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Abstract

Robert Browning’s The Boy and the Angel is a poem in his early collection Dramatic Romances
and Lyrics (1845). The poem is often overlooked in critics’ discussions of Browning’s religious
views or casually charged with combining faith and doubt. It even disappears from recent
anthologies despite its significant religious revelations. Critics have fluctuated between faith and
doubt in their discussion of Browning’s religious stand. The reading in this articleaimsto retrieve
the poem from neglect and to highlight its significance as a statement of faith. The study reveals
that the poem makes its religious affirmations through a double narrative line and two time zones.
It narrates two versions of the same story and conveys a double-folded religious message. One-
fold is humanist, celebrating the ordinary human’s act of worship, regardless of time, place, or
rank. The second affirms God’s presence beyond the earthly timeline. The compound message
contradicts the critics who read Browning’s poetry as a demonstration of a struggle between faith
and doubt. The study concludes that Browning shows no signs of religious doubts in this poem. It
is a poem of an unequivocal faith. The reading aligns with critics who discern pure faith in
Browning.

Keywords: Robert Browning, angel, atheism, boy, doubt, dramatic monologue, dramatic
romances, faith, lyrics, omniscient narration, scepticism
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Introduction

In their response to Robert Browning’s poetic oeuvre, critics disagree about his religious
stance. Some perceive faith, and others detect a struggle between faith and doubt. This analytical
study of a long-neglected Browning poem, The Boy and the Angel, finds the poem instrumental in
the debate through its strong affirmation of faith. The poem is part of his early collection Dramatic
Romances and Lyrics (1845). Critics engage other poems in the collection in discussions of
Browning’s works, but this piece is often ignored and dropped from recent anthologies. The study
employs a formalist reading of the text, focusing on both form and content. It suggests that the
poem reveals Browning’s faith through a subtle manipulation of narrative technique and the story’s
timeline. In this sense, it contributes to the religious debate about Browning by highlighting the
strong presence of faith at an early stage of his career, which critics deemed highly influenced by
the Romantic poet Shelley and his atheistic views.

Literature Review

In Knickerbocker’s (1951) introduction to an early selection of Browning’s poetry, the
poem receives a cursory comment as a reflection of conflict between faith and doubt before it
drops from anthologies: “Among the poems in which doubt and faith are discussed . . . The Boy
and the Angel, Christmas Eve and Easter Day, Master Hugues of Saxe-Gotha, Bishop Blougram’s
Apology, Abt Vogler, Rabbi Ben Ezra. . . .” (xviii). Whereas most of the poems listed in
Knickerbocker’s reference become the focus of critical discussion of the collection, The Boy and
the Angel is often overlooked. The charge that it is a carrier of faithand doubt is never addressed.

The question of “doubt and faith” in Browning’s poetry is not as casual as the reference to
The Boy and the Angel. It is a subject of lasting debate among critics. Johnson (1952), unlike
Knickerbocker, writes positively of “Browning's particular brand of Christianity,” in which “the
philosophic implications of religion and art” are “so closely allied in his thinking” and the artist
perceives “the divine plan” and “must place his genius at God's disposal” (p. 113). Armstrong
(1993) perceives a change from an early doubt to faith, emphasizing that in the poems published
in 1845 and 1850, “Browning announces a returnto a qualified assent to Christian belief” (p. 293).
However, Everett (2006) conceives Browning’s attitude towards religion as equivocal in his
writing. He highlights how, on reading Shelley at a young age, Browning “promptly became.. . .
an atheist. Although it is pretty clear from his poetry that he did not remain an atheist, whether he
ever completely shed his sceptical views is still an open question.” Critics’ attempts to answer the
question continue. Harmoush (2016) quotes Browning saying, “l am not Christian” and at other
times, “I do believe in Christianity,” and concludes that “Browning remained faithful to his
contemporaries . . . to win himself the quality of an honest doubter” (p. 139). More recent critics
address the cultural aspects of religion in Browning’s writings. Sen (2025) finds that Browning’s
“poetry engages the great intellectual debates of his century, religion and doubt, science and faith,
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morality and relativism, offering readers an enduring meditation on the limits of human
knowledge” (p.24). Damjanoski (2024) equally discusses Browning’s concern with “the position
of the Christian faith” in the “new social circumstances” (p.3). But he also alludes to the personal
aspect: “It was Browning’s lifelong interest and attempts to resolve this great inner but also
collective turmoil that inspired him to write some of his greatest poems” (p.9). Critics’ interestin
the poet’s struggle between faith and doubt extends until the present. This study highlights faithin
one of Browning’s early poems, The Boy and the Angel.

Discussion
Contrary to Everett’s claim of scepticism, Damjanoski’s allusionto “inner. . . turmoil” and

Knickerbocker’s association of The Boy and the Angel with “doubt and faith,” the poem has
powerful religious implications that revolve around Theocrite, a young boy who lives in a small
village in Italy and praises God, day and night, while working as a craftsman in a small shop.
Blaise, a monk who happens to be passing by, overhears him and affirms that he does not “doubt”
that the prayers are “heard” because they resemble those of the pope in Rome under Saint Peter’s
dome on Easter Day (line 11). The compliment awakens ambition in Theocrite to praise God, “the
Pope’s great way” (line 13). He goes to Rome to fulfil his dream, only to realize that his earlier
prayers as a young apprentice are better than his later ones. Theocrite had to go back to his cell to
resume the old prayer.

It is, however, interesting that despite the seemingly simple, straightforward story, the
poem remains equivocal in its narrative technique and timeline. It presents two versions of
Theocrite’s story. Armstrong (1993) points out a technical aspect of double poems in Browning’s
grotesque oeuvre and his dramatic monologues, a strategy that “requires a second reading when
these are seen as phenomena for analysis” (p. 295). The Boy and the Angel is neither a grotesque
poem nor a dramatic monologue, but a narrative poem with some dramatic glimpses into the
characters’thoughts. Nevertheless, it employs tactics of doubling that require clarification, and can
be helpful in the critical assessment of the poem.

An omniscient narrator is instrumental in delivering the two versions of the story in the
poem without explaining their discrepancy. This narrator commits to two types of narrative acts:
chronological narration and a dramatic representation of minds. Within the first act of broad
chronology, the narrator permits the characters to act, think, and occasionally speak. Tucker (1999)
and other critics, like Johnson (1952), are inclined to treat Browning’s early poems as dramatic
monologues in the process of making. Tucker supports his argument by referencing the poet’s
“own terms,” of the dramatic monologue as “dramatic lyric” or “dramatic romance” (p. 313). The
current poem, although part of the dramatic romances and lyrics and the formative process in
Browning’s poetic career, is not a dramatic monologue; its real worth lies in its religious
revelations.
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The First Version of the Story

In the first version of the story of The Boy and the Angel, the omniscient voice narrates:
“Night passed, day shone, / And Theocrite was gone” (lines 19-20). The implication is that,
following Blaise’s compliment, Theocrite travelled the next day to Rome to achieve his dream. He
reappears toward the end of the poem as a pope sitting in the retirement room, resting between
sermons and looking appreciatively at the east. He seems to have fulfilled his wish of prayingas a
pope under Saint Peter’s dome on Easter day. Instead of disclosing the efforts that led to fulfillment,
the narrator turns his attention to the second character in the story, Gabriel, the archangel, to
highlight his response to Theocrite’s departure. He overhears God’s critique of the discontinuity
of the prayers and decides to fly down to the empty cell to fill it up with both the daily prayers and
the bread-earning activity. He attempts to gratify God by replacing Theocrite on both the religious
and the vocational levels, fully convinced that “(He did God’s will; to him, all one / If on earth or
in the sun)” (lines 37, 38). No one seems to notice the change. Things would have continued in
this manner had it not been for God’s dissatisfaction with the angel’s prayers: “Clearer loves sound
other ways: / | miss my little human praise” (lines 43,44). The angel’s prayers lack “doubt” and
“fear” that are characteristically human (line 40). Realizing his mistake, Gabriel immediately
discards the human guise and flies to Rome to reverse the process. He lands on Peter’s dome at the
moment Theocrite was looking at the east. Gabriel scolds Theocrite for his weak prayers and sends
him back to his cell to do his due worship as in the old times.

The Second Version of the Story
At the point where a message that favours the ordinary humans’ prayer over that of popes

and angels begins to unfold, another version of the story emerges. The omniscient narrator
abandons the chronological stance and allows Theocrite a chance to reveal his thoughts. Standing
in his holy vestment, facing the east, Theocrite, though not a full-fledged speaker in a dramatic
monologue, reflects:

And all his past careers

Came back upon him clear,

Since when, a boy, he plied his trade,

Till on his life the sickness weighed,;

And in his cell, when death drew near,
An angel in a dream brought cheer:

And rising from the sickness drear
He grew a priest, and now stood here. (lines 53-60)
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Theocrite’s train of thought reveals that he did not leave his cell and his village as a young,
ambitious boy but rather as an older man approaching death.

Caught between two versions of the same story, one wonders which to believe and which
is the real one. Did Theocrite leave as a boy to seek fulfillment of his wish, or did he remain at
home to patiently hope while growing old until Gabriel carried him in a dreamlike manner and
installed him as a priest and then as a pope in Rome? And, why did the narrator remain silent about
Gabriel’s contribution in the act of transfer to Rome, and focus instead on Gabriel’s flying down
to earth to fill the religious and vocational gap left by the boy’s departure?

Configuring the Two Versions

Gabriel’s version of the events seems to consolidate both Theocrite’s on one level and that
of the narrator on another. Confessing his involvement in bringing the elderly Theocrite to Rome
and setting him up as a Pope, Gabriel concurs with Theocrite: “I bore thee from thy craftsman’s
cell / And set thee here; | did not well” (lines 63,64). According to both figures, Theocrite did not
leave on his own as a boy, but Gabriel transferred him as an older man. They both seem to negate
the narrator’s version. But when Gabriel decides to send Theocrite back home to his “poor
employ,” he instructs him to “Resume the craftsmanand the boy” (lines 73,74). He seems to send
him back in time to his boyhood rather than merely reverse the act and send him as he picked him
up, a weak, aging man. To order Theocrite back to boyhood is to support the narrator’s version of
the story in which the young Theocrite departed the next day following the compliment. In brief,
Gabriel’s final speech testifies to his active involvement in both versions of the story. He seemsto
validate one and then the other through his words and actions. Significantly, the narrator concludes
the narrative by asserting that “Theocrite grew old at home,” not in Rome (line 75). This conclusion
ties up with the beginning of the story. Theocrite leaves as a boy and returns to his hometown as
such to grow old and ultimately pass away there. The double narrative seems to persist. The
questions of why there are two versions of the story and which one is the actual one remain
pending.

The Double Time Zone

In a cursory hint at the start of the poem, the narrator refers to two time zones in the
universe, a heavenly and an earthly one. The hint opens a possibility of finding an explanation for
the double narrative. The reference to time goes: “With God a day endures alway, / A thousand
years are but a day” (lines 21-22). Humans can live a whole life crowded with events and changes,
but the cumulative outcome of the years is less than one day in heavenly computation. Rather than
answering the question of which version of the story to follow, the hint gives rise to another
question: which of the two versions is the heavenly computation and which is the earthly one?
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The first version of the story that the narrator tells seems to belong to the heavenly time
zone in the poem. The omniscient voice tells the story from an elevated perspective, unconcerned
with the details of daily life. The voice is broadly interested in Theocrite’s departure as a boy, his
return as such, and God’s responses to his prayers in the two locales. The perspective transcends
mundane details and overlooks their mutability. Itis as if the events in between have not occurred
or do not matter. The narrator overlooks the boy’s likely adventures when he left home and
Gabriel’s possible role in the transfer of the older adult, leaving the reader in the dark regarding
the two crucial moves. The time frame remains permanently unchanged in this broad chronological
context.

On the other hand, the characters’thoughts and words, as they unfold through the narrator’s
representation of their minds, reveal more minor details and a narrower timeframe. Theocrite’s
reflection on his career is part of this limited time zone. His version of the story is a worldly and
mutable one. His residence in the cell until he grows old and weak in body is a common aspect of
the world of mutability. Within mundane mutability, humans grow old and can become sick, while
in cosmic computation, they stay young, untouched by processes.

Configuring the Two Time Zones

Gabriel seems to fluctuate between the two time zones, which validates their co-existence
in the story. None of them is expendable to the growing poetic message. On the cosmic level of
the broad chronological act of narration and heavenly time zone, Gabriel tries to fill the gap that
Theocrite’s departure causes and maintain God’s praise in the universe, only to realize he cannot
echo the human tone in prayers or meet divine expectations. His flying to Rome to rectify the
situation brings an acknowledgment of his limitation: “With that weak voice of our disdain, / Take
up creation’s pausing strain” (lines 71-72). He has underestimated the power of Theocrite’s praying
voice, imagining himself capable of replacing it, but the boy’s prayers proved more powerful. Its
tone surpasses that of angels and is strong enough to maintain the spiritual melody of the universe.
The context accentuates the humanist religious message.

On arriving at Saint Peter’s dome, Gabriel becomes part of the earthly time zone of
Theocrite’s version of the narrative. In Theocrite’s reflection on his career, and Gabriel’s
acknowledgement of having transferred him to Rome, Gabriel's entanglement in the mundane
version of the tale becomes evident. On the failure of the new prayers in the new locale, Gabriel
directs Theocrite back to his cell. The return to the cell as a boy disentangles Gabriel from the
earthly time zone and takes him back to the heavenly one in submission to large cosmic plans
designed to please and honour God. The context celebrates God as the motivating force for the
characters’ actions. It also indicates that a simple boy’s prayer in a humble cell excels that of the
pope in Rome. It is perhaps such an indication that made the poem unpopular, causing it to
disappear from contemporary anthologies. Nevertheless, it has a positive, non-sectarian side that
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hails the simplicity and practicality of religious practices and affirms their availability to ordinary
human beings.

A Compound Religious Message

In the poem’s manifold doubling of elements, a compound religious message resides. The
firstis its celebration of the beauty of ordinary humans’ simple faith, surpassing that of angels and
elite religious figures, and challenging the limited performance and acceptance of worship to
certain places and times. Beyond this humanist message, God is a motivating force for action.
Moreover, the double time zone seems to celebrate the divine presence of God within a larger
cosmic context. The heavenly time zone evokes biblical verses such as, "But do not forget this one
thing, dear friends: With the Lord a day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like a
day" (Holy Bible, Peter 3:8 / Nelson, 2005). It testifies that Browning, alongside his humanist
faith, is equally celebrating the infinite existence of the Lord of the universe. God is not merely a
figure in the narrative to assess, encourage, and praise human performance, but an eternal Being
that exists beyond human mutability. The Bible describes God’s existence as "everlasting to
everlasting” (Holy Bible, Psalm 90:2 / Nelson, 2005), signifying His eternal existence in the
universe.

This reading of The Boy and the Angel as one of Browning’s double poems that critics have
neglected in their assessment of his works accords with well-established interpretations of
Browning’s sociopolitical views. For example, Johnson’s (1952) reading of the “two concluding
episodes” of Browning’s Pippa Passes perceives astruggle for freedom of some “individuals” who
had fallen under “the shadow of institutionalized authority, in the one case governmental repression
represented by the Austrian rule in northern Italy, in the other religious formalism represented by
the prestige of the Catholic Church” (p. 88). Armstrong’s (1993) comments on Victorian poetry,
for another example, also highlights Browning’s position as one of orientation towards democratic
awareness of the “crowd.” She writes of “Browning’s critique” of social class “oppression” as
“more overt” than Tennyson’s, especially in Dramatic Romances and Lyrics and in poems like The
Lost Leader and The English Man in Italy (p.158), ignoring The Boy and the Angel inthis reference
to the collection. The poem is not only thought-provoking but also valuable in its subtle critique
of religious authoritarianism and in granting the common human worshipper trust in God. It also
testifies toa strong faith on Browning’s side that challenges the charge of doubt. Such faithis also
evident in his recognition of a heavenly time zone beyond the earthly one. Knowing that such
views as stated in the Bible have a correspondence in the Qur’an indicates how non-sectarian
Browning’s religious views are. The text of the Quran says: “. . . but lo! a Day with Allah is as a
thousand years of what ye reckon.” (The Qur’an, 22:47/ Pickthall, Trans. 1971, p.439). It is
identical to the biblical statement. Browning’s views fit with other religious contexts. Rather than
being described as anti-Catholic, it is more accurate to name him as anti-sectarian.
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Conclusion

This study attempted to retrieve a long-neglected Browning poem and analyze it through a
formalist lens. The close reading indicates a double play on the narrative technique and the story’s
timeline, suggesting the presence of a strong, unequivocal faith in the poet, who is often accused
of struggling between faith and doubt and of retaining some atheist views even after he affirms his
faith. The reading suggests the presence of a compound message of faith in Browning that honors
the infinite presence of God ina timeless zone and His appreciative response to simple worshippers
free from the limitations of time, place, and rank. The study also frees the poem from earlier
charges of a struggle of faith and doubt, suggesting that a likely reason for the poem’s unpopularity
is its implied anti-Catholic views, but indicates that the attitude seems more non-sectarian.
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Abstract

Many English collocations—words that typically occur together—are often perceived as having
direct equivalents in Arabic and have become established in the repertoire of Modern Standard
Arabic, leading to their literal translation. This article aims to examine these Arabic counterparts
of English collocations to determine whether they have always functioned as standard equivalents
or whether, historically, such collocations were translated in more varied ways across different
stages of English—Arabic translation. In doing so, the study introduces a historical perspective to
English—-Arabic collocational translation—an area that has been largely examined from synchronic
or pedagogical perspectives—and demonstrates how translation practices have contributed to the
shaping of Modern Standard Arabic. Through quantitative and qualitative analysis of a corpus of
forty English—Arabic translations, primarily from the twentieth century, the findings show that
many collocations now perceived as direct equivalents were initially rendered through diverse
translation strategies, and that translation practices gradually shifted toward greater literalism and
the stabilisation of specific Arabic—English collocational correspondences.
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Introduction

In natural language usage, words frequently occur together in common patterns, forming
collocations. For example, the word change can appear in collocational phrases with the verb make
(make a change), the adjective radical (a radical change), or the preposition for (for a change). In
English—-Arabic translation practice and scholarship, many English collocations are often assumed
to have direct equivalents in Arabic, and these equivalents are now well established in Modern
Standard Arabic. Examples of such direct correspondences are numerous. For instance, civil war
corresponds literally to sarb ahliyya, give an adequate ideato yu ti fikra kafiya, and human society
to al-mujtama ‘ al-bashari. However, a review of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Arabic
translations from English paintsadifferent picture. Many such English collocations, often assumed
to have obvious direct equivalents, were historically translated in ways that differ significantly
from the standards now largely established in translation practice. This suggests that the extensive
set of supposedly direct correspondences was not firmly established in the early history of English-
Arabic translation and likely developed over more than a century, reflecting evolving translation
strategies and shifting linguistic norms in Modern Standard Arabic. This issue, which calls for a
historical examination of the development of collocational correspondences, has often been
neglected in the extensive literature on English—Arabic collocations, which predominantly adopts
didactic or evaluative approaches, largely in contemporary contexts. To address this gap, this
article aims to examine the historical development of English-Arabic collocational
correspondences through a systematic analysis of numerous translations representing different
stages in the history of English—-Arabic translation.

