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Abstract

This study examines how the English translation of Moroccan Malhun poetry, an oral tradition,
expresses pragmatic meaning, performativity, and cultural symbolism, focusing on excerpts from
Qasidat al-Warda by Mohamed Ben Slimane. The main question is how translation can preserve
the pragmatic and cultural aspects of this oral poetry tradition while remaining accessible to non-
Arabic audiences. The study seeks to examine translation methods that reconstruct meaning
beyond words and to demonstrate their importance for discussing and understanding cultural
heritage within oral contexts. Using a qualitative case study approach, the analysis combines
discourse analysis and translation pragmatics, following the analytical model of Dastjerdi et al.
(2008). This model includes micro-level features such as metaphor and syntax, along with macro-
level dimensions such as implicature, evaluative stance, and performativity. The findings indicate
that meaning in Malhun Poetry primarily arises from implicature, rhetorical structure, and
performative address. Strategies that keep metaphorical density, questioning forms, and symbolic
images help retain the pragmatic and impactful nature of the target text. The study concludes that
translating oral poetry should focus on interpretive conditions rather than strict word-for-word
translation and suggests that future research should combine pragmatics, orality, and cultural
translation.
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Introduction

Moroccan Malhun poetry constitutes a significant component of the country’s oral and
performative literary heritage. Rooted in dialectal Arabic and traditionally performed with musical
accompaniment, Malhun combines linguistic artistry with social, religious, and cultural
expression. Its inscription on UNESCO’s Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage
of Humanity in 2023 highlights its role as a form of collective memory and a living artistic practice.
As an orally grounded genre, Malhun constructs meaning not only through language but also
through performance, audience interaction, and culturally shared symbolic systems.

Despite growing attention to pragmatics and culture in translation studies, their intersection
with orality remains underexplored, particularly in analyses of poetic discourse. Existing research
often treats pragmatic meaning, cultural transfer, and performance as separate dimensions, with
limited integration into a unified analytical approach. Moreover, Moroccan Malhun poetry has
received little attention in translation studies, particularly regarding how English translation
mediates its pragmatic and performative features. This gap is significant because meaning in
Malhun emerges through implicature, evaluative stance, and performative address, all of which
resist direct linguistic transfer.

This study examines how the English translation of Moroccan Malhun poetry mediates
pragmatic meaning, performativity, and cultural specificity, with a focus on deriving practical
translation strategies. The study is significant in that it advances discourse- and pragmatics-
oriented approaches to translation by addressing the challenges of translating orally grounded
poetic traditions, which are forms of intangible cultural heritage. By identifying how pragmatic
and cultural features are preserved or transformed, the research offers insights that can inform
more effective translation practices for oral poetic forms.

To achieve this aim, the study pursues the following research objectives: (1) to analyze
how pragmatic meaning is constructed in Malhun poetry and reinterpreted in translation; (2) to
examine the role of performative and addressive features in shaping meaning; and (3) to identify
translation strategies that negotiate cultural specificity and accessibility while preserving aesthetic
and affective force.

Accordingly, the study addresses the following research questions:

RQ1: How are pragmatic meanings constructed in selected excerpts of Qasidat al-Warda, and
how are they mediated in English translation?

RQ2: What performative and addressive features characterize these excerpts, and how are they
recontextualized in translation?

RQ3: What translation strategies enable the negotiation of cultural specificity and accessibility in
the English rendering of Moroccan Malhun poetry?

The analysis focuses on selected excerpts from Qasidat al-Warda by Mohamed Ben
Slimane, specifically the opening section and the recurrent refrain (harba). This poem is selected
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for its rich metaphorical imagery, pragmatic implicature, and performative features, making it
particularly well-suited to examining the interaction among language, culture, and performance.
The author produced the English translation analyzed in this study. This self-translation approach
provides direct insight into the decision-making processes underlying translation choices and
enables a reflexive analysis of how translation negotiates meaning across linguistic and cultural
contexts.

The paper proceeds as follows: the next section outlines the theoretical framework,
followed by the methodology. The analysis and discussion examine the selected excerpts and their
translations, and the paper concludes with key findings and implications.

Literature Review

Scholars have widely examined the translation of culturally embedded literary texts in
relation to meaning construction, cultural transfer, and discourse. Researchers have increasingly
focused on pragmatics, culture, and orality; however, they rarely integrate these dimensions in the
translation of orally grounded poetic traditions. Recent studies in translation scholarship have
further emphasized the importance of addressing implicit meaning and context-sensitive
interpretation, particularly in literary and poetic texts where meaning extends beyond lexical
expression.

