
© 2019 DAR Publishers/University of Jordan. All Rights Reserved. 

Dirasat, Human and Social Sciences, Volume 46, No. 1, 2019 

- 322 - 

________________________________________________ 

* The Language Center, The University of Jordan. Received on 4/4/2017 and Accepted for Publication on 19/4/2017. 

 

Challenges in Translating Technical Texts 

 
Esra’a M. Muhiesen, Mona S. Al-Ajrami* 

  
ABSTRACT 

This study aims to show the challenges that translators face in translating technical texts such as academic 

texts in archaeology. This study is based on translating a research titled "The Acheulian culture in Jordan 

1500000-90000" by Dr. Mujahed al-Muhiesen, published in Abhath Al-Yarmouk from Arabic to English. 

The text was translated by the researchers. During the translation, the researcher has encountered some 

lexical and syntactic problems and tried to overcome them using several strategies. Thus, this article 

recommends that translators should have the knowledge regarding such texts to be faithful to the text and 

convey the same message. The study also attempts o contribute in improving the translation of technical 

texts, in general, and the ones related to archaeology, in particular by making the translators familiar with 

different problems which affect the translation and how it could be dealt with. 

Keywords: Archaeology, Problems, Translation, Technical Texts.  

 

 

1. Introduction: 

According to Newmark (1981) translation transfers an idea of the source language (SL) into the target language 

(TL). Translation has been an important factor in life, starting from 3000 B.C, during the Egyptian old kingdom, when 

inscriptions of two languages have been found (Newmark, 1981:3) to the discovery of the Rosetta Stone and translating 

it by Champollion, which was the key of translating scripts for the entire 3000-year-old Egyptian dynastic tradition, till 

today, where the role of translation has increased, becoming a part in every major and transferring the knowledge from 

one culture to another. 

Technical Translation, in general, academic translation, in particular, is very important, where it is considered a 

bridge between scholars from different cultures which allows them to share their knowledge. It also helps in finding 

any academic plagiarism. Such translation usually encounters different types of problems, mostly lexical and syntactic 

problems. This study will discuss the problems that may occur during the process of academic translation, find solution 

to them and highlight the importance of the skills required by translators during this type of translation. These 

problems vary in their difficulty. One of the main difficulties faced by translators is the difference in the nature of the 

two languages. Another problem lies in the terminology used in such texts. 

The significance of the study comes from the fact that very few studies have touched upon problems in the 

translation of technical texts. It is true that researchers have dealt with this topic in general, but few of them dealt with 

problems in the translation of academic texts. Thus, it became a marginalized topic. The study will try to accomplish 

two functions. First, it is assumed that the study will be beneficial to translators, in general, and translators of academic 

texts, in particular, through pin pointing the problems faced in the translation and offering possible solutions. Secondly, 

the researchers hope that such study will be of a great help in the translation of Arabic Academic texts to English. 

Finally, tries to answer the following questions: 

1. What are the main problems in translating texts related to Academia? 

2. How can we convey the same message during the translation from Arabic into English? 
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3. How far has Archeology related dictionaries has been neglected? 

In order to answer these questions, the researchers have translated a journal article entitled the “the Acheulian 

culture in Jordan” (Al-Muhiesen 1993:153-181) by Dr. Muhjahed Al-Muhiesen published in Abhath Al-Yarmouk from 

Arabic into English. After that a discussion has been made to highlight the lexical and syntactic problems and how they 

can be solved during the translation. It also shows the importance of translating specialized terminology and keeping it 

updated. 

 

2. Equivalence in translating technical texts: 

One of the most important issues discussed in translation in general is the issue of equivalence and how the 

translator can transfer the message from SL into TL and to what extent he/she should keep the form as “translation 

without equivalence of certain degrees or in certain aspects, the translated text cannot be regarded as a successful 

translation of the original text”(Yinhua 2011: 171). 

If we take the text type we are translating into consideration, then the type of equivalence and the used strategies 

will differ. For example, if we are dealing with a literary text then the semantic translation in which the translator 

“attempts to render, as closely as the semantic and syntactic structure of the second language allow, the exact 

contextual meaning of the original” (Newmark 1981:39). This means the content is kept however the form itself is 

adopted according to the target language. Meanwhile, communicative translation is used for technical texts where we 

keep the form and the content of the source text as much as possible by “attempting to produce on its reader an effect 

as close possible to that obtained on the reader of the original.” (Ibid:39). 

During 1970s, Reiss has proposed the text type theory, which is a functional theory that focuses on the equivalence 

of the text itself, therefore, she divides the texts into four types; informative, expressive, operative, and audio medial. 