The significance of this dimension in analysing collocational patterns in English—Arabic
translation is demonstrated in this study in two key ways. First, the study shows that, over the
decades, there has been a growing tendency to translate English collocations literally, using Arabic
equivalents that are now widely used and directly correspond to their English counterparts. This
contrasts with earlier translations, which more frequently employed non-literal renderings or literal
translations that did not reflect the phrasing that later became established in Modern Standard
Arabic. Second, and closely related to this point, the study demonstrates that many collocations
now regarded as direct equivalents between English and Arabic were not always treated as standard
equivalents. Rather, these collocations were previously translated using a range of alternative
expressions, indicating that Arabic did not necessarily possess direct—or readily recognised—
equivalents before the widespread establishment of literal translations of these English collocations
in Modern Standard Arabic. These two aspects are particularly insightful because they prompt a
reassessment of the common assumption that many English collocations have inherent direct
equivalents in Arabic, and they situate the influence of translation on the development of Arabic
within a systematic, text-based historical framework, rather than one based solely on apparent
similarities or the existence of numerous literal translations.

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


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

AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies Volume 10. Number 1. February 2026

Translating Collocations: Evolving Trends and Practicesin Twentieth Century Alghamdi

To provide a foundation for understanding this development, the article aimsto compile a
large corpus of translations dating from the modern inception of English-Arabic translation
practice and to analyse it both quantitatively and qualitatively. The study identifies trends and
examines individual cases of collocational renderings to construct a broader picture, ultimately
underpinning the two key aspects of significance described above. Building on these objectives,
the study addresses several interrelated research problems. It asks whether the current direct
correspondences between English and Arabic collocations have always existed, and if not, when
they became established. It further explores how these correspondences were shaped by the
evolving strategies of English—Arabic translation and, more broadly, by the historical development
of Modern Standard Arabic.

Literature Review

The body of relevant literature is diverse and can be categorised according to the focal
concerns of the present study, including research on the translation of collocations into Arabic,
studies of translation trends, and investigations into the relationship between the evolution of
English—Arabic translation practices and the development of Modern Standard Arabic. Regarding
the translation of collocations in Arabic—English contexts, as mentioned earlier, despite the
richness of the literature, existing work has largely been restricted to evaluative and didactic
treatments. For example, many learner-focused studies (e.g., Bahumaid, 2006; Shraideh &
Mahadin, 2015; Abaker, 2021; and Almjlad, 2024) highlight a strong reliance on literal translation,
while typological and strategy-based research (Brashi, 2005; Izwaini, 2016; Bin Naser, 2017)
documents collocation patterns and handling methods. Moreover, several studies show that
collocational competence significantly predictstranslation accuracy and naturalness (Sonbul et al.,
2022; Metwally & Hamad, 2023; Sonbul et al., 2024), but tend to interpret literal translationas a
learner deficiency rather than examining calquing as a distinct and systematic translation practice.
However, when such research addresses English collocations that now exhibit established direct
correspondences in Modern Standard Arabic, the discussion is typically brief. Although these
studies occasionally acknowledge the role of translation in shaping such correspondences, they
rarely examine calquing in authentic translated texts or trace its historical development in English—
Arabic translation, and instead tend to treat literalism primarily as an indicator of inadequate
training or limited collocational competence. This gap is precisely what the present study seeks to
address through a systematic and detailed analysis.

A further, though secondary, body of literature relevant to the present study concerns the
influence of translation on the emergence of Modern Standard Arabic (henceforth MSA). The co-
development of translation activity from European languages and the emergence of MSA in the
nineteenth century—followed by its fuller development and crystallisation in the twentieth and
twenty-first centuries—has been the subject of extensive scholarly research. Some studies
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approach this issue from a prescriptive perspective (e.g. ‘Umar, 2008), while others examine the
development of MSA more broadly, taking into account both linguistic and non-linguistic factors,
with translation treated as one contributing component rather than the central focus (e.g. Blau,
1981; Holes, 2004; Newman, 2013). A smaller, yet more directly relevant, body of studies
examines the influence of translation on language (e.g., Abdalla, 2018; Al-Wahy, 2021; Zitouni &
Almutairi, 2022; Albarakati & Alamri, 2025). However, even in these accounts, the influence of
translation s typically discussed in terms of cross-linguistic similarity and the scale of translation
from European languages, rather than through systematic analysis of translated texts themselves
and their renditions over the course of MSA development. Although not primarily concerned with
the development of MSA, this study contributes substantively to that scholarship by examining a
large corpus of translations and focusing on collocations as a key site of linguistic influence.
Through first-hand quantitative and qualitative analysis, it bridges an empirical gap in existing
research on the crystallisation of MSA and the role of translation in that process.

Research Materials

The current research aims to address two interrelated gaps: the first concerns the lack of a
historical perspective instudies of English—Arabic translation, particularly regarding the treatment
of collocations and how these have been shaped by evolving translation strategies and, more
broadly, by the evolving linguistic culture; the second concerns the limited attention to how
collocations that are now regarded as direct equivalents in MSA were handled in earlier
translations, including when and how such correspondences became prominent. These aims will
be addressed in two ways. First, by providing an overview of the evolving translational practices
concerning collocations, examining the texts firsthand and discussing their approaches to and
renditions of such collocational expressions. Second, by investigating how English collocations
that are now considered to have direct equivalentsin MSAwere not necessarily translated literally
or with the same established phraseology, and by analysing how they were actually rendered. This
will be accomplished through the examination of a substantial corpus of forty English-Arabic
translations — four from the nineteenth century, with the remainder distributed across the twentieth
century. The main focus is the twentieth century, which demonstrates a clear evolution in
translational trends, while the nineteenth-century translations, lacking such pronounced change,
serve as an intriguing supplement that offers a wider historical perspective. With few exceptions,
the works examined belong to the field of historical studies, allowing for consistency in genre and
linguistic material; exceptions occur when an English-to-Arabic historical work could not be
obtained in both its source and target versions. Moreover, all the translators selected for this study
possess a degree of literary and/or scholarly standing appropriate to their respective eras, ensuring
a baseline of translation and linguistic competence. This criterion helps exclude translations
produced by untrained or inexperienced translators who may exhibit a higher tendency toward
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literal renderings and a limited sensitivity to the nuanced differences in collocational patterns
between Arabic and English due to insufficient training or knowledge. Including such outlier
translations could distort the study’s quantitative and qualitative analyses by introducing data that
do not accurately reflect the mainstream literary or translational norms characteristic of their
respective periods. Complete bibliographic details of all translated works and their corresponding
source texts (in the cited editions) are provided in the reference section.

Nevertheless, this study has certain limitations due to the research material. Although this
research analyses arelatively large corpus of forty translations, the number examined per decade—
around three in the twentieth century—remains limited and does not permit broad generalisations
about all, or even the majority of, English-to-Arabic translations. Achieving such comprehensive
coverage would require the inclusion of hundreds, if not thousands, of translations—systematically
categorised and annotated—which exceeds the scope and purpose of this paper. However, the
corpus compiled here is sufficiently large and carefully selected to reflect mainstream translational
practices within their respective periods, and is adequate for the purposes of this article. This is
further supported by the general internal similarity among the translations analysed from each
decade of the twentieth century (and generally all from the nineteenth century). While trends differ
between decades, there is notable consistency within each decade of the twentieth century,
reflecting the prevailing mainstream translational practices of the period. Consequently, this
approach allows for sketching a preliminary evolutionary pattern of translational practices,
particularly regarding the translation of collocations, within the general mainstream—at least as
reflected in the examined translations by major translators and prominent literary and scholarly
figures.

Methodological Approach

The methodology adopted in this study involves two phases: data collection and data
analysis, each comprising multiple steps and associated criteria. Data collection mainly consists of
two steps. First, the English source text is read from the beginning—sometimes skipping
introductory sections such as lists of names, as well as translated Arabic material to be back-
translated, or other unhelpful content—to extract twenty general, non-technical English idiomatic
collocations with now established direct, literal equivalents in Modern Standard Arabic. The
number of pages required to identify these collocations varies by text, typically ranging from ten
to twenty pages, with only a few cases exceeding this. The extraction of collocations is subject to
two conditions: first, they must not be technical terms; second, they must now have commonly
established direct literal equivalents in MSA. Their commonality can be verified not only through
the reader's familiarity but also by consulting online sources, such as Google Books. Secondly, and
simultaneously, once a collocation from the English source text is recorded in an Excel table, the
corresponding Arabic rendition is entered alongside it and classified into one of three categories:
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non-literal, literal 1 (conforming to the currently established direct MSA equivalent), or literal 2
(not conforming to the current standard—this may be an improvised translation, or one that was
somewhat accepted at the time of translation but now appears unusual). Each collocational phrase,
whether in English or Arabic, is referenced to the page on which it occurs and to the edition
consulted for documentation.

The second phase is data analysis, in which the aligned collocational pairs form the primary
corpus for investigation. This analysis will focus on two key aspects: (1) the frequency of literal
versus non-literal translations within the dataset, both for each individual translation and in overall
trends, and (2) the degree to which literal translations correspond to conventionalised or widely
established equivalents in contemporary translational usage, as opposed to those that are more
improvised or less commonly used. This will involve two forms of analysis: quantitative and
qualitative. Both are briefly outlined here and discussed in greater practical and theoretical detail
throughout the study.

The quantitative analysis, which will be discussed first, contributes to addressing the
study’s primary research question: namely, how the translation of collocations evolved over the
twentieth century, as reflected in the selected texts, which are broadly representative of mainstream
translation practices within their respective decades. In parallel, the qualitative sheds light on the
extent to which many English collocations—now widely regarded as having fixed or established
equivalents in Arabic—were not consistently rendered as such in earlier translations, suggesting a
historical shift in translational conventions and possibly in the idiomatic repertoire of Modern
Standard Arabic. The quantitative analysis will present frequencies and visualisations to illustrate
patterns in translational practices, both within individual translations and across the twentieth
century, offering a clear, analytical view of their evolution over time. The qualitative analysis, on
the other hand, will examine selected translated works textually, analysing actual examples of
collocations to see how they were rendered into Arabic and assessing their conformity—or lack
thereof—to the currently established direct MSA equivalents. The focus here is not merely to
survey collocations at random, but to examine the underlying quantitative analysis by presenting
actual textual examples from the analysed data, highlighting both literal and non-literal translation
strategies, and tracing the translational history of these collocations as reflected in the examined
translations.

Trends in English-to-Arabic Collocation Translation

Even without counting or annotating, a reader of these translations—however leisurely—
cannot fail to see a clear trend. As the twentieth century advances, literal renderings become
increasingly prominent, gradually replacing the more paraphrastic translations typical of the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Of course, literalismwas present in the nineteenth century
and the early twentieth century, and more paraphrastic translations continue to exist even today;
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however, the focus here is on the mainstream patterns. Looking closely at the forty translations
analysed, it appears that in the nineteenth century and the first few decades of the twentieth century,
non-literal renditions of collocations were prevalent. Over time, this non-literal approach steadily
declines from decade to decade, giving way not only to literalism but also to literal renderings that
have now become established in MSA. Figure 1 presents a line chart illustrating the correlated
translation strategies, each in a different colour, beginning with the nineteenth-century translations
and continuing through the twentieth century, separated by a visual break. Non-literal renditions
(represented in blue), which were prevalent in the nineteenth century and at the beginning of the
twentieth century, steadily decline over time. In contrast, literal renditions conforming to the now-
established direct equivalents (represented in orange) rise correspondingly. This trend is clearly
visible in the chart, where such literal renditions increase consistently from very low levels at the
beginning of the timeline onthe left to high levels by the end of the twentieth century. On the other
hand, literal renditions that do not conform to the now-established equivalents (represented in
green)—Iikely improvised by translatorsand limited to their own periods—remain comparatively
low throughout the examined translations. However, they peak in the middle decades of the
twentieth century, perhaps reflecting both a general increase in literalism and the not-yet-
established status of many direct-corresponding collocations. In the final decades, these renditions
decline further, possibly as the established direct equivalents became more firmly entrenched,
reducing the need for improvisation.

Percentage Trends in Literal and Non-Literal Collocational Renditions

100
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1840
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Figure 1. Trends in literal and non-literal collocational renditions, arranged chronologically by
publication
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Intriguingly, this temporal pattern—characterised by a steady decline in non-literal
renditions and a corresponding steady rise in literal translations conforming to established English
collocations—holds true even in cases where one might have expected the opposite, whether based
on the subject matter, which could suggest greater translational freedom, or on the linguistic and
literary merits of the translator. Thisis particularly intriguing, as it calls into question the common
view that literal rendering of collocations is largely attributable to insufficient training or limited
Arabic competence (e.g., Sonbul et al., 2022; Metwally & Hamad, 2023; Sonbul et al., 2024). To
illustrate this, Figure 2 presents two pie charts for two translations. The first translation was
produced by a translation officer in the Egyptian Ministry of Public Works, translating a report on
the Nile. The second was by a distinguished literary figure—a professor of classical Arabic and
prolific author and translator—translating a historical-geographical text. Given the nature of the
texts (a technical report versus a narrative historical-geographical work) and the translators’
backgrounds (a relatively unknown clerical officer versus a renowned scholar), one might
reasonably expect the former to exhibit greater literalismand the latter to employ more non-literal,
Arabic-driven equivalents. However, the temporal trend contradicts this expectation, showing that
literalism and non-literal renderings cannot be explained solely by topic or translator background,
but are also shaped by broader trends in linguistic and translation practices over time.

Dupuis, C. E., & Garstin, W. (1904). Al-Dalil fi Mawarid A"ali al-Nil (lbrahim Musawwar, Jones, A. H. M. (1987). Mudun Bilad al-Sham Hin Kanat Wilaya Rimaniyya (Ihsan 'Abbas,
Trans.). Cairo: Matba’at al-Ma’arif Trans.). Amman: Dar al-Shurdg.

= Non-literal = Literal - conforming to established equivalents m Literal - non-conforming = Non-literal = Literal - conforming to established equivalents = Literal-naon-conforming

Figure 2. Example distribution of rendition types in early and late translations

This, of course, as noted earlier, is closely tied to the crystallisation of Modern Standard
Arabic, which progressed throughout the twentieth century. As noted earlier, this is closely linked
to the crystallisation of Modern Standard Arabic throughout the twentieth century, providing
empirical support to studies that primarily relate translation to the development of MSA through
cross-linguistic analysis (e.g., Abdalla, 2018; Al-Wahy, 2021; Albarakati & Alamri, 2025). By the
final decades of the twentieth century, literal translations—even those produced by literary
figures—became less marked and less surprising, as they generally conformed to the broader,
calque-rich mainstream of written Arabic of their time.
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To conclude this section, the data indicate—at least within the examined translations—that
during the nineteenth century and the early decades of the twentieth century, non-literal renditions
of English collocations predominated. Conversely, literal renditions were relatively few, even
though all of these collocations now have established direct equivalents in Modern Standard
Arabic. This trend gradually reversed over the course of the twentieth century, shifting
dramatically by the 1950s and continuing to rise to an all-time high in literalism by the century’s
end.

Examining Examples of English-to-Arabic Collocations

The discussion now turns to the close examination of actual textual examples from the forty
translations analysed. Regarding the treatment of collocations, the nineteenth-century translations
exhibita broadly similar approach, whereas the twentieth-century material can be divided into two
different periods. This loosely defined chronological grouping is also evident in the above line
chart: the nineteenth century generally shows little literalism and limited alignment with the now-
established direct correspondences between Arabic and English. The early decades of the twentieth
century resemble the nineteenth, with considerable non-literalism and less conformity to the
collocational patterns now standardised. This phase may therefore be regarded as constituting the
first period of the twentieth century. The second period, emerging around the thirties, is marked
by a steady increase in literal renderings, which become pervasive in later decades and correspond
to the direct equivalents now widely established in MSA. The many examples presented here may
prove something of an eye-opener for readers less familiar with the English—-Arabic translation
tradition and the historical development of written Arabic. This is because they depart markedly
from the overtly English-sounding expressions that dominate much of the existing literature, such
as those cited by Abdalla (2018), including al-kura fT mal ‘abik (the ball’s in your court), bi-dam
barid (in cold blood), and yuhriq al-justr (burn your bridges). This is because such examples are
more semantically transparent and less idiomatically figurative, and therefore less likely to stand
out as unusual, instead coming across as unmarked or ‘normal’ Arabic, as in expressions such as
wasf daqiq (accurate description), yuzhir al-raszma (show mercy), and bidiin tawjih min [So-and-
so] (without someone’s direction). Although some studies have addressed such subtler collocations
(e.g., Blau, 1981), they have typically done so only secondarily, relying on cross-linguistic
comparisons. In contrast, the present research examines them firsthand in the translations
themselves during the formative period of MSA, providing valuable insight into cases where direct
correspondences had not yet been established. Regardless, the following sections will discuss these
three periods in turn: the nineteenth century, the early decades of the twentieth century, and the
later decades of the twentieth century.
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The Nineteenth Century: Early English-to-Arabic Translation Practices

The nineteenth century witnessed the emergence of a significant and organised
translational movement, both institutional and informal, primarily from European languages—
especially French, but also including English (e.g., Tajir, 1945/2014). Analysis of these translations
in comparison with their source texts indicates that, during this early period of English-Arabic
contact, translators frequently did not recognise direct equivalents for numerous English
collocations that are now considered self-evident in Arabic. Of the four translations closely
examined in this study, three were rendered directly from English, while one was translated via a
French intermediary version of the English source text. Although this translation was not taken
directly from English, it remains equally valuable, as it offers insight into the French—Arabic
translational tradition. Interestingly, in many instances the French and English collocations
correspond directly—and align with the established MSA equivalents—yet the Arabic rendering
diverges markedly.

The earliest of these translations s, intriguingly, by a Scottish medical doctor who worked
in British India and translated several scientific works into Arabic. One of these is Kitab Anis al-
Musharrihin fi ‘Ilm al-Tibb (1836; meaning The Companion of Anatomists in the Science of
Medicine), a translation of Hooper’s The Anatomist’s Vade-Mecum (first published in 1800, cited
here in its ninth edition, 1819). The translation contains numerous instances in which collocations
that now have well-established direct Arabic equivalents are not rendered literally. Instead, the
translator provides expressions more in line with the stylistic ideals of Classical Arabic—rather
than Modern Standard Arabic—which still predominated at the time. An intriguing non-literal
rendition, which occurs in several instances within the examined corpus, is the translation of “civil
wars” (Hooper, 1819, p. xx), for which the translator employs ingilabat (i.e., overturnings or
upheavals) and kayja’ (i.e., tumult; violent disorder, Hooper, 1836, p.alif), rather than the modern
literal equivalent huriib ahliyyah. As will be discussed in the following sections, similar non-literal
renderings of 'civil war' are found in other early twentieth-century translations, continuing until
later decades, when direct literal correspondences—conforming to the now-established
standards—gradually become the norm.