Pragmatic approaches emphasize meaning beyond lexical content, including implicature,
speaker intention, and context-dependent interpretation. Meaning emerges through interaction
between linguistic form and communicative context (Baker, 2011), while texts function as
discourse-level communicative acts shaped by evaluative stance and rhetorical positioning (Hatim
& Mason, 1997). Recent research confirms that poetic meaning is often culturally encoded and
cannot be fully captured through lexical equivalence alone, requiring translators to engage with
pragmatic and symbolic dimensions of the text (Al-Kadery, 2024). However, these approaches
largely privilege written discourse, leaving orality and performance underexplored.

Cultural translation frameworks conceptualize translation as the negotiation of culturally
situated meaning rather than the transfer of linguistic units. Language and culture are inseparable,
and culture-specific expressions often resist direct equivalence (Bassnett, 2013; Newmark, 1988).
Functionalist perspectives such as dynamic equivalence (Nida, 1964) prioritize communicative
effect, although scholars have critiqued this approach for potentially reducing cultural specificity
(Munday, 2016). This tension underlies the domestication—foreignization dichotomy (Venuti,
1995), which remains central to debates on translation strategy. Recent studies on Arabic—English
translation further demonstrate how translators negotiate cultural features through domestication
and foreignization strategies depending on audience expectations and textual function (Al-Kahtani,
2023).

Arab World English Journal for Translation & Literary Studies 182
ISSN: 2550-1542 | www.awej-tls.org


http://www.awej-tls.org/

AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies Volume 10. Number 2. May 2026
Translating Oral Heritage: Pragmatic and Cultural Dimensions Gdader & Sandy

Research on orality further complicates poetic translation. Oral poetry is a socially situated
practice in which meaning is co-constructed through performance, repetition, and audience
interaction (Finnegan, 1977), relying on shared cultural knowledge and participatory dynamics
(Ong, 2002). Translating such forms often requires compensatory strategies that prioritize
communicative effect over formal equivalence (Hermans, 2019). Recent scholarship on Moroccan
cultural heritage highlights how artistic and musical traditions are co-produced through social and
historical processes, emphasizing performance as a central component of meaning-making (Pasler,
2024).

Empirical studies have also identified the risk of socio-pragmatic failure in cross-cultural
translation, where differences in communicative norms lead to misinterpretation of meaning (Al-
Saidi & Rashid, 2015). However, such research tends to focus on non-literary contexts, leaving
poetic and performative discourse underexamined, particularly in relation to culturally grounded
literary texts.

Research on poetry translation highlights the complexity of rendering both form and
meaning. In classical Arabic poetry, prosodic features such as rhythm, rhyme, and sound patterns
play a crucial role in shaping the text's aesthetic and communicative effects. Recent work has
shown that translations often prioritize semantic content over prosodic features, resulting in a loss
of auditory and performative dimensions (Al Jabri, 2024).

From a theoretical perspective, translational hermeneutics offers an alternative view of
translation as re-creation rather than direct transfer. This approach shifts attention from
equivalence at the level of form to the reconstruction of meaning and effect, emphasizing
interpretation as a central component of translation (Lahiani, 2022). This focus is particularly
relevant to the analysis of poetic texts situated within specific cultural and discursive contexts.

These strands remain fragmented: pragmatics often overlooks performativity, while studies
of orality lack systematic accounts of pragmatic meaning in translation. Moroccan Malhun poetry,
in particular, has received limited attention, with existing research focusing primarily on its
cultural and symbolic dimensions rather than its translation (Magidow, 2016). Recent studies have
begun to highlight its role as a vehicle of collective memory and identity construction within
Moroccan society (Kamal et al., 2025). Other research emphasizes its linguistic, poetic, and
symbolic richness as an oral tradition rooted in dialectal expression and cultural transmission
(Bounafa & Ayaou, 2024). In a broader Maghrebi context, related musical and poetic traditions
have also been shown to be shaped by Sufi symbolism and performative practices (Touati, 2018).
Nevertheless, these contributions remain largely concerned with cultural, thematic, and linguistic
aspects rather than translation processes. Moreover, studies on Arabic poetry tend to focus on
classical or written forms, with limited attention to orally grounded traditions such as Malhun and
their translation into English.
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This study addresses these gaps by integrating pragmatics, cultural translation, and orality
into a unified analytical framework grounded in discourse- and pragmatics-oriented approaches to
translation (Baker, 2011; Hatim & Mason, 1997; Munday, 2016; Venuti, 1995). Drawing on
Dastjerdi et al. (2008), it examines both linguistic and extra-linguistic dimensions of poetic
translation, including implicature, evaluative stance, performativity, and cultural symbolism.
While not indexed in major databases, this model is selected for its methodological relevance, as
it enables a systematic analysis of both micro-level (metaphor, syntax) and macro-level
(implicature, evaluative stance, performativity) features of poetic discourse. This approach
accounts for the interaction between language, culture, and performance in meaning construction.