Each type of these texts has a certain way to be translated, for example, the informative text, in which technical texts 

fall under should be translated “as plain prose, without redundancy and with the use of explanation when required” 

(Reiss (1977/1989:108-109) Cited in Munday 2016: 114), so it should be figurative free and direct. 

Technical text represents a wide variety of documents in all the skilled trades, which can be divided in to four 

groups: reports, documents for the purpose of education such as theses and journal article, patents, and operational 

manuals. (Badinski 2001:1). Due to the rapid use of this type of writing especially the Academic writing, its translation 

became important. Thus, it reaches a big number of undergraduates, graduates, and lecturers. 

Even though this writing shares some similarities with other styles of writing, it also has its own features which 

should be taken into consideration during translation such as the terminology, the structure, and using objective 

pronouns. These characteristics might cause the translators some problems if he/she lacks the knowledge in dealing 

with such texts. 

 

3. Distinctions between Arabic and English language: 

In order to state the problems encountered during translation, it is better to mention some differences between 

English and Arabic language. Both languages are from different families. The function of items in the Arabic sentence 

is marked by case ending, meanwhile, word order in English marks the functions of groups in the sentence. Subject and 

object are identified by position (Awawdeh 1990: 29). The order of the sentences in each language differs from 

another. The word order in Arabic “does not change the meaning, because it depends on the case ending, for example, 

if we say " عل اً"“ and"زار عليّ ال عل عل  in"علي" then the subject changes according to the case ending in the name ,زار ال

each sentence. However, if we change the word order in English, then the meaning of the same sentence, for example, 

“I read a book then a magazine” and “I read a magazine then a book. Thus, the action in each sentence has changed due 

to changing the word order of “book” and “magazine”. (Al-Ajrami 2011, p. 27). 

Adjectives in Arabic follow the noun they identify such as قة ال ة""ال ازل  and "ة ان ع ال  unlike English, in ,"الق

which adjectives precede the noun as in "volcanic area" and "flint like artifacts". In English, there are indefinite article 
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and modal verbs which do not exist in the Arabic language. 

 

4. Problems in translation 

During the translation of "the Acheulian culture in Jordan", the translator faced some problems related to syntax 

and lexicon. 

4.1 Syntactic problems: 

Syntactic problems or grammatical problems, in which parts of speech such as subject are allocated in sentences, 

and how different meanings are bound together. The problems can be summed as the following: 

a. complex sentences 

In complex sentences, there is one main idea and one or more subordinate ideas. Complex sentences are frequently 

used in academic texts in order to make ideas and information clear and understandable to the reader. However, if the 

writer did not use this type of sentence properly, or if the translator did not understand it, it will lead to ambiguity, for 

example: 

ي ت ا ال قة ال ان"كان م ها اس إی ل عل ي  س وال ات ال الأب ال غا ة  ال ها ال الاً -ل ب ن م ران ت
ة م عام  حات الأث  "1983-1979لل

The ambiguity in the example above lies in the referring of the second relative pronoun "ي "ال , which originally 

refers to  ات س الأب"غا " ال ال not ا". "ال  

The length of the sentence may also lead to a problem, but it can be solved by dividing the complex sentence into 

simple sentences, which helps the target reader understand the idea. Such as the aforementioned example would be 

translated as into: 
" Al-Hessa had been a field for archaeological surveys since 1979 till 1983. The current environment of the 

area is similar to the Mediterranean forests which is called Irano-Turaniann" 

b. passive voice: 

In academic texts, the passive voice is often used to show that the doer is unknown or unimportant, and that the 

action or the fact is more important. The passive voice may cause a problem during the translation from Arabic into 

English, due to the fact that Arabic grammar does not use it frequently, unless the doer is unknown. So, the translator 

should take into consideration during the translation process whether the action or the doer is more important in the 

sentence. For example: 

ل" عاً ل َه وت َ اع م اق ن إلى أرعة أن اف غ "ا ال ار  ل
Due to that, the area was divided into four types by the Geographies 
In the aforementioned example, the passive voice is used to indicate that the action (divding the area), is more 

important than the doer. 

c. Prepositions: 

A preposition is "a word, usually short, that does not change its form and that, by joining with a noun object, helps 

bring the strength of the noun into the sentence to act as an adjective or adverb" (Marius and Wiener, 1988: 803). 

Prepositions may consist of one word or more. 