Nevertheless, non-literal renditions that align more closely with classical Arabic stylistic
ideals prevail in these translations. For example, in al-Shidyaq’s translation of “give a competent
idea” (Mavor, 1833, p. 27), he renders it as "yufid ‘ilman kafiyan™ (conveys sufficient knowledge;
Mavor, 1841, p.16), rather than the now-standard equivalent yu ti fikra kafiyah (give a
competent/sufficient idea). Similarly, he translates “human society” (Mavor, 1833, p. 53) as an-
nas (people; Mavor, 1841, p.59), rather than the modern literal rendering, al-mujtama * al-insani.
Similarly, Khalifa ibn Mahmiid’s 1844 Arabic translation of L’Histoire du Reégne de I’Empereur
Charles-Quint was based on J.-B. Suard’s French translation of Robertson’s The History of the
Reign of the Emperor CharlesV (1769, cited here from the 1829 edition). The Arabic text contains
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numerous instances where it diverges from the French and English versions, which generally align
with each other. One illustrative example is the translation of “lawful daughter” (Robertson,
1769/1829, p.89; French: "pour sa fille 1égitime"; Robertson, 1771, p.3), which Khalifa renders
into Arabic as "bintuhu min sulbihi" (daughter from his own loins; Robertson, 1844, p. 4) rather
than the modern standard ibna shar ‘iyya. Another example is the rendering of “[he] gained his
confidence” (Robertson, 1769/1829, p. 92; French: "il avait su gagner la confiance de ce prince",
Robertson, 1771, p. 15), which appears in Arabic as “istamala ilayhi al-amir" (he drew the prince
toward him; Robertson, 1844, p.9) rather than the direct MSA equivalent 'kasaba thigatahu'.

In fact, the literal renditions in these translations, though few in number, may more clearly
demonstrate that Arabic translators had not yet established strong correspondences with English
collocations as developed in later periods. Such literal renditions often appear strange to the
modern reader and, in some cases, rather ambiguous. An example is al-Bustani’s 1861 translation
of Defoe’s Life and Strange Surprising Adventures of Robinson Crusoe (1719; cited here from the
1908 edition). This translation exhibits the highest proportion of literal renditions among the four
nineteenth-century translations analysed, accounting for approximately 40% of instances.
However, only 10% of these total renditions conform to the now-established Modern Standard
Arabic equivalents. As for the remaining 30% that do not conform to the modern standard
equivalents, these may represent either improvisations by al-Bustani or temporally confined
expressions that did not survive in the mainstream development of later MSA. Examples include
the rendering of “serious thoughts” (Defoe, 1719/1908, p.11) as "afkar ar-rasana” (lit. thoughts of
gravitas; al-Bustani, 1861, p.7), rather than the now familiar afkar jiddiyya/jadda. Another instance
is the translation of “former convictions” (Defoe, 1719/1908, p.13) as "igna ‘at madiya™ (lit. past
persuadings/acts of causing conviction; al-Bustani, 1861, p.9), instead of the now established
direct correspondence gana ‘at sabiqa.

To conclude, the Arabic translations from English in the nineteenth century, though few in
number in this study, demonstrate that many collocations now regarded as having self-evident
direct correspondences had not yet acquired such status. These translations also reveal that written
Arabic at the time had not yet developed the close collocational affinities with English that later
became characteristic of Modern Standard Arabic. This is evident in both non-literal and,
interestingly, literal renditions. On the one hand, non-literal translations often diverge strikingly
from the phraseology of the English source text and typically reflect the stylistic sensibilities of
classical Arabic, which remained dominant well into the first half of the nineteenth century. On the
other hand, literal renditions—when they do occur—generally differ phraseologically from the
direct literal correspondences that later became somewhat standardised in English-to-Arabic
translation practice and in Modern Standard Arabic. This suggests that such correspondences had
not yet crystallised at the time. As will be revisited shortly, even many literal translations produced
in the early twentieth century do not conform to the now-established set of direct literal
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correspondence collocations, corroborating that the development of stable English—-Arabic
collocational correspondences was still in its infancy and undergoing gradual formation.

The Early Decades of the Twentieth Century: Non-Literal Renditions and Emerging Literal
Equivalents

Like the translations of the nineteenth century, the works examined from the early decades
of the twentieth century are particularly noteworthy, as they likewise contain numerous instances
in which translators do not employ the now-familiar, standardised direct correspondences. For
example, the earliest translation in the twentieth-century subset, Ibrahim Musawwar Bey’s 1904
rendering of William Garstin’s Report Upon the Basin of the Upper Nile: With Proposals for the
Improvement (1904), though a technical work expected to be largely literal—produced by a
translation officer in the Ministry of Public Works—demonstrates a striking tendency toward non-
literal translation. In the examined section of the text, approximately 85% of the renditions are
non-literal, while only 15% are literal. An example of a literal rendition includes the collocations
such as “chain of mountains” (Dupuis & Garstin, 1904a, p.7), translated directly as silsilamin al-
jibal (Dupuis & Garstin, 1904b, p.8)!. The majority of renditions, however, differ from the now-
established correspondences. Other non-literal examples include 'the volcanoes are active' (p.8),
rendered as al-barakin fi hiyaj, p.10; 'the volcanoes are in [a state of] agitation') instead of the now-
established burkan nashit (active volcano), and "inevitable result” (p. 8), translated as "al-amr
alladht la budda min wuqgi ih™ (p.11, 'the matter that must occur’) rather than the now-standard
natija hatmiyya (inevitable result). The same pattern is evident in other translations from the first
four decades, where many collocations are rendered non-literally. Decades later, such English
collocations have come to be represented by straightforward, direct equivalents in MSA that
require little conscious thought, and their possible origin or influence from translation is rarely a
subject of discussion.

Of course, it is possible that some of these direct equivalents were already known at the
time, whether or not influenced by translation. Early twentieth-century translators, aware of their
existence, may have consciously opted for a more non-literal or paraphrastic approach—perhaps
for semantic clarity, greater elegance in Arabic, or adherence to the classical Arabic style, which
had not yet lost its popularity. Regardless, the quantitatively small percentage of such direct
translations indicates that, even if they were relatively known, they were not yet widely popular or
firmly entrenched, unlike in the later decades of the century, where they became quantitatively
pervasive. Moreover, this is further supported by translations that adopt a generally literal, source-
text-oriented approach. Even in such cases, many of the direct equivalents that are now established
are not used, suggesting that these collocations may indeed not have been widely known or
considered obvious choices at the time. The same applies to later translations, which are full of
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literal renditions conforming to now-established direct equivalents, yet still include some non-
literal or literal but non-conforming renditions.

Examples from the earlier, yet relatively literal, translations include ‘Awad Jundi’s
rendering of Finnemore’s Peeps at Many Lands: Japan (1905), in which 45% of the collocations
are rendered literally, and “Al1 Shukr’s translation of Rotshten’s Egypt’s Ruin (1927), with 55%
of the collocations translated literally. However, a closer examination of such literal renditions
reveals that some do not conform to what has now become established. For example, in ‘Awad
Jundt’s translation (1904), ‘controlling feelings’, which could be now directly rendered as al-
sayrara ‘ald al-masha ‘ir (controlling feelings), was translated by ‘Awad as gama “ infi ‘alat (p.11,
subduing emotions). While the former is now commonly used in translations or original
compositions as the standard equivalent of ‘control feelings’, ‘Awad’s rendition still exists today
but corresponds more closely to ‘suppressing emotions’. Similarly, in Shukr1’s translation of
Rotshten’s Egypt’s Ruin (1927), the collocation “moral reason’, now commonly rendered directly
as sabab akhlaqr, was translated as sabab adabi (polite reason, p.2). In fact, the translation of
collocations containing the word “moral” is particularly noteworthy, as it was frequently rendered
as adabi (polite) regardless of the contextual meaning. For example, in Fu’ad Sarraf’s 1937
translation of Crabites: Ismail the Maligned Khedive, the translator renders “morally responsible’
as “mas "ulan adabiyyan” (p.20, ‘politely responsible’), and ‘moral support’ as “ma ‘iina adabiyya”
(p.22, polite assistance). A search for these Arabic collocations online, for example, in Google
Books, shows that they enjoyed some degree of usage in the earlier decades. However, they are
now largely unfamiliar and have been supplanted by the currently established direct equivalents:
mas il akhlaqiyan and da ‘m ma ‘nawrt, respectively.

To conclude, the approach of early twentieth-century English-Arabic translations
highlights two points. First, non-literal practices were still prevalent in the translation industry,
unlike in the later decades (to be discussed shortly). Second, many collocations had not yet attained
direct MSA equivalents—either because they were rendered non-literally (evenin generally literal
translations) or because they were translated literally in ways quite different from the forms now
established, possibly reflecting translator improvisation or conventions common at the time but
not necessarily enduring in later usage.

The Later Decades of the Twentieth Century: Literal Translation and Established English-
Arabic Collocations

As noted earlier, by the 1940s, the trend had changed noticeably and continued throughout
the remaining decades, with the literal approach becoming predominant. The use of collocations
directly corresponding to English, which would come to form an established and essential
repertoire in MSA, became much more prominent. As noted earlier, the temporal trend of
increasing literalism does not appear to have been affected by the translator’s stature in Arabic or
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translation. For instance, in the 1960 translation by Munir al-Ba‘labakki—a renowned literary
figure often referred to as shaykh al-mutargimin (chief of translators) and the compiler of an
English—Arabic dictionary in addition to numerous other translated and original literary works—
the same tendency is evident. Beyond the twenty collocations selected for analysis (chosen on the
basis that they are now established in MSA), there are numerous other examples of literal
renderings. These include “miraculous water” (Vaglieri, 1957/2004, p.17) translated as miyah
u jubiyya (Vaglieri, 1960/1981, p.21, ‘miraculous water’), “a pulsating vitality” (p.18) as
hayawiyya nabida (p.22, ‘pulsating vitality’), and “disruptive activities” (p.19) as a ‘mal
tamzigiyya (p. 24, “ruptive actions”). This is provided solely to illustrate the general literal
tendency in translating collocations; however, these collocations do not yet have established direct
equivalentsin Arabic and are therefore excluded from the analysis. However, literal renditions of
collocations that are now regarded as integral to MSAand direct translations of English equivalents
are plentiful inthe translation. For instance, ‘social revolution’ (p.19) appears as thawra ijtima ‘iyya
(p.23), ‘open mind’ (p.23) as ‘agl munfatiz (p.29), and ‘personal qualifications’ (p.28) as
mu’ahhilat shakhsiyya (p.36). The same applies to other renowned writers and translators, such as
Ihsan ‘Abbas, the Arabic scholar and prolific author and translator, in his 1987 partial translation
of A. H. M. Jones’ The Cities of the Eastern Roman Provinces (originally 1937, revised 1971). The
translation contains numerous literal renditions of collocations that are now part of the MSA
repertoire. Examples include *achieve political unity’ (Jones, 1971, p.227) rendered literally as
“tahqiq al-wahda al-siyasiyya” (Jones, 1987, p.8), ‘draw a picture of Syria’ (p.227) rendered
literally as “rasm sira [i-Suriyya” (p.10), and ‘gives an exhaustive survey’ (p.229) rendered
directly as “ru ‘ti mashan shamilan” (p.12). This again demonstrates that literalism in translating
collocations is not necessarily primarily driven by insufficient training or limited Arabic
competence, as is often assumed (e.g., Sonbul et al., 2022; Metwally & Hamad, 2023; Sonbul et
al., 2024), although these factors can certainly play an important role.

Nevertheless, although translations from the second half of the century display a high
degree of literalism and conformity to now-established directequivalents, the instanceswhere they
do not are particularly illuminating. This is largely because these translations occasionally do not
employ certaindirect renditions that are now widely established as fixed collocational equivalents,
even though they are otherwise highly literal. This suggests that certain collocational patterns were
still evolving and may not yet have been fully consolidated. This includes collocations such as
‘mother tongue’, translated by Faris and Zayid as “lugha asila” (Lewis, 1954, p.7, original
language) rather than lugha umm (mother tongue); ‘historical background’, translated by Jawid as
“usul tarikhiyya” (Mon Grunebaum, 1956, p.14, historical origins) rather than khalfiyya tarikhiyya
(historical background); and ‘modest funds’, translated by Badran as ba‘d al-mal (Durant,
1958/1998, p.19, some money) rather than mawarid mutawadi ‘a (modest funds). Another
intriguing example is the word "context"”, which appears three times across two translations inthe
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examined data—one from the sixties and the other from the seventies. Both translations show
around 80% literal renditions of collocations, yet in both cases, the collocations involving “context’
were translated non-literally and differently. In the first translation from 1963, the first instance,
‘in a larger context’, is rendered as “f7 ufuq awsa ”’ (in a larger horizon; Rosenthal, 1963, p.31),
and the second, “in a historical context’, as fi majra at-tarikh (in the course of history; ibid., p. 38).
In the second translation, from 1974, the collocation ‘in its new context’ is rendered as “fi
madmiiniha al-jadid” (in its new content; Ettinghausen, 1974, p.22). This inconsistency in the
translation of the word and its collocates indicates that the term had not yet developed the direct
equivalent that is now established in the translational sphere and has become widely used in the
MSA repertoire. Today, the term siyaq (context) in Arabic occurs in a wide range of collocations
that correspond directly to English equivalents. These include the previously mentioned fi siydg
awsa ‘ (ina larger/broader context), fi siyag tarikhi (in a historical context), and 17 siyagq jadid (ina
new context), as well as bidiin siyaq (without context), kharij al-siyag (out of context), and siyag
mundasib (proper context), among others. It is not entirely clear when these collocations began to
acquire their established status. However, it appears that by the nineteen-sixties and seventies, they
may not yet have been fully entrenched or recognised as clear-choice equivalents, as they were not
employed even in translations that were otherwise highly literal?.

To conclude, the approach of the examined translations from the second half of the
twentieth century reveals two key points. First, there is a marked increase in literal translational
practices, as illustrated through collocational phrases. Second, while many collocations that are
now standard direct correspondences had already reached this status by mid-century and continued
to expand in the following decades, others reveal a different trajectory. Some collocational
expressions may have appeared sporadically in earlier decades but do not seem to have become
fully established in the Modern Standard Arabic repertoire until much later, as even strict literal
translations did not render them directly. This process of creating direct correspondences as
standard choices is, of course, ongoing, and new examples continue to emerge. Nevertheless, the
second half of the twentieth century represents a decisive turning point, both in the history of
English—Arabic translation and in the development of MSA itself.

Conclusion

This study set out to examine the historical development of English—Arabic collocational
correspondences and to investigate whether the direct equivalents now established in Modern
Standard Arabic (MSA) have always existed, and how they were shaped by evolving translation
strategies. Analysis of forty translations from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries shows that, in
the early period, many English collocations lacked firmly established Arabic equivalents.
Conformity to the now-standard equivalents was only 7.5% in nineteenth-century translations and
14% in the first decades of the twentieth century, with non-literal renderings predominating. Over
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subsequent decades, literal translations gradually increased—reaching 83% by the 1990s—while
non-literal renditions steadily declined. These shifts indicate the progressive consolidation of an
English—Arabic collocational lexicon within MSA. Close analysis of individual collocational
renderings further reveals that many expressions now taken for granted as direct equivalents
initially appeared in variable or non-literal forms, reflecting their gradual emergence rather than
inherent equivalence.

By situating collocational analysis within a historical, text-based framework, this study
moves beyond conventional evaluative or didactic approaches and places collocations within the
broader development of Modern Standard Arabic and English—Arabic translation practice. In doing
so, ithighlights how translation—through the cumulative choices of translators, whether conscious
or not—can play a formative role in shaping both linguistic norms and translation practices.

Notes:

! The Sharjah Historical Dictionary (available at https://almojam.org/) records the earliest use of
silsilain the phrasal sense of “chain of mountains” in the first half of the nineteenth century.
However, its earliest attestation—coinciding with, or even slightly preceding, the onset of the
translation age in the first half of the nineteenth century—does not necessarily indicate that it was
a direct product of translation from European languages. At the same time, this does not preclude
European influence, even if indirect, nor does it rule out the possibility that its eventual
entrenchment in Modern Standard Arabic may have been shaped, at least in part, by the widespread
literal translation of the English/French collocation.

2This, of course, does not negate the possibility that some of these collocations were used in earlier
translations. For example, under the entry siyag (context), the Sharjah Historical Dictionary
(accessed at https://almojam.org/) gives the first attestations it has identified for siyag ijtimat
(social context) in 1939, siyaqg tarikhi (historical context) in 1966, and siydaq thagafi (cultural
context) in 1965. However, the discussion here is not concerned with identifying the precise
moment when a particular collocation first appeared in MSA—a task that is inherently difficult
and liable to revision as new texts come to light. Rather, the concern here is with the increasing
trend of literal renditions in translation, and the consequent entrenchment of such collocations in
English—Arabic translation practices and in MSA more broadly as standard and direct choices.

Funding: This research is not funded.

Acknowledgments: Not applicable.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.
Authenticity: This manuscript is an original work

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


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

AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies Volume 10. Number 1. February 2026

Translating Collocations: Evolving Trends and Practicesin Twentieth Century Alghamdi

Artificial Intelligence Statement: OpenAl was used in this manuscript exclusively for
copyediting. All intellectual content, data handling, analysis, and manuscript preparation and
authorship were conducted solely by the author.

About the Author:

Ahmed Alghamdi is an Assistant Professor of Translation Studies at Al-Baha University. He
holds an M.A. in Translation Studies from Durham University and a Ph.D. in Translation Studies
from the University of Edinburgh. His research focuses on religious and literary translation, with
particular attention to classical contexts. His academic interests centre on language change
resulting from contact through translation and on examining Classical Arabic from historical and
comparative perspectives within a translational framework.

ORCID ID: https://orcid.org/0009-0002-6349-5496

References

Abdalla, M. S. (2018). The Influence of Translation on the Arabic language: English Idioms in
Arabic Satellite TV Stations. Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars Publishing.

Al-Maghribi, ‘A. (1935). Ta‘rib al-Asalib. Majallat Majma * al-Lugha al-Malakt, 1(1), 332-349.

Al-Wahy, A. S. (2021). The Influence of English on Modern Standard Arabic Speech Reporting
Styles: A Corpus-based Study. Lingua, 259, 103084.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lingua.2021.103084

Almjlad, S.S.A. (2024). The Difficulties Faced by Saudi Learners of English in Translating
Collocations from English into Arabic. Arab World English Journal for Translation &
Literary Studies 8 (4):137-157. http://dx.doi.org/10.24093/awejtls/vol8no4.11

Badawi, M. M. (1993). A Short History of Modern Arabic Literature. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Bahumaid, S. (2006). Collocation in English-Arabic Translation. Babel, 52(2), 133-152.

Bateni, M. R. (2010). Collocations and Idioms and their Translatability. Iranian Studies, 43(5),
591-597.

Bin Naser, M. (2017). Co-habitality in Translation: The Comparative Case of Collocations. Arab
World English Journal for Translation & Literary Studies, 1(2).
http://dx.doi.org/10.24093/awejtls/vol1no2.9

Blau, J. (1981). The Renaissance of Modern Hebrew and Modern Standard Arabic: Parallels
and Differences in the Revival of Two Semitic Languages. Berkeley: University of
California Press.

Brashi, A. S. (2005). Arabic Collocations: Implications for Translation (Doctoral dissertation,
University of Western Sydney).

Elmenfi, F., & Gaibani, A. (2025). Translators’ Positioning and the (Un)translatability of
Collocations: A Curious Case of Arabic Translation and Retranslation of Orientalism.
Sirte University Journal of Humanities, 15(1), 40-53.

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


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

AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies Volume 10. Number 1. February 2026

Translating Collocations: Evolving Trends and Practicesin Twentieth Century Alghamdi

Feng, H., Crezee, I., & Grant, L. (2018). Form and Meaning in Collocations: a Corpus-driven
Study on Translation Universals in Chinese-to-English Business Translation.
Perspectives, 26(5), 677-690.

Holes, C. (2004). Modern Arabic: Structures, Functions, and Varieties. Washington D.C:
Georgetown University Press.