Methodology
Research Design

This study adopts a qualitative case-study design to examine how the English translation
of Moroccan Malhun poetry mediates pragmatic meaning, performativity, and cultural specificity.
It is grounded in an interpretivist research paradigm, which views meaning as context-dependent
and constructed through discourse and cultural practice. Given the interpretive nature of the genre,
this approach enables detailed analysis of meaning construction, pragmatic inference, and cultural
symbolism within specific textual instances. Rather than aiming for generalizability, the study
provides an in-depth account of translation as a communicative and cultural practice in an orally
grounded poetic context. The study adopts an intrinsic case study approach, focusing on a single
poetic work to explore its linguistic, cultural, and performative characteristics in depth.

The data consist of selected Arabic excerpts from Qasidat al-Warda, along with their
English translations produced by the author. The analysis focuses on discourse units such as
metaphorical expressions, interrogative structures, and performative utterances, as key sites of
pragmatic and cultural meaning.

Corpus Selection

The corpus comprises excerpts from Qasidat al-Warda by Mohamed Ben Slimane,
focusing on the opening section and the recurrent refrain (harba). The study relies on these
segments because they contain a high concentration of pragmatic and performative features,
including implicature, evaluative stance, metaphorical imagery, and direct audience address.

This focused selection enables detailed and manageable analysis. The choice of Qasidat
al-Warda is motivated by its representativeness as a canonical Malhun poem that exemplifies the
genre’s linguistic richness, performative structure, and cultural symbolism. It incorporates key
features of Malhun poetry, including oral address, metaphorical density, and audience engagement,
making it a suitable case for examining how translation mediates pragmatic and cultural meaning.
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The English translation analyzed is the author’s own, allowing explicit reflection on translation
decisions and direct insight into the strategies used to mediate meaning.

Self-translation is adopted here as a reflexive methodological approach, enabling the
researcher to access both source-text interpretation and target-text production. Rather than
compromising objectivity, this position allows for greater analytical transparency, as translation
choices can be systematically examined and justified within the analytical framework.

Analytical Framework

The analysis adopts the model proposed by Dastjerdi, Hakimshafaaii, and Jannesaari
(2008), which accounts for both linguistic and extra-linguistic dimensions of poetic translation.
This framework is appropriate because it captures the interaction between form, meaning, and
cultural context.

At the linguistic level, the analysis examines stylistic and rhetorical features such as
metaphor, imagery, repetition, and tone. At the extra-linguistic level, it addresses implicature,
evaluative stance, performativity, and culturally shared knowledge. These dimensions are central
to the construction of meaning in Malhun Poetry.

The framework operates across two levels:

e Micro-level: metaphor, deixis, and syntactic structure
e Macro-level: implicature, evaluative stance, and performative address

This dual-level analysis enables a systematic account of how meaning is inferred,

negotiated, and recontextualized in translation.

Procedure of Analysis

The analysis proceeds in three stages. First, the study examines the Arabic excerpts to
identify pragmatic and performative features, including implicature, addressivity, and evaluative
positioning. Second, the corresponding English translations are analyzed to determine how these
features are preserved, modified, or recontextualized. Third, the study interprets the translation
strategies within the analytical framework, with attention to how the translation negotiates cultural
authenticity and accessibility.

The analysis is descriptive and interpretive rather than evaluative, focusing on translation
as a process of meaning negotiation rather than correctness.

