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Abstract

This study examines the impact of cultural differences on the translation of literary texts from
English into Arabic, focusing on fourth-semester students in the Department of English at the
University of Benghazi — Al-Abyar Branch. A quantitative research design was adopted, and
data were collected through a structured questionnaire administered to a sample of 40 students.
The study aims to identify the main cultural challenges encountered in translation, assess their
effect on translation quality, and explore the strategies employed to address these challenges.
The findings reveal that cultural competence is essential for effective translation and that literal
translation often fails to convey culturally embedded meanings. Idioms, proverbs, social
customs, and religious references were identified as the most challenging elements. The study
concludes that successful translation requires cultural awareness alongside linguistic
proficiency.

Keywords:

Cultural Translation, English—Arabic Translation, Cultural Competence, Translation
Strategies, University Students

i) At (d) 4 hE ) ARl g AR (8 A3 o)
Syl drolr Alb o gy g0 Alee Alys

uz,‘su.\

FSA o ) A ) Y Al e 20sY) gl Ay e 3 Sl T el ) aalll sds Sud
(oS gl Anlll Cdazel By LY 63— (glan el @ kY A ek b ol el OB e
o) 0 ad Y el ety O 40 0 13550 e Jo 3 [SKeh 0laal IME 0 S cnd Eom
s boladl) Zadll SlonslinV) e aasly ) 83 Jo Ll Wl i) Zhee 3 OB axlys ) 3l
B3 SV 8 e e Lo WL 234 22l Ofy il 22l & bl juaie 2361 5 US) OF gl &gy
3 Agmo olall ST e a andl ollaYly dslas Y1 by (Jidls MoVl el O s LS. 2l
Ayl 3 LS Colr ) B Uey clloss denr W) aa ) OF ) dnl,lll Laldy L aa )

imald) O i ) Ol ! (adladl 3o LaS) iyl ) apd£Y) o Aa ) ala) aa ) il AN

1403


mailto:ayiman.younus@uob.edu.ly
mailto:asma.abdelsallam@uob.edu.ly

Cultural Challenges in English-Arabic Translation:
University Students’ Perspectives at the University of Benghazi

1.Introduction

Cultural competence has become an essential skill for translators in an increasingly
interconnected world. In English—Arabic translation, this competence is not merely an added
advantage—it is fundamental to ensuring accuracy, preserving meaning, and maintaining the
cultural integrity of the text. Translation is far more than the mechanical transfer of words; it
is an act of intercultural communication in which the translator serves as both a linguistic
mediator and a cultural interpreter.

When translating from English into Arabic, translators encounter differences in idioms,
metaphors, religious references, and social customs that may have no direct equivalents.
These challenges are especially pronounced in literary texts, where meaning is often
embedded in cultural nuance and context. Without cultural awareness, even grammatically
correct translations risk distorting the original message or alienating the target audience.

Scholars such as Nida (1964), Venuti (1995), and Baker (1992) emphasize that effective
translation requires both linguistic proficiency and an understanding of the socio-cultural
frameworks of source and target languages. In the Arabic context, factors such as religion,
social norms, and historical traditions add further complexity, making literal translation alone
insufficient.

This study investigates the impact of cultural differences on the translation practices of fourth-
semester English department students at the University of Benghazi — Al-Abyar Branch. By
examining their perceptions, strategies, and challenges, the research aims to highlight the role
of cultural awareness in producing translations that are accurate, meaningful, and culturally
appropriate.

1.1 Statement of the Problem

Despite the linguistic proficiency of many translators, the translation of culture-specific items
(CSIs) between English and Arabic remains a significant challenge that often leads to
communicative failure or semantic distortion. The core of the problem lies in the fact that
translation is not merely a linguistic substitution but a complex process of cultural mediation.

1.2 Research Questions
This study seeks to answer the following research questions:

1. What cultural challenges do fourth-semester English department students encounter
when translating literary texts from English into Arabic?

2. How do cultural differences affect the quality of students’ English—Arabic translations?

3. To what extent do student translators rely on cultural adaptation strategies rather than
literal translation?

4. What types of culturally bound expressions do students find most difficult to translate?
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1.3 Research significance

This study is to identify the major cultural challenges faced by undergraduate students in
English—Arabic literary translation and to examine the impact of cultural differences on the
quality of translated texts and to investigate the translation strategies employed by students to
handle culturally specific elements also, to assess students’ awareness of the importance of
cultural competence in translation.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

Translation between English and Arabic transcends the mere act of linguistic transfer; it is a
profoundly cultural process. Words embody not only denotative meanings but also values,
beliefs, and social conventions. Idioms, proverbs, metaphors, religious expressions, and
culturally bound terms frequently lack direct equivalents in the target language, thereby
creating substantial challenges for translators.