Izwaini, S. (2015). Patterns of Lexical Collocations in Arabic. Zeitschrift fiir Arabische
Linguistik, (61), 71-99.

McKeown, K., Smadja, F., & Hatzivassiloglou, V. (1996). Translating Collocations for Bilingual
Lexicons: A Statistical Approach. Computational Linguistics, 22(1), 1-38.

Newman, D. (2013). The Arabic Literary Language: the Nahda (and beyond). In J. Owens (Ed.),
The Oxford Handbook of Arabic Linguistics (472-494). Oxford University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199764136.013.0021

Sen, B. O. (2019). Lexical Collocation Errors in Literary Translation. Dil Dergisi, 170(1), 73-88.

Shraideh, K. W., & Mahadin, R. S. (2015). Difficulties and Strategies in Translating
Collocations in BBC Political Texts. Arab World English Journal, 6(3), 320-356.

Sonbul, S., El-Dakhs, D. A. S., & Alharbi, R. (2024). Rendering Natural Collocations in a
Translation Task: The Effect of Direction, Congruency, Semantic Transparency, and
Proficiency. International Journal of Applied Linguistics, 34(1), 117-133.

Trang, N. H., Anh, K. H., & Khanh, T. N. (2021). The Use of English Collocations in Written
Translation--A Case of University English-Majored Students. International Journal of
Higher Education, 10(1), 252-272.

‘Umar, A. M. (Ed.). (2008). Mu jam Al-Sawab al-Lughawi. Cairo: ‘Alam al-Kutub.

Tajir, J. (2014). Harakat Al-Tarjamah Ft Misr Ft AI-Qarn Al-Tasi * ‘Ashar (Original work
published 1945). Cairo: Hindawi.

Abaker, I. (2021). Translating collocations from English into Arabic and vice versa: An
empirical study. International Journal of Linguistics and Translation Studies, 2(3), 1-
11. https://doi.org/10.36892/ijlts.v2i3.130

Abbott, J. (1900). Hannibal. Harper & Brothers Publishers.

Abbott, J. (1923/2022). Tarikh Hannibal (Na“ tm Mukarzal, Trans.). Hindawi Foundation.
(Original work published 1900)

Abdalla, M. S. (2018). The influence of translation on the Arabic language: English idioms in
Arabic satellite TV stations. Cambridge Scholars Publishing.

Albarakati, M., & Alamri, S. (2025). Investigating calquing in Arabic: How translation can
shape the future of Arabic. IJAZ Arabi Journal of Arabic Learning, 8(3), 1290-1299.
https://doi.org/10.18860/ijazarabi.\/8i3.33067Abaker, I. (2021). Translating
Collocations from English into Arabic and Vice Versa: An Empirical
Study. International Journal of Linguistics and Translation Studies, 2(3), 1-11.

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


http://www.awej-tls.org/
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199764136.013.0021
https://doi.org/10.36892/ijlts.v2i3.130
https://doi.org/10.18860/ijazarabi.V8i3.33067

AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies Volume 10. Number 1. February 2026

Translating Collocations: Evolving Trends and Practicesin Twentieth Century Alghamdi

Al-Maghribi, ‘A. (1935). Ta‘rib al-asalib. Majallat Majma * al-Lugha al-Malakt, 1(1), 332—
349.

Almjlad, S. S. A. (2024). The difficulties faced by Saudi learners of English in translating
collocations from English into Arabic. Arab World English Journal for Translation &
Literary Studies, 8(4), 137-157. http://dx.doi.org/10.24093/awejtls/vol8no4.11

Al-Wahy, A. S. (2021). The influence of English on modern standard Arabic speech reporting
styles: A corpus-based study. Lingua, 259, 103084.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lingua.2021.103084

Arnold, T. W., & Guillaume, A. (Eds.). (1931). The legacy of Islam. Clarendon Press.

Arnold, T. W., & Guillaume, A. (Eds.). (1936). Turath al-islam fi al-funiin al-far Tyah wa-I-
taswir wa-l- imarah (Zakki Muhammad Hasan, Trans.; Vol. 2). Matba‘at Lajnat al-
Ta’lif wa-1-Tarjamah wa-I-Nashr. (Original work published 1931)

Bahumaid, S. (2006). Collocation in English-Arabic translation. Babel, 52(2), 133-152.
https://doi.org/10.1075/babel.52.2.03bah

Baynes, N. H. (1925). The Byzantine Empire. Oxford University Press.

Baynes, N. H. (1950). Al-imbratiriyyah al-bayzantiyyah (Husayn Mu’nis & Mahmud Yasuf
Zayid, Trans.). Matba“‘at Lajnat al-Ta’lif wa-I-Tarjamah wa-I-Nashr. (Original work
published 1925)

Becker, C. L. (1932). The heavenly city of the eighteenth-century philosophers. Yale
University Press.

Becker, C. L. (1945/2018). Al-madinah al-fadilah ‘inda falasifat al-qarn al-thamin ‘ashar
(Muhammad Shafiq Gharbal, Trans.). Hindawi Foundation. (Original work published
1932)

Bevan, E. (1918). The land of the two rivers (4th impression). Edward Arnold.

Bevan, E. (1961/1918). Ard al-nahrayn (Anastas al-Karmali, Trans.; Hikmat Tamashi, Ed.).
Matba‘at al-Ma“arif. (Original work published 1918)

Bin Naser, M. (2017). Co-habitality in translation: The comparative case of collocations.
Arab World English Journal for Translation & Literary Studies, 1(2).
http://dx.doi.org/10.24093/awejtls/vol1no02.9

Bishara, K. A. (1914). The origin of the modern Syrian. Al-Hoda Publishing House.

Blau, J. (1981). The renaissance of modern Hebrew and modern standard Arabic: Parallels
and differences in the revival of two Semitic languages. University of California Press.

Brashi, A. S. (2005). Arabic collocations: Implications for translation (Doctoral dissertation,
University of Western Sydney).

Butler, A. J. (1902). The Arab conquest of Egypt. Clarendon Press.

Butler, A. J. (1933). Fat# al- ‘arab li-Misr (Muhammad Farid Aba Hadid, Trans.). Matba ‘at
Dar al-Kutub al-Misriyah. (Original work published 1902)

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


http://www.awej-tls.org/
http://dx.doi.org/10.24093/awejtls/vol8no4.11
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lingua.2021.103084
https://doi.org/10.1075/babel.52.2.03bah
http://dx.doi.org/10.24093/awejtls/vol1no2.9

AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies Volume 10. Number 1. February 2026

Translating Collocations: Evolving Trends and Practicesin Twentieth Century Alghamdi

Carlyle, T. (1897). Sartor resartus (A. MacMechan, Ed.). Ginn & Co.

Carlyle, T. (1927). Falsafat al-malabis (Taha Al-Siba ‘1, Trans.). Matba ‘at Al-Bishlawi.
(Original work published 1897)

Crabites, P. (1933). Ismail the maligned Khedive. George Routledge and Sons, Ltd.

Crabites, P. (1937). Isma ‘il al-muftara ‘alayh (Fu’ad Sartf, Trans.). Dar al-Nashr al-Hadith.
(Original work published 1933)

Defoe, D. (1861). Al-tukfah al-bustaniyah fi al-asfar al-kuriziyah aw rihlat Rubinsun Kriizt
(Butrus al-Bustani, Trans.; Vol. 1). [No publisher]. (Original work published 1719;
English edition 1908)

Defoe, D. (1908). The life and strange surprising adventures of Robinson Crusoe (Vol. 1).
Houghton Mifflin. (Original work published 1719)

Dobson, J. F. (1919). The Greek orators. Methuen & Co.

Dobson, J. F. (1963/2024). Khutaba’ al-yinan (Amin Salama, Trans.). Hindawi. (Original
work published 1919)

Dupuis, C. E., & Garstin, W. (1904). Al-dalil fi mawarid a ‘alt an-nil (Ibrahim Musawwar,
Trans.). Matba at al-Ma ‘arif. (Original work published 1904)

Dupuis, C. E., & Garstin, W. (1904). Report upon the basin of the Upper Nile: With proposals
for the improvement of that river. National Printing Department.

Durant, W. (1950). Story of civilization: Vol. 4, Age of faith. Simon and Schuster.

Durant, W. (1958/1998). Qisat al-hadara: ‘Asr al-iman (Muhammad Badran, Trans.; Vol. 4).
Dar al-Jil li-1-Tab“ wa-I-Nashr. (Original work published 1950)

Ettinghausen, R. (1962/1977). Treasures of Asia: Arab painting. Macmillan.

Ettinghausen, R. (1974). Fann al-taswir ‘ind al- ‘arab (‘Isa Salman & Saltm Tah al-Takriti,
Trans.). Mudiriyyat al-Thaqafa al-‘Amma, Wizarat al-I1‘lam. (Original work published
1962; English edition 1977)

Fawzi, K. (1928). Darart al-lugha al- ‘Arabiyya wa al-Injliziyya (K. Fawzi, Trans. & Ed.).
Matba‘at al-Mugqtataf.

Finnemore, J. (1905). Mashahid al-yaban (' Awad Jundi, Trans.). Matba‘at Ra 'msis.

Finnemore, J. (1910). Peeps at many lands: Japan. Adam and Charles Black. (Original work
date unknown)

Holes, C. (2004). Modern Arabic: Structures, functions, and varieties. Georgetown
University Press.

Hooper, R. (1819). The anatomist’s vade-mecum (9th ed.). Longman, Rees, Orme, Brown,
Green, & Longman.

Hooper, R. (1836). Kitab anis al-musharrihinfi ilm al-tibb (Jan Taytlir al-Isqutlandi, Trans.).
Education Committee. (Original work published 1819)

Hourani, A. (1991). A history of the Arab peoples. Belknap Press of Harvard University Press.

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


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

AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies Volume 10. Number 1. February 2026

Translating Collocations: Evolving Trends and Practicesin Twentieth Century Alghamdi

Hourani, A. (1997). Tarikh al-sha ‘ib al- ‘arabiyya (As‘ad Saqr, Trans.). Dar Talas. (Original
work published 1991)

Izwaini, S. (2016). The translation of Arabic lexical collocations. Translation and
Interpreting Studies, 11(2), 306-328. https://doi.org/10.1075/tis.11.2.09izw

James, G. G. M. (1954/1992). Stolen legacy: Greek philosophy is stolen Egyptian philosophy.
Africa World Press.

James, G. G. M. (1996/2023). Al-turath al-masriq: Al-falsafa al-yinaniyya falsafa misriyya
masriiga (Shawdi Jalal, Trans.). Hindawi. (Original work published 1954; English
edition 1992)

Jones, A. H. M. (1971). The cities of the Eastern Roman provinces. Clarendon Press.

Jones, A. H. M. (1987). Mudun bilad al-sham hin kanat wildya riimaniyya (Ihsan ‘Abbas,
Trans.). Dar al-Shurtgq. (Partial translation of original work published 1971)

Khuda Bukhsh, S., & von Kremer, A. (1905). Contributions to the history of Islamic
civilization: Containing a translation of von Kremer's Culturgeschichtliche Streifzlige
auf dem Gebiete des Islams. Thacker, Spink & Co.

Kister, M. J. (1968). Al-Hira: Some notes on its relations with Arabia. Arabica, 15(2), 143-
169.

Kister, M. J. (1976). Al-hira wa-makka wa-silatuhuma bi-1-qaba’il al- ‘arabiyya (Y. Al-
Jubiiri, Trans.). University of Baghdad. (Original work published 1968)

Lewis, B. (1950). Arabs in history. Hutchinson’s University Library.

Lewis, B. (1954). Al- ‘arab fi al-taritkh (Nabth Amin Faris & Mahmud Yusuf Zayid, Trans.).
Dar al-‘Ilm lil-Malayin. (Original work published 1950)

Lewis, B. (1984). The Jews of Islam. Princeton University Press.

Lewis, B. (1995). Al-yahid fi zill al-Islam (H. A. Bassam, Trans.). Markaz al-Dirasat al-
‘Askariyya. (Original work published 1984)

Lubbock, J. (1894). The pleasures of life: Complete. Henry Altemus.

Lubbock, J. (1911). Masarat al-hayah (Wadi® Al-Bustani, Trans.). Matba'at al-Ma‘arif.
(Original work published 1894)

Mavor, W. F. (1833). Elements of natural history, in the animal kingdom: Chiefly intended
for the use of schools and young persons. Longman, Rees, Orme, Brown, Green, &
Longman.

Mavor, W. F. (1841). Sharh taba’i * al-hayawan fi dhawat al-arba “ wa-1-tayr (Faris al-
Shidyaq, Trans.). Al-Matba‘ah al-Amrikiyah. (Original work published 1833)
Metwally, A., & Hamad, M. (2023). The impact of collocational competence on translation
quality: Literature review. AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies, 7(1).

https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.4386585

Moss, H. St. L. B. (1935). The birth of the Middle Ages: 395-814. Oxford University Press.

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


http://www.awej-tls.org/
https://doi.org/10.1075/tis.11.2.09izw
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.4386585

AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies Volume 10. Number 1. February 2026

Translating Collocations: Evolving Trends and Practicesin Twentieth Century Alghamdi

Moss, H. St. L. B. (1967). Milad al- ‘usir al-wusta (*Abd al-‘Aziz Tawfiq Jawid, Trans.).
‘Alam Al-Kutub. (Original work published 1935)

Murray, C. A. (1898). A short memoir of Mohammed Ali, founder of the vice-royalty of Egypt.
Bernard Quaritch.

Murray, C. A. (1919). Safha min tarikh Muhammad ‘Alr (Salim Hasan & Taha al-Siba ‘T,
Trans.). Matba at al-Ma ‘arif. (Original work published 1898)

Newman, D. (2013). The Arabic literary language: The Nahda (and beyond). In J. Owens
(Ed.), The Oxford handbook of Arabic linguistics (pp. 472—-494). Oxford University
Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199764136.013.0021

Nutting, A. (1964). The Arabs. New American Library.

Nutting, A. (1980). Al- ‘arab: Taritkh wa hadara (Mahmud Mas ‘id, Trans.; Vol. 1). Dar al-
Hilal. (Original work published 1964)

Olinder, G. (1912). The kings of Kinda: The family of Akil Al Murar. Printed by Hakan
Ohlsson.

Olinder, G. (1973). Muliik Kinda (‘' Abd al-Jabbar al-Mutlabi, Trans.). Dar al-Hurriyya li-t-
Tiba‘a. (Original work published 1912)

Reilly, K. (1980). The West and the world: A topical history of civilization. Harper & Row.

Reilly, K. (1985). Al-gharb wa-I- ‘@lam (‘ Abd al-Wahhab Al-MisirT & Huda Hijazi, Trans.;
reviewed by Fu’ad Zakariyya). Al-Majlis Al-Watani Li-I-Thagafah Wa-I-Funtin Wa-I-
Adab. (Original work published 1980)

Robertson, W. (1771). L histoire du régne de I’empereur Charles-Quint: Précédée d’un
tableau des progrés de la société en Europe, depuis la destruction de I’empire romain
jusqu’au commencement du seizieme siecle (J.-B. Suard, Trans.). Saillant et Nyon.
(Original work published 1769)

Robertson, W. (1829). The history of the reign of the emperor Charles V: With a view of the
progress of society in Europe, from the subversion of the Roman Empire to the
beginning of the sixteenth century. J. & J. Harper. (Original work published 1769)

Robertson, W. (1844). Ittikaf muliik al-zaman bi-tarikh al-imbratir Sharlakan (Khalifah
Afandi, Trans.; translated from the French edition by J.-B. Suard, 1771; Vol. 1). [No
publisher]. (Original work published 1769; French edition 1771)

Rosenthal, F. (1963). ‘llm al-ta rikh ‘ind al-muslimin (Salih Ahmad al-‘Ali, Trans.). Maktabat
al-Muthanna. (Original work published 1968; 2nd rev. ed.)

Rosenthal, F. (1968). A history of Muslim historiography (2nd rev. ed.). E. J. Brill.

Rotshten, F. A. (1910). Egypt's ruin: A financial and administrative record. A. C. Fifield.

Rotshten, F. A. (1927). Tarikh Misr qabla al-iAtilal al-baritani wa ba ‘dah (*Ali Ahmad
Shukr, Trans.). Maktabat al-Hilal. (Original work published 1910)

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


http://www.awej-tls.org/
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199764136.013.0021

AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies Volume 10. Number 1. February 2026

Translating Collocations: Evolving Trends and Practicesin Twentieth Century Alghamdi

Shraideh, K. W., & Mahadin, R. S. (2015). Difficulties and strategies in translating
collocations in BBC political texts. Arab World English Journal, 6(3), 320-356.

Sonbul, S., El-Dakhs, D. A. S., & Alharbi, R. (2024). Rendering natural collocations in a
translation task: The effect of direction, congruency, semantic transparency, and
proficiency. International Journal of Applied Linguistics, 34(1), 117-133.
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijal.12482

Sonbul, S., El-Dakhs, D. A. S., & Al-Otaibi, H. (2022). Translation competence and
collocation knowledge: Do congruency and word type have an effect on the accuracy
of collocations in translation? Interpreter and Translator Trainer, 16(4), 409-427.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1750399X.2022.2084251

Spencer, H. (1892). Education: Intellectual, moral, physical. E. L. Kellogg.

Spencer, H. (1908/2015). At-tarbiyya (Muhammad al-Siba ‘1, Trans.). Hindawi. (Original
work published 1892)

Tajir, J. (2014). Harakat al-tarjamah fi Misr fi al-qarn al-tasi * ‘ashar (Original work
published 1945). Hindawn.

Trend, J. B. (1931). Spain and Portugal. In T. Arnold & A. Guillaume (Eds.), The legacy of
Islam (pp. 1-39). Clarendon Press.

Trend, J. B. (1936). Isbaniya wa-1-burtughal (Husayn Mu’nis, Trans. & Annot.). In Turath al-
Islam (Vol. 1, pp. 1-79). Matba'at Lajnat al-Ta’lif wa al-Tarjamah wa al-Nashr.
(Original work published 1931)

Tritton, A. S. (1930). The caliphs and their non-Muslim subjects. Oxford University Press.

Tritton, A. S. (1949/1994). Ahl al-dhimmah ft al-islam (Hasan Habshi, Trans., 3rd ed.). al-
Hay’ah al-MisrTyah al-'Ammabh lil-Kitab. (Original work published 1930)

Vaglieri, L. V. (1957/2004). An interpretation of Islam. Goodword Books.

Vaglieri, L. V. (1960/1981). Difa  ‘an al-islam (Munir al-Ba‘labi, Trans.; 5th ed.). Dar al-'IIm
lil-Malayin. (Original work published 1957; English edition 2004)

Von Grunebaum, G. E. (1953). Medieval Islam: A study in cultural orientation (2nd ed.). The
University of Chicago Press.

Von Grunebaum, G. E. (1956). Hadarat al-islam (‘Abd al-‘Aziz Tawfiq Jawid, Trans.).
Maktabat Misr. (Original work published 1946; 2nd ed. 1953)

Von Kremer, A. (1947). Al-hadarah al-Islamiyyah wa mada ta’aththaruha bi al-mu’aththirat
al-ajnabiyyah (Mustafa Taha Badr, Trans.). Dar al-Fikr al-‘Arabi. (Original work
published 1905)

Watt, W. M. (1960/1986). Badw. In H. A. R. Gibb, J. H. Kramers, E. Levi-Provencal, J.
Schacht, B. Lewis, & Ch. Pellat (Eds.), The Encyclopaedia of Islam (Vol. 1, pp. 872—
892). E. J. Brill.

