativity and aesthetics of the ST, it is not enough to relay the 

implicatures explicitly whereby a flouting is changed into an observance of a conversational maxim. In 

this regard, one should distinguish between implicit information and implicit meaning (Larson 

1984/1998). Whereas it is acceptable and natural to spell out implicit information, e.g. rendering 'Harvard' 

in 'Dr Johnson studied at Harvard in the seventies'  as  دكتور جونسون في ارد درس ال ة ھارف تينياتجامع في الس , it is 

not a wise decision to do the same kind of thing to implicit meaning, as it is part and parcel of human 
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reasoning in general and the intentionality of the author in particular. Hence, the translator needs to exert 

every effort possible to preserve conversational implicatures in his/her translation.       

  

6. Politeness   

The pragmatic issue of politeness might also place extra pressure on translators. The concept of 

politeness in this respect does not refer to being polite or impolite; it is linked to Goffman’s original work 

(1955) on the sociological notion of 'face'. To understand the relevance of politeness to linguistic 

expressions, we have to first become acquainted with the notion of 'face'. Face is defined by Brown and 

Levinson (1987: 61) as a “public self-image that every member wants to claim for himself”. To put this 

differently, face refers to the “emotional and social sense of self that everyone has and expects everyone 

else to recognize” (Yule 1996: 60). There are two types of face: positive face and negative face. Positive 

face is the person’s desire to be liked, or, at least, accepted, and treated by others without social barriers. 

Negative face, for its turn, is the person’s desire to be independent, not be imposed on by others and so 

on. Accordingly, politeness can be defined as a 'means' utilised by participants to show their 'awareness' 

of the other’s face, whether negative or positive (Yule 1996: 60). Showing awareness of the public self-

image of another person who is not socially distant is described in terms of 'friendliness', whereas 

showing awareness of the face of another person who is socially distant is often described in terms of 

'respect' (Ibid: 60). 

Although politeness involves a “universal characteristic across cultures that speakers should 

respect each other’s expectations regarding self-image, take account of their feelings, and avoid face 

threatening acts” (Cutting 2002: 45), the way that people behave in showing their awareness of others’ 

faces when interacting with each other is different from one culture to another. Thus, what is considered 

acceptable and polite in one culture cannot be taken for granted in another. The degree of severity of the 

face-threatening mode of action achieved by imperative forms is more forceful in English than that in 

Arabic, hence the need for 'mitigating devices', such as 'Please', 'Could you…?' 'Would you …?', etc. to 

soften such severity (Yule 1996: 63). In the following example quoted from Mahfouz’s (1961: 122) novel 

 The Thief and the Dogs'  and translated by Le Gassick and Badawi (1984: 135), the speaker'  اللص والكالب

(Said) in the original text uses a direct speech act in addressing his lover (Nur) i.e. he opts for a 'bald on-

record' strategy in which a negative imperative form, which is “the most face-threatening mode of 

action”, is used (Cutting 2002: 64). However, the translators have inserted a mitigating device, viz. 

'please', to soften the severity of the face-threatening mode of action achieved by the imperative form:  

  :فقال متوجعا) 50(

 .نور ال تزيديني عذابا أنا في غاية النكد -      

“Nur”, he pleaded, “Please don’t torture me. I’m terribly depressed”.  

 

Closely related to politeness strategies is the issue of address terms and their different pragmatic 

functions. In the following example quoted from Mahfouz’s story قسمتي ونصيبي  (translated by and printed 
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in Husni and Newmark 2008), the translators have opted for different local strategies in dealing with the 

term عم (lit. uncle):  

  :مضطربة حتى تمتم الرجل خافق القلب عم محسنوھرعت إلى الصالة الشرقية الوثيرة فوقفت أمام ) 51(

  ربنا يلطف بنا، ماذا وراءك؟ -        

 : ھمست بعد تردد       

 ) 111ص (  .عم محسن يامخلوق عجيب  

(52) She hurried to the luxurious east wing of the clinic to look for Mohsen. When he saw the 

        anxious look on the midwife’s face, he murmured in a worried tone: “May God have    

        Mercy on us! What’s happened?” She hesitated, and whispered: “It’s a strange creature, 

        Mr Mohsen”. (p.110) 

  