Analysis
Textual Context and Corpus

This study analyzes selected excerpts from Qasidat al-Warda by Mohamed Ben Slimane,
a prominent example of Moroccan Malhun poetry. As an orally performed poetic form, Malhun
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integrates linguistic expression with musical accompaniment and audience interaction. The poem
under study focuses on themes of love, suffering, and moral reflection, conveying them through
metaphorical imagery and performative discourse. The source text uses Moroccan Arabic (Darija),
the vernacular variety traditionally used to perform Malhun poetry.

The analysis focuses on two key segments: the opening section and the recurrent refrain
(harba). These passages are selected due to their high concentration of pragmatic meaning,
evaluative stance, and performative features, making them particularly relevant to the research
questions.

As the author produces the translation, the analysis adopts a reflexive stance,
acknowledging the potential for interpretive bias. However, this position also enables direct insight
into translation decisions, allowing the study to examine strategies explicitly in relation to the
analytical framework.

Pragmatic Meaning and Metaphorical Implicature

The opening lines construct emotional intensity through metaphorical imagery:
Table 1. Metaphorical implicature in Qasidat al-Warda: Source text (Darija) and its English
translation

Source Text Target Text

3 alally Ll 81 Jus i ) (e o) | O, from the sips of arrows shot from bows, from the
sharp eyebrow—
Each shaft, released with precision, strikes me
exhausted.

Bagaae il (LI A8 4l 2ie

The text conveys meaning through implicature rather than explicit statement. The imagery
of arrows and wounds encodes a culturally shared metaphor of love as injury within the Arabic
poetic tradition. Preserving this indirectness is essential to maintaining pragmatic meaning.

The translation retains the metaphorical structure without explicitation, allowing affective
intensity to emerge inferentially. This strategy reconstructs evaluative stance at the discourse level
and maintains pragmatic equivalence by preserving interpretive processes rather than surface
meaning.

At the micro-level, this involves preserving metaphorical imagery, while at the macro-
level, it sustains implicature and evaluative stance as defined in the analytical framework. This
pattern recurs across the opening lines, where the verses consistently convey meaning through
metaphorical implicature rather than explicit expression.

Self-Justification and Rhetorical Structure
A second pragmatic feature in the opening section is the use of rhetorical questioning:
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Table 2. Rhetorical interrogative structure: Source text (Darija) and its English translation
Source Text Target Text

(AW A e Ju SS L »3e | Why should | not complain when my torment has
lasted so long?
3 5 il jall s 3 S 1X%a | Such is my state in love; my promises unravel.

The interrogative anticipates social judgment and frames emotional expression within a
communal context. Such structures reflect culturally embedded norms in which speakers negotiate
personal experience discursively.

The translation preserves the interrogative form, maintaining its pragmatic function rather
than converting it into a declarative. This strategy sustains the implicit defensive stance and
preserves the text's dialogic dimension.

This reflects macro-level features of evaluative stance and addressivity within the
analytical framework.

Performativity and Audience Address in the harba
The recurrent harba introduces a shift from introspective discourse to public declaration:
Table 3. The harba in Qasidat al-Warda: Source text (Darija) and its English translation

Source Text Target Text
Gy el cua Jwll B 4 G Y | Do not blame me for this state—I come to testify and
cry out;
835 A JA ol @sall L Jsae | count me among the dead, slain by a beauty mark in
arose.

The imperative “ 55 ¥ functions as a performative speech act, transforming private
suffering into communal discourse. This performative function reflects the participatory dynamics
of oral poetry. The translation retains imperative forms and rhythmic repetition, compensating for
the absence of live performance. This functional approach preserves performativity and maintains
the poem’s communicative force.

This approach aligns with the macro-level category of performative address, demonstrating
how speech acts contribute to the construction of meaning.

Cultural Symbolism and Translation Strategy

The expression “s2,5 & J&” encodes culturally specific aesthetics of beauty and desire.
The translation preserves this imagery with minimal adaptation.

This preservation reflects a foreignizing strategy that maintains symbolic density while
allowing interpretive openness. Although it may introduce partial opacity, it avoids reducing
cultural meaning. The translation thus prioritizes symbolic integrity over immediate accessibility,
encouraging engagement with the source culture.
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At the micro-level, this is realized through metaphorical imagery, while at the macro-level,
it reflects culturally shared knowledge within the analytical framework.

Across the analyzed passages, the findings demonstrate that translating Malhun Poetry
requires negotiating pragmatic meaning, performative structure, and cultural symbolism. Rather
than prioritizing formal equivalence, the translation strategies observed emphasize communicative
effect, interpretive engagement, and cultural mediation.