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


http://www.awej-tls.org/
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijal.12482
https://doi.org/10.1080/1750399X.2022.2084251

AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies Volume 10. Number 1. February 2026

Translating Collocations: Evolving Trends and Practicesin Twentieth Century Alghamdi

Watt, W. M. (1981). Al-badw (Ibrahim Khiirshid, ‘Abd al-Hamid Yunus, & Hasan ‘Uthman,
Trans.). Dar al-Kitab al-Lubnani. (Original work published 1960; English edition
1986)

Zitouni, M., & Almutairi, M. (2022). An etymological and lexicological study of borrowings
into Modern Standard Arabic (MSA): The case of Nesrin Chukri's translation of
Mouloud Feraoun's Le fils du pauvre. Eurasian Journal of Applied Linguistics, 8(2),
1-15. https://doi.org/10.32601/ejal.911536

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


http://www.awej-tls.org/
https://doi.org/10.32601/ejal.911536

AWE for Translation
& Literary Studies
International Peer Reviewed Journal ISSN: 2550-1542

AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies, Volume 10. Number 1. February 2026 Pp.35-50
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.24093/awejtls/vol10n01.3

Didactic Audiovisual Translation in Foreign Language Teaching: A Scoping Review
towards a Localised Framework for the Arab Context

lyassine Er-ramy =", 2Zakaria Boudhim , 1¥Hassan Belhiah
!Department of English, Faculty of Letters and Human Sciences, Mohammed V University in
Rabat, Morocco
1Corresponding Author: yassine.erramy@umb5r.ac.ma
2Department of Italian, Faculty of Letters and Human Sciences, Mohammed V University in
Rabat, Morocco
2Email: boudhimz@gmail.com
3Email: h.belhiah@umbr.ac.ma

Received:11/29/2025 Accepted:01/14/2026 Published:02/16/2026

Abstract

This article examines the role of didactic audiovisual translation in foreign language teaching within the
Arab context. Research in Western settings has established audiovisual translation as a pedagogical tool for
enhancing various skills, including linguistic, intercultural, and digital skills. However, in the Arab
academic sphere, research has only recently started to gain momentum. This review aims to (1)
systematically map the studies on didactic audiovisual translation in the Arab FLT context between 2018
and 2025, (2) identify significant gaps, and propose key directions for future research to support the
development of a localised didactic audiovisual translation framework. The significance of this study lies
in synthesising fragmented previous studies into a coherent narrative and highlighting the relationships
among them to provide a foundation for future research. Following PRISMA guidelines, twelve studies
(both experimental and qualitative) have been selected and analysed. The findings reveal that a significant
body of research demonstrates the positive impact of didactic audiovisual translation on the skills of FLT
learners. Yet, the focus remains predominantly on language comprehension and vocabulary acquisition,
overlooking skills inherent to audiovisual translation practice (e.g., digital mediation). Additionally, most
classroom implementations fail to account for the particularities of Arabic audiovisual translation (e.g.,
diglossia and idiomatic language). Based on these findings, the article proposes directions for future
research to contextualise and localise didactic audiovisual translation within the Arab FLT context.
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Introduction

Translation has played a central role in foreign language teaching (FLT), either as a primary
teaching method or as a strategy that scaffolds language development (Leonardi, 2011). Despite
the criticism that it received by advocates of the Communicative Approach in the late twentieth
century, scholars have increasingly recognised translation as a valuable pedagogical tool for
developing linguistic skills (vocabulary, grammar, reading, listening, etc.), and also other
audiovisual communicationskills (Byram, 2021; Carreres, 2006; CEFR, 2020; Witte et al., 2009).

Foreign language teachers avoided translation due to its strong association with the
Grammar-Translation Method (GTM). Until the late 20th century, Audiolingualism and
Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) approaches encouraged learners to focus exclusively
on the target language (L2) and to avoid using the native language (L1). Critics of translation
believe that it disrupts learners’ communication fluency, instead targeting native speaker
competence (Byram, 2021; Cook, 2001). In his critique of this phenomenon, Duff (1989) states
that “translation has been generally out of favour with the language teaching community, (Almost,
we might say, ‘sent to Siberia’!)” (1989, p. 5). Since avoiding the L1 entirely during L2
development is impossible (Cook, 2003), denying learners access to the ‘cultural capital’ of their
mother tongue constitutes a significant pedagogical loss (Byram, 2021). Translation enables
learners to compare their language and culture with others’ and develop an L2 that is not
necessarily identical to that of the native speaker, but one that may be richer and more flexible.
Through this process, learners construct a distinct linguistic and cultural identity.

In the early 21% century, many scholars emphasised the positive role of translation in
enhancing learners’ communication skills in the FLT context (Byram, 2021; CEFR, 2001; Cook,
2001; Widdowson, 2014). The Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) (2020)
expands the concept of translation to ‘mediation’ skills, where translation is not restricted to
conventional text interpreting and translating activities only, but also summarising, paraphrasing,
and mediating audiovisual material. Multimodal approaches have taken language teaching and
learning beyond traditional methods to include different sensory aspects of the language. In this
regard, ICT integration in FLT has expanded teaching methodologies to include audiovisual
mediation and AVT (Lertola, 2019; Talavan, 2020). In the Arab academic landscape, the
application of AVT in FLT is a burgeoning area of research.

One of the main reasons behind conducting this review is the urgent need to synthesise
studies done in the Arab context in order to make their findings more accessible, coherent, and
beneficial for researchers and practitioners. Much of the current research in the field remains
fragmented and largely replicates the Western AVT research trends and frameworks. This has led
to insufficient attention to the specific linguistic, cultural, and educational realities of the Arab
context.

This review has two objectives: (1) to map the research done on DAT in the Arab FLT
context between 2018 and 2025, and (2) to identify significant gaps and suggest directions for
future research to support the development of a localised DAT framework for the Arab FLT
context. This study is essential as it consolidates the fragmented efforts of previous researchers
and synthesises their findings into a coherent narrative that future researchers can build upon. It
provides a rich background for creating a DAT framework in the Arab FLT context, which is
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necessary to ensure pedagogical consistency, prevent errors and misapplications, and maximise
learner skill development.

The following research questions guide this scoping review:

1. What are the most frequently researched areas of didactic audiovisual translation within
the Arab FLT context between 2018 and 2025?

2. What research gaps exist in didactic audiovisual translation within the Arab FLT context,
and which issues should future studies address to support the development of a localised
didactic audiovisual translation framework?

This article begins by revisiting translation in language teaching and positioning DAT as a
modern, multimodal tool in FLT. The introduction section defines DAT and traces itsevolutionin
the Western and Arab contexts. Then, the Method section describes the scoping review process,
providing a detailed description of the PRISMA guidelines followed, and highlights the
methodological limitations of this study. In the Analysis part, this review presents findings from
the chosen studies, which are thematically organised around the language competencies. The
Discussion section synthesises the findings, identifies key research gaps, and provides implications
for future research.

Literature Review

AVT is defined as the transfer of verbal and non-verbal text in audiovisual media into
another language, integrating them with visual and auditory channels under technical and semiotic
constraints (Diaz-Cintas & Remael, 2007; Gambier, 2003; Gottlieb, 2005). Subtitling and dubbing
are the most widely used AVT strategies in teaching languages. Diaz-Cintas and Remael (2007)
define subtitling as the translation of spoken or written source language content into a text that is
displayed on the screen. This strategy comprises two techniques: intralingual
subtitling (translation within the same language) and interlingual subtitling (translation between
two or more languages) (Gottlieb, 1997). On the other hand, dubbing means replacing the original
soundtrack (ST) with a synchronised translation in the target language (Diaz-Cintas & Anderman,
2009, pp. 4-5). Didactic Audiovisual Translation (DAT) refers to the pedagogical use of AVT as
a strategy in the FLT setting (Talavan, 2020). It means involving learners in the process of
receiving and/or producing AVT content to develop language competencies.

In the Western context, there is a significant body of research on DAT that investigates
various aspects of language learning. For instance, Talavan (2010) and Talavan and Rodriguez-
Arancén (2014) examined its impact on listening comprehension; Burczyska (2015) and Talavan
et al. (2016) focused on writing competence; and Lertola (2019) explored its role in vocabulary
acquisition. Other researchers focused on the effectiveness of dubbing on speaking and writing
competences (Danan, 2010; Herrero & Sanchez-Requena, 2020), and a few others on the role of
AVT strategies in developing intercultural communicative competence (Diaz-Cintas, 2022,
Guillot, 2019), etc. Through audiovisual material, learners can observe and appreciate how natives
communicate ineveryday life (authentic cultural context), receive linguistic cues (register, accents,
and syntactic structures), and also paralinguistic cues (gestures and signs).

While researchers introduced AVT in the 1990s as a scholarly subject in Western
academia, itisstill anemerging field inthe Arab context (Gamal, 2020). Many European countries
have funded big research projects on AVT in FLT setting, such as: TRADILEX (La traduccion
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audiovisual como recurso didactico en la ensefianza-aprendizaje de lenguas extranjeras),
ClipFlair (Foreign Language Learning through Interactive Revoicing and Captioning of Clips),
and PluriTAV (El Plurilingliismo a través de la Traduccion Audiovisual (Plurilingualism through
Audiovisual Translation). On the other side, the 2002-United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) reported the weak status of ICT in translation in most Arab countries (2002, p. 74);
referring to the urgent need for “the computation of Arabic and the Arabization of ICT” (p, 79), as
well as, the need for research centers that can contribute “to the computation of writtenand voiced
Arabic language, electronic translation, educational software, multimedia, encryption, security
systems and the design of national information networks” (p,74).

The examination of the role of AVT in learning languages began as early as the beginning
of this century. Mazid (2006) and Gamal (2007) are among the earliest scholars who introduced
AVT as a pedagogical tool in language learning. Their studies examine the sociolinguistic,
pedagogical, and ideological aspects of Arabic-English subtitling. Both researchers believe that
the integration of AVT in Arab FLT classrooms differs significantly from Western settings. DAT
must contend with the particularities of Arabic, including diglossia, codeswitching, loan words,
Arabic transcription, language ideologies, curriculum design, and socio-cultural sensitivities in
media content.

In line with Western research, studies in the Arab context also show that using audiovisual
material can enhance linguistic and communicative skills (Al-Jumaily & Alazzawi, 2025b;
Ghassan & Haider, 2025). These studies, for instance, show that technical elements (e.g., the
subtitle length, font, size, position, and synchrony) have a significant impact on the readers’
attitudes towards the content (Ghassan & Haider, 2025). However, there are specific characteristics
of Arabic AVT that are not addressed in Western studies on AVT, including form, lexis, script,
language direction, and pronunciation (Qasim & Yahiaoui, 2019). There are also challenges related
to the English-Arabic subtitling of culturally bound expressions (Mazid, 2006; Mudawe, 2024).
Based on this, it is crucial to use subtitling and dubbing in Arabic systematically and appropriately
for learners. Gamal (2020) encourages researchers and academics to focus more on their
communities. He insists that Arab academia must create its own theoretical frameworks for
localising AVT studies in the Arab context.

Method

This study adopted a scoping review methodology guided by the PRISMA model. To map
the most relevant studies, the researchers adopted the following selection criteria: (1) focusing on
studies that examine AVT implementation in FLT within the Arab context; (2) the studies must
be published in English or in Arabic, (3) considering two databases (Scopus and Web of Science),
(4) reviewing the literature published between 2018 and 2025) using a combination of keywords,
synonyms, and Boolean operators (AND, OR, NOT) to find most relevant studies (Lefebvreetal.,
2020). The core search string, adapted for the syntax of each database, was: (audiovisual
translation OR AVT OR subtitling OR dubbing) AND (foreign language teaching OR FLT OR
"second language” OR EFL OR AFL) AND (Arab OR Middle East OR North Africa). The
researchers organised the chosen studies thematically according to the topics they addressed. This
allowed for a structured analysis of the main trends in the field. From a set of 173 articles, the
researchers selected 12 studies for review. The chosen articles include empirical studies, which
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allowed for capturing the classroom practical implications of DAT (For more details about the
reviewed studies, see Appendix A).

Despite its systematic design, this scoping review has some limitations that should be
acknowledged. First, the studies reviewed were limited to those indexed in two databases only
(Scopus and Web of Science), which may have resulted in the exclusion of valuable research
published in other databases. Also, there remains the possibility that some relevant studies were
missed due to differences in terminology, despite adopting a systematic search strategy (Boolean
operators). Finally, the thematic organisation of studies was based on the authors’ interpretation
of the research focus. This may result in a degree of subjectivity. These limitations, however, do
not compromise the methodological consistency of this review.

Analysis

This section presents the analysis of empirical studies that have investigated the role of DAT
in developing foreign language learners’ competencies. It is divided thematically into three sub-
sections, focusing on three major areas: (1) receptive skills (listening and reading), (2) Vocabulary
acquisition and non-verbal communicationskills, and (3) productive skills (speaking and writing).

Didactic Audiovisual Translation for Improving Learners’ Receptive Skills
Listening Skills

Researchers have examined the role of AVT in developing listening skills from different
perspectives, including students’ attitudes (Alzamil, 2022), the use of interlingual subtitling and
intralingual subtitles (Aldukhayel, 2021), and engaging learners in producing subtitles (Alabsi,
2020). These studies suggest that the effectiveness of DAT in class depends on many factors,
including the subtitling strategies used in the pedagogical practice and learners’ language
proficiency.

Investigating FLT students’ attitudes on using subtitles in English audiovisual materials to
develop their listening skills, Alzamil (2022) found that most students (1) agreed that developing
listening skills is essential, (2) had positive attitudes towards using English subtitles (intralingual)
than Arabic ones (interlingual), and (3) declared that interlingual captions had a higher positive
impact on their listening skills than the Arabic subtitles (intralingual) or the non-subtitled content.
Aldukhayel’s (2021) study, on the other hand, shows that interlingual or intralingual subtitling
strategies are not the only predictors of students’” improvement; the learner’s language proficiency
is also a predictor. Aldukhayel’s intervention revealed that subtitles do not constantly improve
listening comprehension, especially among low-proficiency students. These students face
difficulties in processing audio, image, and text simultaneously. According to him, this could be
due to the cognitive overload and/or low working memory. In contrast, high-proficiency students
scored higher in listening comprehension tests, particularly after watching vlogs with L2 subtitles.
Alabsi’s (2020) experimental study demonstrates that engaging learnersin AVT tasks encouraged
them to listen with full attention, notice sounds precisely, recognise new words, and observe
different usages of expressions. Moreover, the study reveals that learners developed pronunciation
and spelling skills significantly.

Based on these studies, engaging students in AVT tasks, such as watching subtitled films
or producing subtitles for a video clip, improves their listening comprehension. These tasks
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provide a real-life communicative context where students engage with authentic language.
Subtitles enable the learner to develop a higher recognition of pronunciation, spelling, and a deeper
understanding of meaning. Moreover, the type of audiovisual content and learners’ language
proficiency level are higher predictors of listening comprehension. This means that adapting the
AVT material to the students’ language level is key to successful learning through DAT.
Reading Comprehension

Only one study has examined the role of DAT in the development of reading
comprehension. Abu-Rayyash et al. (2024) investigate the impact of dubbing and subtitling on
students’ reading fixation duration and comprehension in Spanish and Arabic as foreign languages.
The researchers use eye-tracking techniques and comprehension tests to measure the impact of
three AVT strategies on students' reading comprehension: (1) video with audio in English (L1),
(2) video with audio in Arabic or Spanish (L2), and (3) video without audio but with subtitles only.
Based on the findings of this study, the absence of audio content results in higher fixation duration
but lower comprehension. In contrast, combining subtitling and dubbing results in better
comprehension. Removing audio, on the other hand, reduces gaze duration but also lowers
comprehension. Another critical issue in this study is that learners fixate more on nouns than on
other linguistic units, suggesting a preference for identifying objects over actions. The results of
this study provide insights into the complex relationship between audio content and subtitle text,
and their influence on reading text processing and comprehension during AVT tasks.

Overall, the reviewed studies show that subtitling and dubbing are effective in enhancing
comprehension skills. Yet, the extent to which they do so depends on the type of AVT material
used, the strategies and techniques, and the adaptation of the AVT content to the level of the
students. Students with a high proficiency level tend to benefit more from L2 subtitles. However,
lower proficiency learners may face challenges when processing multiple modes simultaneously
due to cognitive overload. Research also demonstrates that subtitling can foster students’ ability
to identify general ideas and specific details through listening, but it may not enhance deeper
inferencing skills.

Didactic Audiovisual Translation for Improving Vocabulary Acquisition and Non-verbal
Communication
Vocabulary Acquisition
AVT activities differ from traditional teaching and learning methods by offering a

multimodal experience where learners encounter vocabulary, chunks, and language structure in
meaningful contexts. This dynamic exposure facilitates pronunciation and recall of words and also
provides learners with opportunities to grasp the pragmatic use and cultural nuances of vocabulary
items. In an English for Specific Purposes (ESP) context, Bellalem (2018) scrutinises the impact
of subtitled audiovisual content on participants’ vocabulary acquisition. This quantitative study
reveals that using subtitled film improves specialised vocabulary acquisition for professional
English contexts. Alharthi (2020) shows how combining incidental learning (watching English-
language movies with English subtitles) and intentional learning (using instructional materials)
can create a more engaging experience for learners. The results of this study demonstrate that
students scored higher in comprehension tasks compared to production tasks. Also, learners learnt
more nouns than adjectives and verbs. This indicates that using AVT in class plays a positive role
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in the incidental acquisition of non-targeted lexical items, which enables the students to expand
their vocabulary naturally.

Omar and Altohami (2021) highlight intricate issues explicitly related to Arabic AVT, such
as diglossiaand loan words. This study reveals that the majority of vocabulary words acquired by
students are the ones that are repeated more in the video clips, like “ousS ol ¢ L3l (2021, p.
694). Furthermore, it highlights the importance of the audiovisual context where these words are
used, which helps students develop the appropriate pronunciation and pragmatic use of vocabulary.
Another critical issue isthat the Arabic AVT enables students to distinguish between standard and
non-standard Arabic words. However, the researchers refer to two significant problems that
students face in Arabic subtitling. The first one is diastratic variations, where characters in the
AVT content moved between languages. As a result, many students could not distinguish between
standard Arabic, the Saudi dialect, and the Egyptian dialect. The second problem is the use of loan
words from English into Arabic, such as ‘social media’: "dui sl L, ‘vampires’: " _sluld",
‘twilight”: "<w3ul 5", and ‘color correction’: “,KI (i<, <" (2021, p. 697). The students had
difficulties in reading and understanding these words. Despite this, the findings show that
subtitling audiovisual films is effective in fostering AFL students’ vocabulary as it offers the
image, the text, and the conversational-pragmatic context.

The localisation of AVT into the Arab context is a central issue for Saed et al. (2024). This
study examines how English-language ‘edutainment’ programs are localised into Arabic dubbing
for children, with a focus on vocabulary related to language learning, science, zoology, and other
subjects. The researchers examine the extent to which dubbed clips preserve educational and
entertainment values. They have identified some translation challenges, such as
oversimplification, substitution, untranslatability, and cultural and linguistic mismatches. Based
on the results of this study, the learners rendered the simple scientific words accurately, but their
dubbing of nuanced humor or culturally specific references resulted in loss or mistranslation.
Generally, the reviewed studies confirm that subtitling and dubbing provide a multimodal context
that fosters vocabulary development across different age groups, proficiency levels, and linguistic
contexts.