In the first occurrence, the reference term is used in a narrative language in which the author just 

describes the movement of the nurse and her standing in front of Mohsen, while in the second occurrence, 

the same term is utilised in a dialogue as an address form between two characters in the story, hence the 

differences in its pragmatic function in the two occurrences. Taking into account the norms of politeness 

in the TL, regardless of the politeness strategy itself, whether negative or positive, and whether an 

honorific is used or not, the translators have opted for the deletion of the term in the first occurrence, 

which affects the degree of respect to the referent. They could have used 'Mr Mohsen' instead of the fist 

name alone to capture the degree of respect of the referential form. However, their option for 'Mr' in the 

second occurrence changes the degree of intimacy between the nurse and Mohsen from intimate into 

formal, thus distorting the pragmatic function associated with the use of the term  عم , i.e. 'Uncle'.  In this 

regard, Hatim and Mason (1990: 65) stress that the solution to such a pragmatic difficulty “requires more 

than knowing the lexical meanings”. They distinguish between two types of honorifics: that which 

involves special status and that without such a status. This being the case, what is the solution?  One 

should note that the deletion strategy (see example below) would not work here, that is, it would be very 

face threatening to address Mohsen by his first name without a social honorific. The only way to solve 

this problem is to preserve the social honorific 'uncle' in translation. Apparently, the use of this address 

term by the midwife is indicative of an age difference between speaker (being relatively young) and 

addressee (being elderly), thus motivating the employment of such an intimate term. Otherwise, the 

midwife would have used the distance-oriented يّد محسن  Mr Mohsen'. Notably, the relational use of the' يا س

social honorific 'uncle', which is very familiar in Arabic, is not alien to 'young-elderly' interaction in 

English (for more details on social honorifics, see Farghal and Shakir 1994).    

In the following example, which is quoted from Mahfouz’s (1961: 13) novel  اللص والكالب    'The 

Thief and the Dogs' and translated by Le Gassick and Badawi (1984: 20), the translators, due to the 

cultural-pragmatic constraints imposed on them by the use of such an address term ا حضرة ي  have taken 

into account the pragmatic function of the term in such a context as well as the TL norms, thus 

approximating the utterance by deleting the address term completely:   

 . بالحق نطقت يا حضرة المخبر) 53(
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(54) You’re quite right, officer.  

Alternatively, they could have offered 'You're quite right, sir', thus capturing the status difference 

without referring to the job of the interlocutor , i.e. 'officer', which can be recovered from the context. 

Given what is at stake, therefore,  the translators’ task is not confined to just determining the referential 

meaning, i.e. the locutionary act. Rather, it covers the detection of the implicit meaning behind the face-

value interpretation of the locutionary act, i.e. the illocutionary force as well as its effect on the receptors, 

i.e. the perlocutionary effect (cf. Hatim and Mason 1990; Emery 2004).  

Politeness maxims (Leech 1984) may differ in the frequency of adherence to them from one 

culture to another. For example, while Japanese people tend to downgrade the complimented item, thus 

adhering to the modesty maxim (minimize praise to self), Arabs and Anglo-Americans tend to accept 

compliments at face value, thus giving more weight to the agreement maxim (maximize agreement with 

other). Likewise, some conventionalized responses to compliments may differ between cultures within 

the bounds of the same maxim. For example, it is customary in Arabic to 'offer the complimented item' or 

'compliment the eyes of the complimenter' in return. However, normative compliment responses such as 

'It's all yours' for دم ك/مق حالل  or 'Your eyes are beautiful' for وة  are not usually available in English عيونك الحل

(for more on this, see Farghal and Al-Khatib 2001; Farghal and Haggan 2006). In this regard, translators 

need to detect conventionalized politeness formulas and relay their illocutions apart from their locutions 

in most cases.  Consider the examples below (Stewart's translation Children of Gebelawi  1981 of 

Mahfouz's  novel 1959  أوالد حارتنا): 

  ھل من جديد عن زوجك؟: وسأله قدري الناظر )55( 

  .ربنا يحفظ مقامكعنيدة كالبغل، : فأجاب عرفة وھو يتخذ مجلسه إلى جانبه        

   

 (56) Kadri (the Chief) asked Arafa: "Any news about your wife?" 

        Arafa answered as he sat down beside him: 

        "Stubborn as a mule, excuse me!"  

  " ... يا ساتر: "دخل حوش قمر ليأخذ النعجة وھو يقول )57( 

   

(58) Qassem went into Qamar's courtyard to collect the ewe, calling out: "Anybody there?" 