In Arabic, a single preposition may have different meanings that can be only distinguished through the context in 

which they occur. (Obeidat, 2001, p. 58). This may lead to a problem for the translator who does not have a good 

background concerning the meanings of Arabic prepositions. For example, the preposition "ب" has different meanings, 

which can be identified from the context: 

ف الآثار الأردني  ها في م ان"" وج  ع
Were found in the Jordan Archeological Museum in Amman 

ج ا ه م اعة  ه ال نا مقارنة ه ع قة"" ت  د في ال
Comparing this industry with what is in the area 
In the first example, the preposition "ب"   indicate the meaning of a place adverb, however, in the second example; it 
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gives the meaning of accompanying. 

d. Multiple modifiers: 

In Arabic, the modifier comes after the noun, however, the modifier precedes the noun in English. This issue may 

lead to a problem while translating them. The following are examples of modifiers after nouns: 

ّة" ّة ال ه ات ال س  " ال
Gravel-fluvial sediments 

 ّ ات غ س ن""ت اء اللّ  ة صف
Yellow colored, alluvial sediments 
e. Conjunctions and cohesive devices: 

Conjunctions and cohesive device are used to unite elements of the text, in order to accomplish cohesion and 

coherence in it. However, some devices are used frequently in the same text, but have different meaning, such as the 

device "أما" in the following examples: 

"أمّا  " لان ر  ها ل رس فة، فّ ة ال اد ال  ال
As for the discovered stone material, they were studied by Lorraine Copeland 

انة فعأمّا "  قة ال اقع"في م د م ال ح على ع اء ال   أث
Meanwhile, during the survey in Al - kharraneh area, a number of sites were found 
 

4.2 Lexical problems: 

Most translators encounter in lexical problems, which are related to words and vocabulary. These problems occur 

due to the wrong choice of words by the translator. Problems under this category are divided into three subcategories: 

a. Wrong choice of lexical items: 

The wrong choice of lexical items refers to the wrong use of a TL lexical item with a meaning that completely 

differs from the SL equivalent (Obdiate, 2001, p. 87), which leads to a message distortion. Generally, this problem 

occurs when the translator does not know the meaning of the SL lexical item, or cannot decide which meaning is the 

appropriate one for the context. The following examples try to provide the translation which might occur to translators 

who do not have enough knowledge in the terminology then provide the correct equivalent. 

ل  ع ن  قع" حُفَ"قام جار رولف ة في ال ار  اخ
Garry Rollefson did experimental holes in the area 
In the example above, there was a misunderstanding in the lexical item "  :which should have been translated as ,"حُفَ

Garry Rollefson did experimental pits in the area 

b. Archaeological terms (Specialized Terminology): 

Academic texts have a lot of terminology. The sample given in this study is concerned with Archaeological terms, 

which may lead to a problem, if the translator doesn't have any knowledge of the topic. Such as the translation of 

ة" ة ال ه ات ال س  :in the example"ال

ع الأدوات داخل  ة"ع على  ة ال ه ات ال س  "ال
It may be translated as: 
Some tools were found in pebble-river sediments 

The translation above is incorrect and it should be translated as: 

Some tools were found in gravel-fluvial sediments 

c. Geographical names: 

Geographical names refer to the names of countries, cities and towns. Geographical names do not generally pose a 

serious problem, however, the researcher thought that this it should be mentioned, hence that a lot of geographical 

names are mentioned in the text. The problem lies between keeping the names as they are or providing the equivalent 

in the target language. 
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5. Strategies used in technical translation: 

This section deals with the strategies used in technical translation. These strategies were employed by the 

researchers as a mean to overcome the problems encountered during translation. Only two examples of each strategy 

will be used for the sake of brevity. 

a. Literal translation: 

During the translation of the text, the most frequent used strategy was literal translation, where it involves the 

conveyance of denotative meaning of phrases and sentences, in a text from one language to another (Shunnaq & 

Farghal, 2011, p. 23). However, one should not mix between literal translation and word order as well as the primary 

meaning of all the SL word order as well as the primary meaning of all SL words, into the translation, and it is 

normally effective only for brief simple neutral sentences (Newmark 1988, p. 69). 

Literal translation was used in this text, in order to be faithful and accurate, and to keep the translator's objectivity 

during translation. For instance: 

ال" ق الأوس مازال ق ال  "إن ت الع ال الق في ال
The classification of the Paleolithic in the Middle East is still questionable. 
Another example that shows that literal translation can be used in this type of texts: 

ي أُرِ  ة ال ات دوق س ز على نه "إن ت لات ب ا، و ر ة في س ام لات الل ها ب جّة ومقارن ل ف م راسات ال ال خ 
قة  م في م ة، وهي الأق س لّة ال ة الآش د للف ّة تع ل واضح إلى أن الأدوات ال ات ت  العاصي، وش على نه الف

ى الآن" ّة ح اء ال  ال
The Douqara sediments, which were dated in Geo-morphological studies and were compared with the 

Latmane formation in Syria, Berzen formation in the Orontes river, Chnine formation in the Euphrates, clearly 

show that the stone tools are dated back to the middle Acheulian period, the oldest in the eastern desert till now. 
Due to the fact that literal translation was not enough in translating this text, other procedures were also used. 

b. Transposition: 

Transposition is the second strategy opted for during translation. It involves a change in the grammar from SL to 

TL (Newmark, 1988, p. 85). 