Non-verbal Communication

DAT can be used more creativelyinthe FLT classroom, going beyond the development of
traditional language skills to foster non-verbal communication skills. Conducting an intervention
on 214 EFL students, Al-jumaily and Alazzawi (2025a) found that AVT develops students’ verbal
and non-verbal communication skills. These skills include the awareness of facial expressions and
body gestures of the target language and culture. This study demonstrates that AVT is rich in
verbal and non-verbal cultural cues, which can be effective in enhancing learners’ ability to
interpret cultural signs and communicate across cultures.

Didactic Audiovisual Translation for Improving Learners’ Productive Skills

Although much research on DAT has focused on learners’ receptive skills, there is growing
evidence that it can enhance their speaking and writing skills too. Engaging learners in active
performance tasks, such as imitating actors’ voices, tones, and emotions, or writing, fosters
authentic language use and fluency skills.
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Speaking Skills

Hamad et al. (2019) examine the impact of YouTube videos and the Listening Audio
Tracks Imitation (YATI) technique on students’ speaking skills. The activities included
intralingual dubbing, where learners had to imitate the tone, voice, language pronunciation, and
emotional reactions. This study reveals that this technique has a positive impact on the students’
speaking fluency and pronunciation. In the same way, Omar and Altohami (2021) show that
intralingual subtitles provide a contextualised language, which helps AFL learners recognise and
use the target words and expressions appropriately and fluently in communicative contexts. Based
on these results, AVT activities are not only practical for developing receptive skills but also
productive skills.

Writing Skills

Writing competence has been considered by Haider and Al-Salman (2022), who have
investigated the impact of intralingual subtitling on EFL learners’ listening, vocabulary, and
writing skills. Adopting a quasi-experimental design, this study provides quantitative and
qualitative evidence that subtitled videos improve writing skills, including spelling and
punctuation. Generally, only two studies investigated the role of DAT in the development of
production skills. They demonstrate that the inclusion of image, audio, and written text has a
positive impact on learners' speaking and writing skills. On the one hand, dubbing and imitation
activities can foster learners’ speaking fluency, pronunciation, and appropriacy. On the other hand,
intralingual subtitling improves spelling and punctuation accuracy.

To conclude, the analysis has demonstrated that research on DAT in the Arab FLT has
investigated different areas, including vocabulary acquisition, non-verbal communication skills,
receptive skills (listening and reading), and productive skills (speaking and writing). While the
reviewed literature provides evidence that DAT is efficient in developing learners’ skills in an
Arab setting, it shows that the research skews toward validating basic language skills only.

Discussion
Research Trends

This review has mapped the studies on DAT within the Arab FLT context between 2018 and
2025. To answer the research questions, this section synthesises the literature, providing a
diagnosis of the main trends, identifying gaps, and highlighting key Arabic DAT areas that must
be addressed for localising the field in the Arab context.

The findings reveal that research on DAT in the Arab FLT covered different language skills,
including receptive and productive ones, but the most investigated areas are listening skills (e.g.,
Alabsi, 2020; Aldukhayel, 2021; Alzamil, 2022) and vocabulary development (e.g., Alharthi,
2020; Bellalem, 2018; Omar & Altohami, 2021). A few studies focused on productive skills, such
as speaking fluency and pronunciation (e.g., Hamad et al., 2019), writing and spelling (e.g., Haider
& Al-Salman, 2022). The studies also highlighted the most common DAT techniques: Subtitling
(intralingual and interlingual) and dubbing, showing that each method has a certain impact on the
students. For instance, Interlingual subtitling develops learners’ comprehension, dubbing activities
foster their speaking fluency and pronunciation, while intralingual subtitling improves spelling,
punctuation, and structural accuracy.
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The research trend shows that AVT is a rich multimodal source to develop language
competencies, starting with the most explicit skills (e.g., vocabulary recognition, retention, and
listening comprehension) and moving toward implicitones (e.g., writing and verbal and non-verbal
communicationskills). Also, this suggests that the field has not fully transitioned yet from viewing
DAT as a supplementary language-teaching strategy to a pedagogy for developing complex 21st-
century competences.

Research Gaps and the Imperative for a Localised Framework

The review has revealed a lack of studies on the role of DAT in developing learners’
language production skills, namely speaking and writing. Also, there is a noticeable research gap
in areas closely linked to AVT practicesand equally significant for real-life communication, such
as the development of audiovisual translation and mediation skills, intercultural communicative
skills, pragmatic competence, and digital skills. In addition, most studies used AVT material in a
receptive way (students receive subtitled and dubbed material), except for three studies (Alabsi,
2020; Haider, 2022; Hamad et al., 2019), which focused on engaging students in producing
subtitled or dubbed clips, while the others concentrated on learners’ reception of subtitled and
dubbed material. Engaging FLT in producing subtitles, video descriptions, or dubbed videos can
be effective in developing students’ language competencies (Lertola, 2019), intercultural
communicative skills (Dias Cintas, 2022), and digital mediation skills.

Moreover, none of the reviewed studies has considered the teachers’ perspectives,
experiences, and training. The effective integration of AVT into FLT is contingent on
understanding the teachers’ needs and the context in which it is implemented. It is essential to
understand the educator’s knowledge of DAT (technology and pedagogy), the challenges in
adapting materials, and their beliefs about its efficacy.

Based on the reviewed studies, the users of DAT in the Arab context rely entirely on pre-
existing media content, which risks being linguistically and culturally decontextualised. Creating
adapted audiovisual material to the level of learners would provide a structured approach tailored
to Arab sociolinguistic realities. The unsystematic use of AVT content is due to the absence of a
framework or pedagogical model, which constitutes a significant gap in this research area.
Applications of DAT in the Arab context depend essentially on Western literature, which makes
its use prone to unsystematic practices. For instance, in some of the reviewed studies, challenges
of using AVT in the Arab context emerged, such as diglossia (Omar & Altohami, 2021) and
fixation duration (Abu-Rayyashetal., 2024). Other field studies referred to how subtitles” duration
influences the learners’ comprehension (Aldukhayel, 2021; Qasim & Yahyaoui, 2019). These
studies reveal that the cognitive overload is due to students’ processing of audio, subtitles, and
images simultaneously. While the combination and variation of these elements can enhance
comprehension and vocabulary retention (Hammi, 2025), they may distract beginners. Learners
usually focus on the subtitles first, then on images, and lastly on audio (Sydorenko, 2010, p. 1).
Arabic Subtitles can be visually more complex for foreign learners (Arabic letters and the direction
of words and sentences), which requires the teacher to provide special intervention.

In thisregard, Mazid (2006) suggests the concept of “chunking” as a strategy that can make
the subtitles more natural and simple for readers. This technique functions through broadening,
narrowing, or rephrasing expressions. Chunking means “the change in size of something, e.g., a
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text. The size might be changed through chunking up: from narrow to broad, e.g., "cow" becomes
"animal,” chunking down: from the generic to the specific, or chunking sideways: using an
equivalent or a synonym” (2006, 85). It allows subtitlers (and by extension, teachers using AVT)
to scaffold comprehension by simplifying, specifying, or providing synonyms, helping learners
grasp key ideas without overwhelming them with unfamiliar vocabulary. Therefore, teachersusing
AVT are required to have the necessary knowledge and skills. Learners are more likely to notice
and understand the meaning of subtitles when they include natural and phrase-based language.
Anis et al. (2022) argue that translation becomes more natural when source texts include clear
phrasal structures. This principle can also apply to reading subtitles and listening to input.

For the creation of a localised DAT framework in the Arab FLT, it is necessary to address
specific linguistic issues that characterise Arabic. Mazid (2006) and Gamal (2007), for instance,
refer to how subtitling interacts with Arabic dialect learning and linguistic inequalities (particularly
between Arabic and English). There are many Arabic translation challenges that DAT users may
face: (1) literal translation, (2) lack of contextual sensitivity, (3) ungrammatical renditions, (4)
unnatural or inaccurate translations, (5) mishandling of foul language (e.g., cursing and insulting),
(6) unnecessary formality, and (7) the issue of diglossia in Arabic (Mazid, 2006). Mazid (2006)
emphasises the need to address these challenges to enhance the benefits of subtitlingin language
learning and also provides insights into other subtitling issues, such as “gisting’ (or reduction) and
chunking techniques, which may result in loss and problems with cultural adaptation. He argues
that subtitlers require broader AVT skills, encompassing attention to verbal and nonverbal cues,
style, readability, and other aesthetic issues. Moreover, it is vital to avoid the ‘Anglication’ of
Arabic subtitling, fostering the dominance of English culture. He states that “Giving more attention
to teaching and assessing such strategies and skills is likely to validate the impact of subtitlingon
learning a foreign language” (2006, p. 86). For Thawabteh (2011), technical accuracy and text
coherence are essential components of subtitler training. He argues that attention to transliteration,
synchronisation, and cultural specificity is crucial for AVT to succeed as a didactic tool.

Moreover, researchers and educators should consider the linguistic and cultural
sensitivities and language ideologies while using DAT. Mazid (2006) argues that users should be
aware when the text retains its foreignness and when it is domesticated. Subtitling, for him, often
resists domestication and ‘sends viewers abroad’, which allows the receivers to engage with
authentic voices of characters and grasp cultural cues (2006, p.83), such as body language, cultural
habits and practices, status, class, and relationships, which are crucial for intercultural
communication. However, there are challenges related to culturally charged elements, such as
taboo words, proverbs, or ideological references, which should be translated in a way that is
comprehensible and culturally respectful (Mazid, 2006). Teachers and researchers should also
consider the problem of “Americanisation” of Arabic AVT content (Gamal, 2007). This means
that the American culture and language are ‘hegemonic’. Consequently, the original cultural
nuances are erased or replaced with Western or U.S.-centric values and references. Such
pedagogical practices risk distorting the source culture for learners, who may internalise ‘over-
domesticated’ or biased representations. Such perspectives can inform pedagogically sound DAT
practices. Also, they open new avenues for research that aim at localising the field in Arab
educational settings.
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Conclusion

In summary, this scoping review has mapped the current research on AVT in the Arab FLT
context, showing how this field is at a critical juncture. The analysis reveals that studies on DAT
investigated its role in developing various language skills, including the comprehension of non-
verbal communication cues, listening, reading, vocabulary, speaking, and writing. Nevertheless,
the research is oriented towards linguistic skills, while it overlooks valuable competences that
make DAT a unique pedagogical tool for the 21st century: intercultural communication, pragmatic
competence, and digital mediation skills. There are also research gaps regarding the complex
sociolinguistic ecosystem of Arabic AVT, which may result in DAT applications that are
pedagogically shallow and culturally decontextualised. By synthesising these studies, this review
highlights the challenges and opportunities that distinguish the Arab scene from others and
identifies areas that require further scrutiny to support the localisation of DAT.
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Abstract

Situated at the intersection of translation ethics and medical humanities, this study examines how
ethical witnessing is negotiated in Ala Bashir’s memoir The Insider: Trapped in Saddam’s Brutal
Regime (2005) and its Arabic counterpart (»/2=/ Lk <iS), The research addresses the central
question of how a physician’s testimony, shaped by translation, conveys moral responsibility under
political oppression. The main aim is to explore how Bashir’s authorial voice mediates between
medical duty, artistic expression, and survival within Saddam Hussein’s authoritarian context.
Using the method of close bilingual textual analysis, the study investigates how translation
transforms the physician’s ethical position from a local act of witnessing into a transnational
discourse on professional conscience. The findings reveal that translation operates not merely as a
linguistic transfer but as a moral rearticulation, reframing the physician’s complicity and resistance
within global narratives of traumaand healing. The study contributes to the growing field of Arab
medical humanities by demonstrating the ethical and translational significance of physician
memoirs. It concludes by recommending further interdisciplinary research into translated medical
testimonies as resources for cross-cultural discussions of medical ethics and moral resilience.
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Introduction

Physicians working under authoritarian systems often confront a divided loyalty that tests
the core of medical ethics: the duty to heal while surviving within structures that inflict harm. In
late twentieth-century Iraq, this conflict became visceral, shaping every hospital ward and surgical
theatre. Ala Bashir’s bilingual memoirs—The Insider: Trapped in Saddam’s Brutal Regime (2005)
and its Arabic version (plaal Lk <€) —embody this moral tension. As Saddam Hussein’s personal
physician, Bashir served as both healer and witness, his writings exposing not only institutional
corruption but also the fragile language through which a doctor narrates complicity without self-
exoneration.

The two editions differ sharply in tone and intended audience. The English translation,
produced by Ingrid Christophersen and published in London, adopts a strategy of domestication—
tempering the memoir’s political immediacy to appeal to international readers —an approach
reminiscent of how certain texts are “appropriated and domesticated to transmit a certain
knowledge” to Western audiences (Jani, 2021). it presents Bashir as a reflective humanist—"a
doctor who saw power, fear and murder from the inside” (Bashir, 2005, p. xii). Its controlled prose
invites empathy from Western readers accustomed to memoirs of conscience. The Arabic text,
serialized before book publication, employs sensational headlines such as ““ ) sadia g dsall 554 1 5l
saua” [“They killed the Minister of Health and smashed his body”] (Bashir, 2005/Arabic ed.). In
the English version: [“The Health Minister gets into trouble.”] (Bashir, 2005). This contrast
between restrained English narrative and graphic Arabic reportage reveals how translation and
mediation reshape the physician’s voice. Each version balances revelation and survival, turning
linguistic choice into an ethical decision.

The research problem arises from the contrasting tone and purpose of the two editions. The
English version, published in London, frames Bashir as a reflective humanist, while the Arabic
text employs more direct and sensational depictions of violence. These differences reveal how
translation reshapes the physician’s moral voice, turning linguistic mediation into an ethical act.
The aim of this study is to examine how Bashir’s authorial and translational strategiesconstruct a
physician’s testimony under oppression. Its significance lies in expanding the scope of Arab
medical humanities by illustrating how translated medical narratives embody ethical negotiation
and survival.

The objectives of this study are to analyze The Insider as a bilingual narrative of ethical

witness, to explore how translation mediates the physician’s professional and moral identity, and
to assess the intersection of art and medicine in Bashir’s self-representation. These aims
collectively illuminate how Bashir’s dual roles as physician and artist complicate his position as
both participant in and observer of a violent political system.
Guided by these objectives, the study addresses several key research questions: how The Insider
represents medical ethics under dictatorship, in what ways translation alters the physician’s
narrative voice and ethical stance, and how Bashir’s artistic sensibility informs his portrayal of
witness and complicity. In examining these issues, the article argues that translation functions as
a moral rearticulation of medical conscience, transforming Bashir’s local testimony into a
universal reflection on ethical endurance under tyranny.
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Historical Setting: Medicine under Authoritarianism

By the early 1980s, Iraq’s once-advanced healthcare system had been militarized, as the
Iran—Irag War absorbed civilian hospitals into the Ministry of Defence. Bashir’s Arabic account
begins with an explosion over Baghdad’s Zayouna district: “ ;e <k . aluaiualallde o s b
aday 31 Y cdama (e dhad Sl ) (S| o e eusalall 81305 Ulanzall Jol IS 3 st laall 5 ol il 5,y 33800
Dbl s cpalall g sleally JJaxall alall (mey (5 s 42,7 [“At five in the morning an explosion awoke me... |
saw fire and black smoke... The first victimwas a five-year-old boy... his head had been severed
from his body, connected only by a few strips of skin covered in blood, mud, and dust.”]

The English version presents a similarly stark image: a child’s head “torn off ... hanging
by a few shreds of skin.” Such clinical precision—typical of a surgeon’s observational training—
turns mass violence into anatomical detail, revealing how war forced physicians into roles as both
healers and witnesses to state-produced trauma. It also reveals how the language of medicine can
neutralize horror, converting moral crisis into technical description—a tension that becomes
central to Bashir’s authorial voice and to the ethics of translating trauma. As Das (2007) suggests,
the “descent into the ordinary” transforms extraordinary violence into the everyday work of
medicine.

In the English version, this event becomes a brief paragraph about “the first casualties of
the Iran—Irag War arriving at al-Wasiti Hospital” (Bashir, 2005, p. 18). The translator’s restraint
converts a cinematic scene into universal lamentation. The Arabic text forces confrontation; the
English edition elicits contemplation. This shift from immediacy to distance illustrates how
translation not only transfers language but also mediates affect and accountability. The difference
exemplifies translation as ethical reframing—what Venuti (2012) describes as the translator’s
invisible negotiation between foreignness and familiarity. Thus, the historical realities of war
medicine provide more than background; they frame the moral and linguistic space in which
Bashir’s bilingual testimony operates.

The broader context intensified Bashir’s conflict. During the 1980s, doctors were
conscripted as bureaucratic extensions of the regime. Hospital walls displayed Saddam’s portrait;
loyalty committees assessed patriotism; intelligence agents monitored wards (Lafta & Burnham,
2019). Bashir’s proximity to power brought privilege and peril: “Saddam paid each of the twenty-
five doctors who attended him, lest he be indebted to anyone” (Bashir, 2005, p. 57). Payment
replaced trust; money became a barrier to human reciprocity. In such a climate, ethical discourse
retreated into silence, metaphor, and—eventually—memoir. Bashir’s later act of writing
transforms this suppressed moral dialogue into an ethical translation of experience, performingin
language what surgery performs on the body: incision, exposure, and the possibility of healing.

Witnessing and the Burden of Speech

To write after tyranny is to inhabit what Felman and Laub (1992) describe as the crisis of
witnessing that accompanies traumatic history. The author must speak of violence while remaining
implicated inits machinery. Bashir admits this paradox: “Without betraying my professional code
of conduct or any patient confidentiality,  wanted to train a spotlight on my observations” (Bashir,
2005, p. xiv). Truth and restraint coexist uneasily—illumination filtered through the screen of
ethics.
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The Arabic text relaxes this restraint through anecdote. Episodes such as “ z)5 «adiS; g2
g dll s e (e alaa” [“Uday discovers Saddam’s secret marriage”] resemble gossip columns, yet
they preserve an indigenous form of moral testimony. In post-Ba‘th Iraq, public ethics often re-
enter discourse through anecdote—the only narrative form resilient enough to survive censorship.
Bashir’s anecdotes thus perform dual functions: confession and camouflage. They disclose without
betraying, heal without reopening wounds. At the same time, the anecdotal tone becomes a
translation strategy: it domesticates political trauma for Arabic readers by embedding moral
critique within familiar storytelling conventions, while allowing the English translator to transform
local witness into globally intelligible ethical reflection.

The English translation, in contrast, converts visceral scenes into psychological profiles. It
reframes the same events through an introspective lens, emphasizing Bashir’s moral ambivalence,
professional anxiety, and the psychic toll of witnessing state violence. Where the Arabic text relies
on anecdote to convey immediacy, the English version abstracts these moments into ethical
reflection, transforming local testimony into a universal narrative of trauma and responsibility.

Medicine, Art, and Moral Imagination

Bashir unites surgery and sculpture as twin crafts of reconstruction. His international
reputation as a sculptor preceded his political notoriety, and in the memoir art becomes a mode of
reflection rather than escape. Instead of claiming that painting “processed” his surgical
experiences, Bashir explains to a TV interviewer that “there is always some bitterness in truth,
whether we like it or not,” invoking Muhammad Ali’s remark that time—not strength—reveals
life’s realities (Bashir, 2005, p. 75). In this sense, artistic practice becomes a way of confronting
what time exposes, a means of giving form to truths that medicine alone cannot articulate. This
recalls Green and Myers’s (2010) concept of aesthetic witness, where creative expression extends
medicine’s limited vocabulary for suffering. As Charon (2006) and Kleinman (1995) argue,
narrative and artistic expression allow physicians to reconstruct moral identity after trauma,
offering a space where empathy and reflection repair the fractures of professional conscience.