 

  :بلفافة فأعطته إياھا وھي تقول) سكينة(وعادت  )59( 

  . بالھنا والشفافطيرة،  -        

  

 (60) Sekina came back with a package which she gave to the guest saying: "A pancake. I hope 

         you'll enjoy it".  

 

As can be seen, Stewart has done well by relaying the illocutions of the politeness formulas 

following the conventionalized norms of the TL. It would have been unacceptable to render them into 

'may God protect your status', "O veiler' and 'with happiness and health', respectively. Such renderings 
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would deviate from TL norms and, consequently, mar the translation in terms of acceptability rather than 

adequacy. Adequacy, it should be noted, is usually given a back seat in the context of conventionalized 

forms, whereas it occupies a front seat in the context of implicit meaning, which creatively and subtly 

sails away from conventionalized forms.  

To conclude this section, one should note that politeness and indirectness are usually interrelated. 

However, there are three variables governing their relationship: power, distance, and rate of imposition. 

Sometimes, therefore, an utterance that may formally appear to be so polite may turn out to be a marker 

of heightened tension. For example, an utterance like 'Would you be kind enough to open the window?' 

would be highly polite where the situation is marked by a wide distance between requester and requestee, 

whereas it would be a marker of discontent in husband-wife interaction where a narrow distance is 

assumed. Consequently, the fact that politeness is an attribute of utterances rather than forms places more 

pressure on translators to detect what exactly lies behind a politeness form. By way of illustration, let us 

look at the return Arabic politeness formula عليكم السالم 'Peace be upon you' (Stewart's translation Children 

of Gebelawi  1981 of Mahfouz's  novel 1959  أوالد حارتنا):  

         . لرفاعة أصدقاء ھزموا بطيخة فاختفى من الحارة: قال علي )61( 

  :فقالت ياسمينة مقطبة        

  . فقل عليكم السالمبطيخة ال بيومي، إذا تحديتم بيومي  -       

  

 (62) Ali: "Rifa'a has friends. They attacked Batikha., and he disappeared from view" 

         Yasmine frowned and said: 

         "Batikha is not Bayyumi. If you defy Bayyumi, you'll be defeated". 

 

Stewart has recognized the hidden illocution of the Arabic polite form and rendered it accordingly, 

albeit somewhat flatly. A more congruent rendering would be 'You won't get much peace', which is more 

formulaic and effective.  

 

7. Conclusion 

The present study has shown through discussion of authentic translation examples the importance 

of pragmatic meanings in human communication. The pragmatics of translation basically involves 

capturing indirectness in discourse, which mainly includes pragmatic phenomena like presuppositions, 

speech acts, conversational implicatures, and politeness. It has been shown that such phenomena, whether 

they derive from the contextually-based interpretation of conventionalized forms or from purely human 

reasoning, present challenging tasks to translators. Therefore, there is a dire need to alert both translation 

practitioners as well as translation trainees to the various aspects of pragmatic meanings and the available 

strategies to deal with them. Only then will a translator be able to offer a product that strikes a balance 

between acceptability and adequacy in terms of what is meant rather than in terms of what is said alone. 
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 الجوانب التداولية في الترجمة بين العربية واإلنجليزية

ـلـمحمـد فرغ  
 قسم اللغة اإلنجليزية، جامعة الكويت

    
اعـي المنـعل  

واآلداب، قسم اللغات األجنبية، شعبة اللغة اإلنجليزية، عـُمانجامعة نزوه، كلية العلوم   
   

 
  الملخص

ة ة الترجم اء عملي ه المترجمون أثن وم ب ا يق . تھدف ھذه الدراسة إلى تبيان عالقة نظريات التداولية اللغوية بم

ى  ا يتجل وتوّضح الدراسة من خالل نماذج مختارة من نصوص مترجمة األثر الكبير الذي يتركه المعنى الضمني كم

ة و ال اللغوي ياقية واألفع ة كاالفتراضات الس ي ظواھر تداولي رجمف ى سوية العمل المت أدب عل فھي . التعريض والت

ه  رجم في د المت ة ينصب جھ ي الترجم داولي ف نھج ت ي م ادل ف ى تج ي عل ى الحرف ين المعن وازن ب ن الت وع م ق ن خل

م ب . والمعنى المقصود للكل ى المقصود لتجنّ وازن لصالح المعن ك الت ي ذل ة ف رجح الكف د من الحاالت، ت ي العدي وف

 .     واصليةالوقوع في مطبّات ت
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