These findings support discourse-based approaches to translation (Baker, 2011; Hatim &
Mason, 1997) and align with recent studies emphasizing the role of cultural and symbolic meaning
in poetic translation (Al-Kadery, 2024; Al Jabri, 2024). They reinforce the theoretical perspectives
outlined in the literature review, particularly the view of translation as a culturally situated practice.
They further highlight the need to integrate pragmatics, orality, and cultural translation when
analyzing orally grounded poetic forms.

Discussion

The analysis demonstrates that pragmatic meaning in Malhun poetry is constructed
primarily through implicature, evaluative stance, and indirect expression rather than explicit
propositional content. Metaphorical imagery and rhetorical questioning invite interpretation based
on shared cultural assumptions, indicating that pragmatic equivalence in translation depends on
recreating inferential processes rather than explicating meaning. This finding is consistent with
discourse-based approaches to translation, which emphasize meaning as contextually and
pragmatically constructed (Baker, 2011; Hatim & Mason, 1997).

Performativity operates as a central mechanism of meaning construction. The harba
transforms personal expression into communal discourse through direct address and repetition.
Maintaining imperative structures and refrain-like patterns allows the translation to approximate
this performative force. This strategy supports research on oral poetic traditions, which emphasize
the role of performance and audience interaction in the construction of meaning (Finnegan, 1977;
Ong, 2002).

The findings also highlight the importance of retaining culturally embedded imagery.
Expressions such as “s33,5 & JW” carry symbolic meaning integral to the poem’s affective
dimension. Preserving such imagery maintains cultural density and supports interpretive
engagement, demonstrating that accessibility does not require cultural simplification. This
approach aligns with studies advocating for the preservation of cultural specificity in literary
translation through foreignizing strategies (Venuti, 1995; Al-Kadery, 2024).

Taken together, these findings answer the research questions by showing that pragmatic
meaning, performativity, and cultural specificity are not transferable through formal equivalence
alone but require strategic mediation. Translation in this context operates as a process of
negotiating meaning across linguistic, cultural, and performative dimensions.
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These findings suggest that models of literary translation based solely on textual
equivalence are insufficient for orally grounded poetic forms. Meaning in such texts is distributed
across discourse, performance, and shared cultural knowledge, requiring a pragmatics-informed
approach that positions the translator as a mediator of language, culture, and performance. They
support discourse-based approaches to translation (Baker, 2011; Hatim & Mason, 1997) and align
with recent studies that emphasize cultural and symbolic meaning in poetic translation (Al-Kadery,
2024; Al Jabri, 2024), thereby reinforcing the theoretical perspectives outlined in the literature
review.

Conclusion

This study examined the English translation of Moroccan Malhun poetry through a
qualitative analysis of selected excerpts from Qasidat al-Warda. It showed that meaning is
constructed primarily through implicature, evaluative stance, and culturally embedded imagery
rather than explicit expression.

Translation strategies that preserve metaphorical density, rhetorical structure, and
performative address enable the target text to retain pragmatic and affective force. Pragmatic
equivalence thus emerges from recreating interpretive conditions rather than making meaning
explicit.

The study also highlights the translator’s role as a cultural mediator. Translating Malhun
requires engagement with symbolic systems, oral conventions, and performative dynamics,
extending beyond linguistic transfer.

By integrating pragmatics, orality, and cultural translation within a unified analytical
framework, the study contributes to translation studies by demonstrating the need for discourse-
oriented approaches when analyzing orally grounded poetic forms.

More broadly, the findings underscore the importance of translation in transmitting
intangible cultural heritage. Preserving such traditions does not require simplification but
strategies that maintain symbolic complexity and pragmatic depth.

Limitations

This study is subject to several limitations. First, it relies on a limited corpus drawn from
selected excerpts of a single Malhun poem, which restricts the generalizability of the findings.

Second, the analysis relies on the author’s own translation, which may introduce
interpretive bias despite the study's reflexive approach.

Third, the analysis focuses primarily on textual features and does not fully account for
performance-based dimensions such as musical accompaniment, vocal delivery, and audience
interaction, which are central to Malhun as an oral tradition.
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Future research could address these limitations by expanding the corpus to include multiple
poems and translators, and by adopting multimodal and performance-oriented approaches to better
capture the full complexity of orally transmitted poetic forms.
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