Scholars in translation studies have consistently emphasised that cultural competence is a
prerequisite for effective translation. Translators must take into account the socio-cultural
background of the target audience and employ strategies such as cultural substitution,
domestication, foreignization, and explanatory additions in order to achieve both accuracy and
cultural appropriateness. This reviews the most influential literature on the role of cultural
differences in English—Arabic translation, focusing on key challenges and the strategies
proposed to address them.

2.2 Cultural Gaps in Translation

El Zeiny (2008) examined the cultural gaps that emerge in literary and religious translation,

4 & 3») arguing that literal translation often distorts meaning. For instance, the Arabic phrase
cannot be accurately conveyed as 'May God reward you with good', as this sounds (1
awkward in English. Instead, cultural or interpretive equivalents such as 'Thank you very
much' are preferable.

2.3 Translating Culture-Specific Items

According to Alhihi (2015), translating culturally specific elements such as food, customs,
and traditions poses significant challenges. For instance, the concept of “Thanksgiving” has
no direct equivalent in Arabic, and is therefore translated with an explanatory note as *“ xe

7 e 5 4y Jiind Al Sy 5eY) Salito preserve its cultural and contextual meaning.

2.4 Cultural Encounters in Translation

According to Faiq (2004), translation functions primarily as an act of intercultural
communication. Accordingly, the Arabic expression ¢l slb dlcannot be adequately
rendered through a literal translation such as “kindness to parents,” but is more effectively
conveyed by the term “filial piety.”.

2.5 Translatability of Cultural References

According to Al-Kharabsheh (2003), idiomatic expressions often resist literal translation.
Consequently, the idiom “break a leg” is better translated into Arabic as “ ”(: silbrather than
the literal but misleading rendering .”<l8ls S|

2.6 Newmark’s Framework

In his seminal work A Textbook of Translation, Newmark (1988) categorized cultural words
and proposed strategies such as literal translation, transference, and descriptive equivalence.
His framework remains foundational in addressing cultural terms across ecological, religious,
social, and material domains.

2.7 Baker’s Contributions

Baker (1992), in In Other Words, provided a practical approach to translation, stressing the
importance of context and cultural awareness. She showed how a word like 'home' could be
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depending on the cultural and emotional undertones ,(J\) or (JJwll) translated into Arabic as
of the text.

2.8 Idioms and Proverbs

According to Abu-Ssaydeh (2004), idiomatic expressions pose significant challenges in
translation due to their resistance to literal interpretation. Accordingly, the idiom “the ball is
in your court” is best translated into Arabic as  ,”0¥) & i dlwhich preserves the
communicative intent of the original expression.

2.9 The Role of Context

According to Hatim and Mason (1997), effective translation requires a high degree of
contextual and pragmatic sensitivity, especially in political and legal texts. While the
expression “freedom of speech” can be translated literally into Arabic as ,” suaill 43 )aits
meaning cannot be fully understood in isolation from the legal and cultural systems governing
the target society.

2.10 Domestication and Foreignization

According to Venuti (1995), translation strategies can be broadly categorized into
domestication and foreignization. Domestication refers to adapting the source text to conform
to the cultural norms of the target audience, whereas foreignization emphasizes maintaining the
cultural specificity of the source text. For example, “Christmas pudding” can be rendered into
Arabic as ) "y n & Lkl Sbdl ae slaforeignization) or ¢ 7akel) 4 Ll A8
)domestication).

2.11 Summary

The literature demonstrates that translation between English and Arabic is fundamentally a
cultural act. Effective translation requires more than linguistic proficiency; it demands

cultural sensitivity, contextual awareness, and ethical responsibility. Strategies such as
domestication, foreignization, cultural substitution, and explanatory additions are repeatedly
.identified as essential tool.

3.Research Methodology

3.1 Research Design

This study adopted a quantitative research design to investigate the impact of cultural
differences on English—Arabic translation from the perspective of undergraduate students. The
quantitative approach was deemed appropriate as it allows for the systematic collection and
analysis of numerical data related to students’ perceptions of cultural challenges and translation
strategies.

3.2 Participants

The participants of the study were 40 fourth-semester undergraduate students enrolled in the
Department of English at the University of Benghazi — Al-Abyar Branch. The sample consisted
of both male and female students who had previously been exposed to translation-related
courses as part of their academic program. The participants were selected through convenience
sampling due to accessibility and relevance to the objectives of the study.

3.3 Research Instrument
Data were collected using a structured questionnaire designed by the researchers. The
questionnaire consisted of two main sections. The first section gathered demographic

information, including gender, age, previous exposure to translation courses, and self-assessed
cultural awareness. The second section comprised ten close-ended statements measured on a
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four-point Likert scale (Strongly Agree, Agree, Disagree, Strongly Disagree). These statements
focused on cultural competence, cultural challenges in translation, and the strategies used to
handle culturally specific expressions.