Examples: 

ة" ّة اس ال ازل قة ال ل على ال  "أ
The volcanic area was given the name Al-Harrah 
In the example above, the SL verb  " ل  was transferred into the noun "name" and can also be summarized into"أ

“entitled”, the same goes for the next example where the noun “"دراسة was changed into a verb "studies" 

لّة" قافة الأش ة ال اول ال دراسة ف  "ی
This research studies the Aheulian period 
c. Transference: 

This strategy includes transliteration, which relates to the transferring different alphabets from Arabic into English 

alphabets to be able to keep the same pronunciation and identity in the target text. The procedure can be mainly used to 

deal with geographical names in the text, like:  ن اب  Tabun, ت  Wadi al-Rutum. Some of the areas in the text واد ال

are known in both cultures, where some of the Archaeologists have used these names in their own studies. 

If names were translated literary then it will lead to misunderstanding, however, some of these names such as ر   غ
س ، الأردن، ال ال ال الأب ال already have an equivalent in the TL, so they were translated as Jordan 

Valley, the Dead sea, and the Mediterranean. 

d. Lexical Synonym: 

It involves finding a close word to the SL in the TL. For example, the word  "ة ات  in the text has a lexical synonym"م

in Arabic which is ة اس  so the word was translated as "appropriate". However, we can't find complete synonyms in م

the language, for synonyms should not be used always because it may make the text weaker (Newmark, 1981, p. 83) 

Besides the strategies above, the researchers have also used some dictionaries in order to solve the lexical problems 
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like monolingual and bilingual for general words and specialized dictionaries for the terminology used in the text. 

However, none of the specialized dictionaries were Arabic-English, so it was difficult to deal with them. Even the ones 

available are old and not updated. 

 

6. Conclusions and Recommendations: 

On the basis of the present study the researchers came up with the fact that translating technical texts can be 

challenging especially if you lack the knowledge in the topic you are translating. During the translation, they have face 

two main challenges related to syntax and lexicon. These challenges were overcome by using literal translation. The 

researchers thought it is the best way for translating such texts without distorting the meaning and can keep the same 

style of the source text i.e. informative, direct, and figurative free. They have also used translation strategies to deal 

with minor problems in the text, such as transliteration, transposition, and lexical synonymy. 

One of the main challenges that also faced the researchers is the lack of information regarding Archeological 

terminology, as there where a few specialized dictionaries in this topic and the ones found where either translated into 

French or German or an old one and the terminology included is not updated. 

Finally, and due to the importance of technical translation, in general, and Academic texts, in particular, the study 

suggests that the translator should hold a wider knowledge and good comprehension ability with good linguistic 

competence in both languages which will help in overcoming many problems. In addition to that, it is recommended 

publishing specialized dictionaries from Arabic to English and update them according the development of the 

disciplines and that further studies should be done concerning academic translation. 
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ّةت ق ص ال ة ال ج   ات في ت
  

اء  ميالاه مإس ى صالح الع   *، م
 

  ـمل
ي  ات ال از ال راسة الى إب ف ال ة ته ة ال ص الأكاد ال ة  ق ص ال ة ال ج ج في ت اجهها ال ی

ة في الأردن  ل قافة الآش اه ال " ال ر م ة  ال ج راسة على ت ت ال في عل الآثار. وق اع
ّة. وتّ 1500000- 90000 ل ّة إلى اللغة الإن ك م اللغة الع م اث ال لة أ ة ال  " ال ن في م ج ت

ات  ات ة والأسال والاس ج ّة خلال ال ّة وال ع اكل ال . و ال إلى ال اح ل ال م ق
ال  فا على الأمانة و ص لل فة في تل ال ع ج ال لاك ال راسة ام تأ ال ، ت ل ها. ل اجه مة ل ال

ة في ت  ار عى إلى ال ا ت ى.  ع علقة في عل الآثار خاصةً.ال ة عامةً، وتل ال ق ة ال ج   ال
الـةا ـات ال ل ة :ل ع اكل ال ة، ال ل قافة الآش ص، ال ة ال ج   .ت
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