In Arabic, Bashir enriches this imagery with Qur’anic and Mesopotamian symbolism:
blood and clay recall both the creation of Adam and the burial of the dead. Such intertextual
layering situates trauma within the continuum of Iragi civilization rather than isolating it as an
episode of tyranny. Unlike Western physician-memoirists such as Oliver Sacks (1985), Bashir’s
moral imaginationis collective and archaeological, invoking history to heal the present. Through
this artistic reconstruction, Bashir’s imagery operates as a form of ethical translation—Dbridging
the personal and the collective, the local and the universal—thereby transforming art into a
medium of moral mediation between cultures and languages.

Purpose and Scope of the Present Study
This study examines how medical ethics and authorial voice intersect in the English and
Arabic versions of The Insider. It asks:
1. How does Bashir construct the physician’s moral identity within coercive power

structures?

2. How does translation—linguistic and cultural—reshape that identity for different
audiences?
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3. What insights can these transformations offer medical-humanities educators in post-
conflict societies?

The analysis draws on frameworks from narrative medicine (Charon, 2006), trauma theory
(Felman & Laub, 1992), cultural psychiatry (Kirmayer, 2015), and translation ethics (Venuti,
2012). Methodologically, the study employs close bilingual reading and comparative textual
analysis to examine how shifts between Arabic and English versions reveal the ethical negotiations
embedded in translation.

Through close bilingual reading, the article traces how Bashir’s memoir functions as both
testimony and therapy—a narrative operation that sutures personal conscience to collective
memory. Ultimately, The Insider stands as an act of narrative healing: a physician’s attempt to
transform ethical paralysis into moral articulation, and language itself into an instrument of
recovery. This comparative bilingual analysis offers one of the first medical-humanities readings
of Iragi trauma literature, highlighting translation as a vital mode of ethical mediation in post-
conflict testimony.

Narrative Ethics and the Physician’s Moral Imagination

In both the English and Arabic versions of Ala Bashir’s memoir, the narrative voice enacts
what Charon (2006) defines as narrative responsibility—the ethical practice of listening,
representing, and affiliating with others’ suffering. Before applying this concept, it is important to
clarify that narrative ethics, emerging from the field of narrative medicine, refers to an approach
that grounds moral reasoning in the interpretation of stories rather than in abstract principles. It
views storytelling as a medium through which empathy, accountability, and ethical understanding
are cultivated across disciplinary boundaries. Inthis light, Bashir’s memoir becomes a case history
of conscience: a document in which the physician interprets his own moral injuries through
storytelling.

Transitioning from this conceptual frame to the memoir’s ethical positioning, Bashir resists
the binary of victim and accomplice. Instead, he personifies the moral ambiguity that Kleinman
(1997) associates with social suffering, in which ethical distress emerges from systemic coercion
rather than individual weakness.

This shift from theory to embodiment underscores how Bashir’s self-portrait functions as
a living enactment of narrative ethics. His dual identity as surgeon and artistallows him to frame
ethical experience as both clinical observation and creative composition. “I had just painted a man
fighting with a large bird and trying to stop it from biting his face... [The painting] symbolised
man's struggle with destiny” (Bashir, 2005, p. 75), a reflection that transforms visual imagery into
moral philosophy. Through this metaphor, art becomes a mode of ethical reflection—a means to
translate suffering into insight. This corresponds to Oliver’s (2001) notion of response-ability: the
obligation to respond without appropriating others’ pain. Here, Bashir’s artistic restraint in the
English version—its avoidance of sensational detail—translates ethical humility into narrative
form, illustrating how style itself becomes a moral act.

Shifting to the Arabic context, the edition enacts a culturally distinct moral language.
Rather than silence, Bashir employs lamentation and repetition, turning medical reportage into
collective elegy: “ Crhll (o ds o gl Jlaill 3 ) gom udil) 3 o iy Jlad) 5 jea) Gadall 5 Jalatiall aall laia )1
Bs_~" [“The sight of clotted blood, red clay, and dust evoked in the mind the image of Sumerian
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statues made of scorched clay”] (Bashir, 2005/Arabic ed.). Here, the fusion of bodily imagery and
ancient iconography transforms physical horror into historical and cultural resonance, suggesting
that suffering itself becomes part of Iraq’s civilizational memory. Within the moral economy of
Iragi Arabic, this heightened tone signals sincerity and solidarity. Thus, Bashir’s bilingual
authorship not only contrasts two stylistic traditions but also demonstrates how translation operates
as ethical mediation—balancing restraint and expression, individuality and collectivity—to
preserve the integrity of moral imagination across languages.

Trauma Testimony and the Ethics of Bearing Witness

Trauma theory further clarifies Bashir’s dual narrative. Felman and Laub (1992) describe
testimony as a performative act that re-enacts trauma while transmitting it to listeners. They
emphasize that the witness speaks not only from personal experience but also on behalf of a
community whose truth has been suppressed. Bashir’s hospital scenes transform the operating
theatre into a symbolic courtroom: the broken bodies he describes become evidence of a nation’s
moral collapse. His own reflections confirm this suppressed collective dissent: “They were
virtually all against the war” (Bashir, 2005, p. 67), a statement that exposes the ethical tension
between medical neutrality and the political violence surrounding his patients.

The Arabic narrative intensifies that tension through detail—naming places, gestures, and
voices familiar to Iragi readers—thereby restoring erased memory. The English edition
compresses and universalizes, translating trauma into a moral lesson legible to global audiences.
Oliver (2001) argues that witnessing restores the subjectivity of both speaker and listener. Bashir’s
bilingual project performs precisely this reciprocity: English reclaims his professional identity as
a humanitarian doctor, while Arabic re-anchors him within Irag’s wounded moral community.
Both acts sustain the ethics of empathy over vengeance. Thus, translationin The Insider is not
merely a linguistic transfer but an ethical reconstruction of testimony—transforming private
trauma into a shared act of witnessing that crosses linguistic and cultural boundaries.

The ethics of witnessing are illustrated most starkly in Bashir’s portrayal of political
violence. The Arabic text recounts scenes of brutality with clinical precision, describing the
physical evidence of cruelty without sensationalism, whereas the English version condenses these
episodes into restrained allusions such as “Uday could be terrifyingly cruel” (p. 259). This shift
does not simply sanitize the narrative; it redefines the role of witness itself. As Laub (1992)
observes, every act of testimony is shaped in relation to an anticipated listener, whose presence—
or absence—structures the ethics of what can be told. By calibrating tone and detail, the translation
transforms the physician’s task from recording injury to interpreting it—recasting the witness from
passive observer into moral mediator. Bashir’s translators, therefore, do more than adjust imagery;
they translate the ethics of response, turning documentary realism into moral contemplation.

Translation Theory and Authorial Mediation

Translation theory exposes how these moral modulations occur. Venuti (2012)
distinguishes between domestication—making the text fluent for target readers—and
foreignization—retaining strangeness to signal difference. The Insider heavily favors
domestication. Iragi idioms and theological metaphors are softened into psychological descriptors:
“oall Galall A8 audy Uad Al [“Saddam, a smiling devil confident in destiny”] becomes
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“Saddam, always composed, gave nothing away” (Bashir, 2005/Arabic vs. English; Jani 2020).
The translator’s choice replaces metaphysical condemnation with behavioral observation,
reflecting an ethical shift from religious fatalism to secular professionalism.

Genette’s (1997) concept of paratexts—forewords, blurbs, and titles—further illuminates
this difference. The English edition begins with a foreword by journalist Lars Sigurd Sunnana,
who explains that “Ala Bashir introduced me to a dark and mad world which I would not have
believed existed, until he started to turn over the leaves of his diary and talk” (p. xvi). This
introductory framing positions Bashir’s memoir as an insider’s revelation mediated through a
trusted Western journalist, shaping it as investigative testimony and aligning it with expectations
of verifiable truth. By contrast, the Arabic book—serialized in newspapers—opens with
sensational chapter titlesrather than external validation. The two paratexts thus construct divergent
ethical contracts: Western readers expect authenticity through documentation; Arabic readers
expect moral authority through revelation.

These translation strategies reshape Bashir’s persona. In English, he appears as the
universal “doctor-humanist,” reminiscent of Chekhov or Maugham, both of whom transformed
clinical observation into moral art (Coulehan, 2011). In Arabic, he remains tabib wa fannan—a
doctor and an artist—entangled in local guilt and solidarity. This dual identity becomes starkly
visible when Saddam turns to him during a visit and greets him warmly, saying “ «cwh b «elils <
faslae L to which Bashir answers with professional restraint, “_:53", as he examines the president’s
now-healed finger. The exchange reveals the uneasy proximity between healer, artist, and
authoritarian power: a physician-sculptor addressed with exaggerated affection by the very ruler
who presided over national devastation. In the Arabic narrative, such moments anchor Bashir
within the moral contradictions of daily life under tyranny, where artistic sensitivity and medical
duty collide with political entanglement.

Translation thus operates as moral mediation: it does not merely transfer words but
reconstitutes character and ethos. Venuti’s (2012) claim that translation is “an ethics of difference”
resonates here; the translator’s invisibility creates the illusion of a single unified witness while
concealing the risk that speaking openly in Arabic still entails. At the same time, questions of
agency complicate this mediation: the ethical voice in The Insider is co-authored by multiple
agents—the author who confesses, the translator who reframes, and the paratext that legitimizes.
Each shapes how moral authority is constructed and perceived, suggesting that witnessing under
dictatorship isalways a collaborative act of ethical negotiation rather than an individual utterance.

Cultural Psychiatry and Narrative Healing

Bashir’s narrative also participates in what Kirmayer (2015) calls cultural psychiatry, the
use of storytelling to repair moral order. His memoir reverses the usual doctor-patient dynamic:
the physician becomes the one who must narrate to heal. Years of treating torture victims and war
casualties have left him, in Litz et al.’s (2009) terms, with moral injury—the anguish that arises
when professional duty collides with moral impossibility. Writing becomes his therapy. “My love
for my country was far greater than my dislike of Saddam’s regime” (Bashir, 2005, p. xiv)
condenses the cognitive dissonance of survival under tyranny. Rather than hypocrisy, such
ambivalence signals an adaptive mechanism—what cultural psychiatry interprets as the re-framing
of moral identity for endurance. This therapeutic reframing complements the concerns of
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translation ethics: both seek to transform suffering into communicable meaning, converting private
injury into a shared ethical language.

The Arabic memoir reinforces this process through communal idioms: “ & selue Lizses a5
Loany Liany iy () i 287 [“We are all Muslims; we should not kill one another”] (Bashir,
2005/Arabiced.). Here confession merges with cultural ritual; healing requires rejoining the moral
lexicon fractured by fear. By translating clinical trauma into culturally resonant empathy, Bashir
bridges medicine, language, and morality, extending the work of translation from words to values.

Methodology

This study employs a bilingual comparative methodology integrating close reading, ethical
analysis, and cultural hermeneutics. Primary materials are the English and Arabic versions of The
Insider, analyzed line-by-line for linguistic and thematic divergence. Four episodes were selected
for detailed analysis because they represent the memoir’s ethical and linguistic core: the Doha
preface introduces Bashir’s authorial stance; the Iran—Iraq War hospital scene dramatizes medicine
under violence; the episode on Uday Hussein exposes the moral limits of witnessing; and the
concluding reflections on art and healing articulate the memoir’s restorative vision.

Secondary frameworks draw on interdisciplinary sources—narrative medicine (Charon, 2006),
trauma theory (Felman & Laub, 1992), translation ethics (Venuti, 2012), and cultural psychiatry
(Kirmayer, 2015). The analysis examines three intersecting dimensions:

1. Lexical and stylistic variation (medical vs. moral terminology);

2. Narrative stance (personal confession vs. communal lament); and

3. Audience ethics (local catharsis vs. international comprehension).

Arabic quotations appear in the original script to maintain authenticity and reflect the
linguistic texture of Bashir’s narrative. Through this synthesis, the article positions Bashir’s
memoirs as a model for interdisciplinary scholarship in the Arab medical-humanities tradition.
Reading across languages reveals how the physician’s testimony becomes a site of cultural
translation—where healing, ethics, and authorship converge.

The Doha Preface: Between Exile and Fidelity
This opening episode exemplifies how translation reconfigures moral witness,
transforming personal exile into a cross-cultural act of ethical narration. The English preface to
The Insider opens in a Doha studio, where Ala Bashir paints in a contemplative exile: “found all
the brushes and canvases ... The oil colours came from a family firm in the Netherlands...
mixed according to the same methods used in the days of Rembrandt” (Bashir, 2005, p. xii). The
imagery fuses aesthetic attention with clinical seeing—pigment and plasma, light and flesh—
foreshadowing a narrative that will oscillate between art and medicine. Against advice to remain
abroad, he declares: “I could not defect ... | ran three hospitals in Baghdad. They would need me
when the rumoured war became a reality” (p. xiv). Read through Ricoeur’s narrative identity, this
is an ethical counter-desertion: the self sustains moral continuity by returning to duty, dramatizing
the clinician’s covenant of non-abandonment. As Charon (2006) notes, such acts of storytelling
constitute moral agency—the act of narrating becomes a form of ethical practice.
Transitioning to the Arabic edition, the prelude is omitted. It begins abruptly “ ,a& #lua 4
Ay e glaally ¢ sall 487 [“On a morning when light and smoke burst over Baghdad”] (Bashir,
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2005/Arabic ed.), centering communal upheaval rather than personal conscience. The divergence
is instructive. For Anglophone readers, the physician first reasserts credibility as reflective
humanist; for Arabic readers, he re-enters as a voice among victims. Venuti’s (2012) framework
of translation ethics helps illuminate this shift: the English text domesticates moral complexity for
global comprehension, while the Arabic retains its immediacy and collective affect. Translation
thus recalibrates moral geometry: the English positions the narrator between power and ethics; the
Arabic situates him between traumaand survival. This framing sets the ethical tone for the memaoir
as a whole, where each version negotiates the boundaries between individual responsibility and
communal witness.

War Hospital: The Iran-Irag Front and the Anatomy of Shock

The most vivid contrast appears in the first-war-day scene. Arabic Bashir writes: * lLaxic
Crball s eleally i ala (5 g dsaday Y odua e Jseate 4l il il ) Lo Jf S el O s Sy
[“When the ambulances arrived, the first thing | saw was a child whose head was severed from his
body, attached only by skin covered with blood and mud ...”] (Bashir, 2005/Arabiced.). Corporeal
detail transposes horror into anatomy; as Das argues, violence descends into the ordinary through
clinical routine. The wound itself becomes the ethical claim; commentary is unnecessary.

In English, the same event is compressed: “The wounded from the Iran—Iraq War poured
into al-Wasiti Hospital, their injuries beyond imagination” (Bashir, 2005, p. 18). Abstraction
replaces embodiment. The translator’s domestication protects readers from secondary trauma and
preserves Bashir’s measured ethos, yet attenuates the documentary force of his clinical witnessing.
Both versions nonetheless enact clinical empathy in Charon’s sense—attention, representation,
affiliation—transforming the “casualty” into a patient whose suffering commands regard.

The Art Studio Motif: Painting as Anatomy

The studio recurs as a counter-space to the clinic. In English, Bashir recalls a painting of
“the severed head of a beautiful young woman... wrapped in see-through plastic and lying on a
chair. Nine men were standing round the chair; they looked like animals and held knives in their
claws”—figures that, he explains, “symbolised ignorance, greed, egoism, hate, revenge and abuse
of power” (Bashir, 2005, pp. x—xii). The composition reads like amoral autopsy: the plastic evokes
surgical sheeting, while the nine figures stand in for the complicit elites who preside over Irag’s
cycles of violence.

Interim Reflection
Across episodes, translation emerges not as an afterthought but as the memoir’s ethical engine.
Each linguistic incarnation re-codes medical ethics within its cultural horizon:
e Witnessing trauma: Arabic—forensic precision, collective mourning; English—abstract
reflection, universal lament.
o Professional identity: Arabic—Ilocal duty and survival; English—global humanism and
introspection.
o Audience contract: Arabic—confessional immediacy; English—journalistic verification.
These differences are not merely stylistic. They constitute a moral translation of the
physician’s witness. The Arabic text documents harm with prosecutorial clarity; the English
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reframes testimony for cosmopolitan comprehension and professional ethos. Both produce ethical
knowledge: one through exposure that restores communal memory, the other through restraint that
protects persons and sustains credibility. In sum, translation here functions as ethical mediation,
deciding how—and how much—the healer’s conscience can be shared without inflicting further
injury.

Translation as Moral Surgery

To translate a testimony born of tyranny is to perform moral surgery: incising language,
excising trauma, and suturing meaning. In The Insider: Trapped in Saddam’s Brutal Regime
(2005) and its Arabic counterpart (plaal Lusk <€) translation is not replication but triage. Like a
surgeon balancing tissue removal and preservation, the translator must decide how much violence,
emotion, and confession a reader can bear. Precision and restraint, in both surgery and translation,
become ethical virtues.

Venuti (2012) defines translation as an “ethics of difference,” a negotiation between
fidelity to the source and moral responsibility to the target audience. Bashir’s memoir intensifies
this negotiation: the Arabic edition emerged in a newly liberated yet volatile Irag; the English
edition appeared in London for readers viewing Saddam’s Iraq through a geopolitical lens. Each
language carries a separate moral contract (Jani 2025).

Translator Ingrid Christophersen practices what might be called therapeutic domestication:
she tempers atrocity to preserve composure. For instance, a politically explicit condemnation in
Arabic is rendered in English as a more neutral psychological assessment, softening the language
of accusation into the language of observation. The translation reframes Bashir from moral judge
to detached clinician. Christophersen’s restraint protects his credibility, presenting him as
scientifically objective rather than politically vengeful, but it also drains the anger and despair that
animate the Arabic voice (Baker, 2006). This modulation underscores how translation mediates
ethical voice: what is gained in professional balance may be lost in emotional truth.

Ultimately, this comparison reveals that translation, like medicine, is an ethical art of
proportion. Both translator and physician negotiate the limits of disclosure and care, shaping how
suffering is witnessed and conveyed. In Bashir’s bilingual memoir, medical ethics, translation
ethics, and authorship converge—each governed by the same principle of moral precision: to heal
without harm, to speak without betrayal.

Language, Silence, and Cultural Code-Switching

Language itself mediates ethics. Bashir’s Arabic oscillates between medical precision and
devotional idiom. He writes, “slaill W s ) i€ a8l 5 sl Jarall 308 (e Lyl s S5 [“Our car
swayed from the intensity of the air pressure. God Almighty had written survival for us.”]—a
formulation that binds physical danger to divine providence. In the English edition, this moment
isrendered neutrally as “The blast from the explosion made the car shake,” a version that preserves
the event but removes its theological framing. The deletion relocates moral authority from divine
witness to empirical observer.

This dual consciousness underscores translation’s impossible equilibrium. Between the
believer seeking absolution and the professional seeking justice lies what Bashir never fully
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translates: the tremor of moral fear, the internal dialogue between theology and humanism that
shaped his endurance.