3.4 Validity and Reliability
To ensure content validity, the questionnaire items were developed based on relevant literature
in translation studies and reviewed by specialists in translation and applied linguistics. Minor
revisions were made to enhance clarity and relevance. Reliability was established through
internal consistency, and the questionnaire demonstrated an acceptable level of reliability for
the purposes of the study.
3.5 Data Collection and Analysis
The questionnaire was administered to the participants during regular class sessions. Responses
were collected anonymously to ensure objectivity. The data were analyzed using descriptive
statistical methods, including frequencies and percentages, in order to identify patterns in
students’ responses and address the research questions.
4. Results
4.1 Introduction
This section presents the results of the study based on the analysis of data collected through the
structured questionnaire administered to fourth-semester students in the Department of English
at the University of Benghazi — Al-Abyar Branch. The collected data were coded and analyzed
using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). Descriptive statistical techniques,
including frequencies and percentages, were employed to interpret participants’ responses and
address the research questions.

Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of the Participants

Variable Category Frequency Percentage %
Gender Female 32 80%
Male 8 20%
Age Under20 6 15%
20-25 22 55%
26-30 8 20%
Over 30 4 10%
Academic Studied translation | 20 50%
background courses
Did not studied | 20 50%
translation courses

4.2. Demographic Characteristics of Participants

The study sample consisted of 40 students, of whom 80% were female and 20% were male,
reflecting the gender distribution within the department. Regarding age, the majority of
participants (55%) were between 20 and 25 years old, followed by those aged 26-30 (20%),
under 20 years (15%), and above 30 years (10%).

With respect to academic background, half of the participants (50%) reported having previously
studied translation courses, while the remaining 50% had not. Despite this variation, most
students (80%) rated their translation experience as good. Only 10% considered their
experience excellent, while 5% rated it as fair and 5% as poor.

In terms of cultural awareness, 60% of the participants assessed their knowledge of English
culture as good and 15% as excellent, whereas 25% rated it as fair or poor. In contrast, a higher
level of confidence was reported in relation to Arabic cultural knowledge, with 85% of
participants rating it as good or excellent.(as shown in table 1).
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Table 2 :Students’ Perspectives on Cultural Differences in Translation

No. Statement Agree/Strongly agree
1 The translator’s cultural 90%

background significantly
influences translation
quality.

2 Literal translation often fails | 90%
to convey culturally
embedded meanings.

3 Many English cultural 95%
expressions lack direct
equivalents in Arabic.

4 Translators should adapt 85%
texts to fit the target cultural
context.

5 Differences in social 90%

traditions necessitate
modifications in translated
texts.

6 replacement of  cultural | 85%
elements that may be
unsuitable for the Arabic
audience.

7 misinterpreting cultural | 90%
symbols could lead to
misunderstanding by the
target reader.

4.3 Students’ Perspectives on Cultural Differences in Translation

The analysis of questionnaire responses revealed a strong consensus among participants
regarding the role of culture in translation:

A large majority of students (90%) agreed or strongly agreed that the translator’s cultural
background significantly influences translation quality. Similarly, 90% of the respondents
acknowledged that literal translation from English into Arabic often fails to convey culturally
embedded meanings.

Furthermore, approximately 95% of participants agreed that many English cultural expressions
lack direct equivalents in Arabic, highlighting the need for adaptive translation strategies. The
majority of students (85%) emphasised that translators should adapt texts to fit the target
cultural context, while 90% confirmed that differences in social traditions often necessitate
modifications in translated texts.

Additionally, most respondents (85%) supported the omission or replacement of cultural
elements that may be unsuitable for the Arabic audience. Nearly all participants (90%) agreed
that misinterpreting cultural symbols could lead to misunderstanding by the target reader(as
shown in table2)
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4.4 Summary of Results

Overall, the results demonstrate that students are highly aware of the cultural challenges
inherent in English—Arabic translation. The findings indicate a clear preference for culturally
adaptive strategies over literal translation and reveal a disparity between students’ knowledge
of Arabic culture and their comparatively limited familiarity with English culture. This
imbalance may have a direct impact on the quality of students’ translations and underscores the
importance of enhancing cultural competence in translation education.

S.Discussion

The findings of this study confirm the pivotal role of cultural competence in English—Arabic
translation. The high level of agreement among participants regarding the importance of
cultural background supports Nida’s (1964) concept of dynamic equivalence, which emphasize
the transmission of meaning rather than the reproduction of form. The students’
acknowledgment that literal translation often fails to convey culturally embedded meanings
further aligns with Newmark’s (1988) assertion that culturally bound expressions require
adaptive rather than literal strategies.

The difficulties reported in translating idioms, proverbs, and religious references are consistent
with previous research indicating that such elements are deeply rooted in cultural and
ideological contexts (Baker, 1992; Al-Kharabsheh, 2003). These findings reinforce the
argument that linguistic proficiency alone is insufficient for successful translation and that
translators must possess an informed understanding of both source and target cultures.
Moreover, students’ preference for cultural adaptation strategies reflects Venuti’s (1995)
discussion of domestication and foreignization as effective approaches for managing cultural
differences. The tendency to omit or replace culturally inappropriate elements suggests an
awareness of the target audience’s expectations and sociocultural norms, which is a
fundamental aspect of professional translation practice.

The disparity observed between students’ confidence in Arabic cultural knowledge and their
comparatively limited familiarity with English culture highlights a significant pedagogical
issue. This imbalance may negatively affect translation accuracy and cultural appropriateness,
indicating the need for greater exposure to authentic English cultural materials within
translation curricula.

6.Conclusion

This study demonstrates that cultural competence is a decisive factor in producing accurate and
meaningful English—Arabic translations. The results reveal that literal translation is often
inadequate when dealing with culturally bound expressions, particularly idioms, proverbs,
social customs, and religious references. Students overwhelmingly recognized the necessity of
adapting translations to suit the cultural norms of the target audience.

The study concludes that effective translation requires more than linguistic knowledge; it
demands cultural awareness and the strategic application of appropriate translation techniques.
Accordingly, integrating cultural components into translation training programs is essential to
enhancing students’ translation performance and preparing them for professional practice.
7.Recommendations

To enhance the quality of English—Arabic translation and bridge the gap between linguistic
proficiency and cultural awareness, this study proposes several pedagogical interventions. First,
it is essential to integrate dedicated cultural studies modules into translation curricula to foster
deeper cross-cultural understanding. Educational programs should increase students' exposure
to authentic English cultural materials and prioritize the teaching of practical translation
strategies, such as domestication and foreignization. Furthermore, fostering a collaborative
learning environment through joint translation projects can encourage the exchange of cultural
perspectives among students. Finally, incorporating real-world case studies and simulations
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into training sessions is highly recommended to prepare student translators for the complex
socio-cultural challenges they will encounter in professional practice.

8. Limitations

Despite the contributions of the present study, several limitations should be acknowledged.
First, the study is limited by its relatively small sample size of 40 participants, which may
restrict the generalizability of the findings to wider populations. Second, the study relies on
self-reported data collected through a structured questionnaire, which may be influenced by
participants’ subjective perceptions. Third, the research adopts a descriptive quantitative
approach and does not include experimental or inferential statistical analysis, which limits the
depth of causal interpretation. Finally, the study focuses on students from a single academic
context, which may not fully represent English—Arabic translation practices in other educational
settings.
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Appendix A
Questionnaire

Part One: Personal Information
1. Gender:

O Male [0 Female

2. Age:

O Under 20 00 20-25 O 26-30 O Over 30

3. Have you studied translation courses?

O Yes O No

4. Do you have experience translating texts from English into Arabic?

O Yes O No

5. How would you rate your understanding of English culture?

O Excellent 1 Good O Fair LI Poor

6. How would you rate your understanding of Arabic culture?

O Excellent O Good O Fair [ Poor

Part Two: Main Questions

Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statements:
O Strongly Agree L1 Agree L1 Disagree L1 Strongly Disagree

1. The translator's cultural background is essential to the quality of translation.
O Strongly Agree L1 Agree [ Disagree L1 Strongly Disagree

2. Literal translation from English to Arabic often fails to convey cultural meaning.
O Strongly Agree L1 Agree [ Disagree [ Strongly Disagree

3. Some English cultural expressions have no direct equivalent in Arabic.

[ Strongly Agree [1 Agree [ Disagree [ Strongly Disagree

4. The translator should adapt the text to fit the target (Arabic) culture.

O Strongly Agree L1 Agree L1 Disagree L1 Strongly Disagree

5. Good translation requires deep knowledge of both cultures, not just languages.
O Strongly Agree L1 Agree [ Disagree [ Strongly Disagree

6. Jokes and sarcasm in English texts are difficult to translate into Arabic.

O Strongly Agree L1 Agree L1 Disagree L1 Strongly Disagree

7. Social traditions differ between the two cultures, requiring text modifications.
O Strongly Agree L1 Agree L1 Disagree L1 Strongly Disagree

8. Cultural adaptation strategies are better than literal translation.

0] Strongly Agree L1 Agree L1 Disagree [ Strongly Disagree

9. It is acceptable to omit or replace cultural elements that are not suitable for the
Arabic audience.

O Strongly Agree L1 Agree L1 Disagree L1 Strongly Disagree
10. Misinterpreting cultural symbols may lead to misunderstanding by the reader.
O Strongly Agree L Agree [ Disagree L1 Strongly Disagree
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