Complicity and the Gray Zone

The ethical texture of Bashir’s memoir cannot be separated from his proximity to power.
To some readers, his service to Saddam appears as complicity; to others, it represents survival
within the gray zone described by Primo Levi (1988)—the moral space where the distinction
between victim and collaborator blurs. Bashir acknowledges this tension through introspective
candor: “My love for my country was far greater than my dislike of Saddam’s regime” (Bashir,
2005, p. xiv). Rather than an apology, this confession reveals a psychological realism that
Kleinman (1995) identifies as moral experience: the domain where ethical action and social
constraint collide.

From a medical-humanities standpoint, Bashir’s position exemplifies moral injury (Litz et
al., 2009): the psychic wound that arises when professionals act, or fail to act, in ways that violate
their moral beliefs. His writing functions as repair; by narrating complicity, he transforms injury
into understanding.

Art, Healing, and Moral Repair

Beyond its medical framework, The Insider intertwines healing with artistic creation.
Bashir’s sculptural imagery—heads wrapped in transparent plastic, clay bodies shattered and
reassembled—embodies what Felman and Laub (1992) describe as the aesthetic of testimony:
transforming the unspeakable into symbolic form. His painting of a severed head, accompanied by
“nine men ... symbolising ignorance, greed, egoism, hate, revenge and abuse of power” (Bashir,
2005, p. xii), serves as visual allegory for Irag’s dismembered moral body.

Toward a Pedagogy of Moral Resilience

For post-conflict societiessuch as Irag, Bashir’s memoir provides a template for integrating
narrative medicine into medical education. By confronting moral ambiguity, students can learn to
cultivate resilience without indifference. The bilingual versions of the text facilitate intercultural
empathy: Arabic readers encounter professionalism reframed through global ethics; English
readers encounter Iragi suffering humanized beyond headlines.
Instructors can employ selected passages as discussion prompts on moral courage. As Montgomery
(2006) argues, ethical competence arises not from abstract principles but from reflective
engagement with real narratives of uncertainty. The Insider, precisely because of its ambiguity,
trains that competence.

Conclusion

This study set out to examine how Ala Bashir’s bilingual memoirs—The Insider: Trapped
in Saddam’s Brutal Regime and (»/h/ Liek cui§)—construct a physician’s moral identity through
the intertwined practices of medicine, authorship, and translation. Its main aim was to explore how
Bashir’sauthorial and translational strategies transform medical testimony into an ethical dialogue
between personal conscience and political constraint.
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Ala Bashir’s twin memoirs compose a bilingual anatomy of conscience. Read together,
they chart the moral evolution of a physician forced to reconcile his oath with his context. Through
the frameworks of narrative ethics, traumatestimony, translation studies, and medical humanism,
the analysis reveals that Bashir’s work is not simply autobiography but a cultural document of
ethical endurance. The comparative findings show that translation operates as moral mediation:
the Arabic version privileges confession, immediacy, and collective memory, while the English
text emphasizes restraint, professionalism, and universal humanism. Each language enacts a
distinct ethics of witnessing, balancing disclosure and dignity.

The comparison between the English and Arabic versions exposes translation as an act of
moral calibration. The Arabic text privileges confession and collective memory; the English
translation foregrounds restraint and universal humanism. Both enact the ethics of witnessing
within their respective moral economies. Christophersen’s translation mediates violence into
comprehension, while Bashir’s original transforms confession into pedagogy. Together, they
demonstrate that the language of medicine—Ilike the language of morality—must adapt to its
audience without betraying its essence. This bilingual interplay reveals that translation and
authorship function as parallel moral practices: both require discernment, empathy, and an
awareness of the limits of representation.

From a medical-ethics perspective, Bashir’s testimony restores dignity to a profession
coerced by politics. His fidelity to patients amid terror exemplifies beneficence under constraint;
his refusal to exploit suffering illustratesnonmaleficence in narrative form. By integrating art and
medicine, he models moral repair through creativity, aligning with Charon’s (2006) view of
narrative medicine as a practice grounded in empathy, reflection, and deep affiliation with patients.
For translationand literary studies, The Insider underscores that cross-cultural storytelling is itself
an ethical enterprise. The translator, like the physician, must decide how to balance exposure with
protection, precision with compassion. Both disciplines require what Bashir ultimately
embodies—responsible attention.

In a world where truth is often silenced by fear or sensationalized by spectacle, Bashir’s
voice stands as a reminder that healing begins not only in hospitals but in sentences. His bilingual
witness invites readers to view ethics not as rigid commandments but as living negotiations
between suffering and speech. Through his words—measured, translated, and humane—medicine
becomes once again an art of conscience, and storytelling its most enduring cure.
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Abstract

This article traces the protagonist’s journey in Push by Sapphire from a position of victimhood to
an empowered sense of self. The novel is significant for its portrayal of Black female victimhood
as rooted in both social structures and internalized oppression. Unlike other contemporary African
American women’s literature, Push not only depicts incestuous violence against Black girls but
also illustrates how entrenched stereotypes and controlling images shape the protagonist’s lived
reality and how these forces are destabilized by highlighting the complex individuality of Black
women. The article contends that reclaiming the Black female body from abjection to
empowerment, particularly through the erotic, is central to the narrative. Rediscovering pleasure
and self-recognition enable the protagonistto resist objectification and achieve agency. Ultimately,
the article demonstrates that Push intervenes in this literary tradition by positioning embodied
empowerment as necessary for the protagonist’s transformation.

Keywords: Abject, African American Narrative, Black female victimhood, controlling images,
the erotic, incest, Sapphire’s Push

How to cite: Alshehri, A. S. (2026). Breaking the Frame of the Black Female: Sapphire’s
Push(ing) Beyond Social and Bodily Control. Arab World English Journal for Translation &
Literary Studies 10 (1): 65-78. http://dx.doi.org/10.24093/awejtls/vol10nol.5

Arab World English Journal for Translation & Literary Studies 65
ISSN: 2550-1542 |www.awej-tls.org


http://www.awej-tls.org/
mailto:asshehre@uqu.edu.sa
https://orcid.org/0009-0007-9929-2646

AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies Volume 10. Number 1. February 2026
Breaking the Frame of the Black Female: Sapphire’s Push(ing) Beyond Social Alshehri

Introduction

Sapphire’s Push (1998) revolves around Precious, an illiterate Black teen mother in 1980s
Harlem, as she is expelled from school for pregnancy and begins an alternative education program.
The narrative directly confronts incestuous rape, as Precious’s pregnancies are revealed to result
from sexual abuse by her father at ages 12 and 16. The novel concludes with her HIV diagnosis.
By focusing on Precious’s journey, Push highlights how victimhood is constructed by familial
violence, societal rejection, and systemic dysfunction. It also positions empowerment as a
complicated transformation within these oppressive contexts.

Push participates inatradition that explicitly confronts the sexual violation of young Black
girls, atradition whose main contributors include Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye (1970) and Alice
Walker’s The Color Purple (1982). Surprisingly, the novel has not received the substantial critical
attention afforded its predecessors. Although these three narratives revolve around the traumatic
experiences of young girls who have been subjected to domestic violence culminating in brutal
rape by their fathers, Push diverges substantially from the earlier two. While incest functions as a
primary site of sexual violence in all three narratives, they differ in how centrally they position it.
In The Bluest Eye, Pecola’s rape is pivotal, yet Morrison “decentralize[s] the issue of incest in
favor of other themes that were more politically acceptable for the times in which the works were
written” (Liddell & Kemp, 1999, p.135). The Color Purple retains the visibility of Celie’s incest
trauma, but the novel similarly privileges “the larger context of race and/or gender victimization
(...) at the expense of the victimization of the individual girl child” (p.135). In Push, in contrast to
this pattern, Precious’s repeated incestuous rape remains a focal point of the narrative. Also, the
terrain of father-daughter sexual abuse is extended to include both parents, an uncommon theme
in African American women’s literature.

In addition, instead of utilizing multiple voices, like The Bluest Eye, or writing letters, as
in The Color Purple, Sapphire adopts an unfiltered first-person narrative which highlights the
subjective reality of the protagonistand brings narrative authenticity and emotional connection to
her account of victimhood and recovery: the narrative is “giving voice to the victim herself—a
phenomenon virtually unheard of in Black (...) literature” (p.137). This and the use of phonetic
fragmentation and fractured grammar mark not only the protagonist’s illiteracy but also her
deteriorating psychological well-being as a result of her ongoing trauma. Sapphire utilizes “a self-
consciously realistic version” (Donaldson, 2005, p.52). In so doing, the narrative belongs in the
category of “contemporary self-help and recovery texts” (p.52). In a clear divergence from
Walker’s idealistic, “fairy tale ending” (Sapphire, 1998, p.83), model and Morrison’s absolute
tragic one, Precious’s trajectory ends with the revelation of her HIV diagnosis, further accentuating
the complex, realistic narrative. These disparities between the narratives signal the significance of
this work, not simply as another story of Black female victimhood but as a crucial interventionin
the tradition it participates in.
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Literature Review

The scholarship on Sapphire’s Push (1998) focuses primarily on the protagonist’s
development through the intersections of socio-political resistance, physical reclamation and
literacy transformation. Fellela (2012) views the novel as a critical intervention in the 1990s
welfare reform debate, demonstrating how Sapphire employs themes of motherhood and literacy
to dismantle the welfare queen stereotype of young African American women. Other scholarly
interpretations examine the ways in which the protagonist’s physical body becomes a site of social
and political inscription. Chatterjee and Ghosal (2021) reinterpret Precious’s obesity as a physical
manifestation of societal violence and a Gothic metaphor for intersectional oppressions and
cultural hatred. Similarly, Kokkola (2016) examines how the abused body of Precious is
represented as monstrous through markers such as race, body size, and pregnancy, arguing that the
abused adolescent body is rendered an abject and positioned outside normative categories of
childhood and adulthood.

With regards to literacy transformation, Myles (2012) suggests that the expressive act of
literacy transforms Precious from a fragmented, traumatized victim into a whole and recovered
being. The theme of reclaiming a whole self is further explored in McNeil’s (2012) ecofeminist
reading of the novel, which examined the intellectual and metaphysical development of the
protagonist that allowed her to transcend the polluted urban environment of Harlem. Relatedly,
Stallings (2012) asserts that transformation requires a radical erotic literacy and sexual agency
which enable Black girls to challenge patriarchal structures.

While some existing scholarship has limited its analyses to the welfare controlling image
(Fellela, 2012), the abject body (Kokkola, 2016), or erotic literacy (Stallings, 2012), the current
study expands on the above-mentioned perspectives and illustrates that the protagonist’s journey
from victimhood to selfhood can be fully understood through an integrated framework that
combines the social, bodily and emotional dimensions of Black womanhood.

Methodology

This article employs close reading as its primary methodological approach, informed by
Black feminist theory and psychoanalytic feminist concepts. Because the protagonist’s state of
victimhood operates within internal and external structures of oppression impacting her social and
bodily integrity, an integrated critical approach is needed to analyze these layered forms of
oppression and illuminate the self-assertion that the novel enacts. The current study begins by
grounding Black women’s victimhood on the weight of stereotypes imposed on African American
women. Patricia Hill Collins’s (2000) criticism of the controlling images of African American
women sheds light on how they can experience a persistent state of imposed victimhood because
they are trapped within an oppressive matrix of stereotypes that define their existence and limit
their autonomous self-definition. Collins (2000) identifiesa number of ideological stereotypes of
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African American women reproduced by the dominant white and patriarchal culture to normalize
their oppression. Being portrayed as a matriarch, Jezebel or welfare queen, among others, these
socially constructed images create a framework that constrains how Black women are perceived
and how they perceive themselves through narrow, predefined attributes. The negative attributes
are products of intersecting systems of domination by race, class and gender that operate mutually
to reinforce oppression and uphold racial and gendered hierarchy. Collins (2000) explains that
these stereotypes function as controlling images and that they are intended to “make all forms of
social injustice appear to be natural, normal and inevitable parts of everyday life” (p.69). Sapphire
confronts the controlling stereotypes in Push by challenging the reductive perception of African
American women as one homogenous group defined primarily by their maternal and sexual roles,
instead highlighting their complex individuality.

The socially constructed images are further destabilized in the narrative with the
protagonist’s experience of incest, pushing the Black female body into the realm of abjection. Julia
Kristeva’s (1982) theory of the abject amplifies the conception of victimhood in that such a
violation renders the protagonist’s body as something abject, which intensifies social shame and
forces her into a liminal position, neither subject nor object. Yet, it is from within this shattered
reality that an alternative form of power emerges. Using Audre Lorde’s (2012) notion of the erotic
as a source of self-assertion and creative energy, we can see how the abject body can be reclaimed
and transformed into a site of inner knowledge and self-affirmation with the embodied
empowerment via its erotic potential. It is through recovering pleasure and self-recognition that
the protagonist is able to challenge the objectification of Black women and move toward an
empowered sense of selfhood.

Analysis
Controlling Images: How Black Women are Framed

The literary tradition of African American women has long been preoccupied with
exposing racial and sexual stereotypes through granting voice to Black women who have been
rendered voiceless within their dominant culture. The narrative of Push caused critical controversy
about whether it challenges or reinscribes gendered and racial ideologies which historically
circumscribed Black womanhood through overly negative representations of Black female
characters (Griffin, 2014, p.189). It is the intention of this study to show that Push draws upon
recognizable controlling images of Black women to show that they are not innately embodied but
socially constructed and reproduced. It shows how the narrative establishes this effect by
confronting the representation of Mary and Precious within familial and institutional paradigms.

There are two predominant stereotypes associated with African American working
mothers: “the matriarch” and “the mammy”’. According to Collins (2000), the mammy exemplifies
the submissive “Black mother figure in White homes” and is regarded as “the ‘good’ Black
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mother” (p.75). The matriarch, on the other hand, represents “the mother figure in Black homes”
who rejects “the image of the submissive, hardworking servant” and is therefore regarded as “a
failed mammy” (p.75). Both stereotypical images emerged from historical and cultural narratives
which aimed to dominate and define the roles of Black mothers. While these representations seem
to celebrate qualities like nurture and strength, they ultimately function as reductive stereotypes
that limit individuality and reinforce racialized expectations within domestic and public spheres.

In Push, the mother, Mary, embodies some of the characterization of the matriarch. She is
portrayed as a single mother who controls the income of her household and is “overly aggressive,
unfeminine” (Collins, 2000, p.75), but she lacks the most important aspect of a matriarch, which
is employment. Sapphire challenges the controlling image of the matriarch through the portrayal
of Mary in a state of abusive motherhood. In an interview with Sapphire, she reveals that this
image “needed to be ripped apart” and that this can be achieved by constructing “monstrous
deformations of character” (Wilson, 2012, p.37). Mary is not only aggressive and neglectful of her
daughter; she also perpetuates and participates in the cycle of sexual abuse, as the narrator reveals:
“she bring him to me (...) give me to him” (Sapphire, 1998, p.24). The narrative exposes that
Precious has been a victim of her father’s rape since she was a little child (p.39). The mother plays
a major role in her daughter’s victimhood through failing to protect her and victim-blaming her.
When the child is pregnant with incestuous rape at the age of 12, Mary blames her, saying: “right
under my nose, you been high tailing it round here” (p.9). Moreover, her ignorance of her
daughter’s pregnancy, which she becomes aware of when the child begins to feel labor pains,
underscores the deformed matriarch image, as the neighbor tells her: “Jezus Mary, you didn’t
know. | knew, the whole building knew. Are you crazy” (p.10). At that moment, Mary inflicts
violence on her daughter, the narrator reveals: “pain hit me again, then she hitme” (p.9). This line
conveys both literal and symbolic meanings: it shows that the distinction between the pain of life-
giving and life-destroying is collapsed, exposing how traumatized the Black female body can
become. The body of the central character turns into a site of victimhood of incestuous rape and
maternal rage. The matriarch figure in this scene becomes an allegory of internalized oppression
and a perpetrator of the same systemic violence that oppressed her.

Through configuring the mother as featuring “monstrous deformations of character”
(Wilson, 2012, p.37), Sapphire subverts the controlling image of the matriarch. She also offers an
alternative and rather positive image of Black motherhood by framing Precious as a responsible
mother in her desire to protect her children and in her insistence on fulfilling her education to
provide a better life for them. In so doing, Sapphire attempts to disrupt the maternal cycle of
violence through transforming Precious from victimhood to selfhood. The difference between
Mary and Precious’s motherhood sheds light on the complex individuality of Black motherhood
and challenges the predefined stereotypes.
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Another powerful stereotypical image of African Americanwomen is the “welfare mother”
or the “welfare queen”. Collins (2000) explains that it is “a class-specific, controlling image
developed for poor, working class Black women who make use of social welfare benefits to which
they are entitled by law” (p.78). The narrative destabilizes this controlling image by exposing how
the system fails to recognize the individual realities of unemployed Black mothers and tends to
label them in the same reductive way. While both Mary and Precious are initially portrayed as
welfare recipients, Precious ultimately moves beyond this stereotype. Precious treats welfare as “a
tool to uplift herself and her children”, while Mary “manipulate[s] the system for meagre financial
gain” (Fellela, 2012, p.30). Mary believes that she can do anythingto become a welfare recipient,
but Precious considers this a temporary stage that could support her until she completes her
education and secures employment. Their disparity is apparent when the daughter maintains her
education while the mother undermines her endeavor in favor of receiving social help, as the latter
states: “go down to welfare, school can’t help you none, now” (Sapphire, 1998, p.22). In resisting
this direction, Precious “transgresses the bounds” of the welfare mother stereotype (David, 2016,
p.177).

Fellela (2012) suggests that in Push there is “a degree of ambivalence about receiving
welfare” (p.38). This can be seen when Precious wants to keep receiving welfare whilst fulfilling
her education. Ms. Rain, the teacher in the alternative school, plays an important role in how
Precious perceives this system. When she gives birth to her son, Abdul, Ms. Rain suggests that
Precious should allow her baby to be adopted. Precious reminds her teacher that, as a social
institution, it could help her keep her son: “the welfare help mama. It help me” (Sapphire, 1998,
p.73). However, Ms. Rain enlightens Precious as to the actual condition of her mother: “when you
get home from the hospital look and see how much welfare has helped your mother. You could go
further than your mother. You could get your G.E.D. and go to college” (p.73). This scene draws
a contrast between Mary and Ms. Rain’s perception of the welfare system as two African American
women. In so doing, Sapphire shows their relation to or use of the system is not necessarily simple
or self-limiting. This variation subtly undermines the “conventional representations of welfare and
motherhood” (Fellela, 2012, p.39). Instead of being a welfare queen, Precious is therefore
portrayed, instead, as a “queen of the ABCs” (Sapphire, 1998, p.81).

Push also presents a critique of the disconnection between the rhetoric of welfare reform
and the real life of the welfare recipient (Fellela, 2012, p.42). This is made clear when Precious
steals her file from the social worker and finds that she is planning to cut her benefits and drive
her into the workforce. Precious is pessimistic about this system and dislikes the social worker
because “she writing reports on me. Reports go in file. File say what | could get, where | could go
- if | could get cut off... Make me feel like Mama” (Sapphire, 1998, p.115). Precious articulates
her distinction from her mother, yet the welfare system does not recognize that and deals with both
of them in the same monolithic manner.
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The Jezebel is another stereotypical image that is negatively ascribed to Black women. The
Jezebel “refers to the black woman-as-seductress, the sexually indiscriminate African American
female who uses her erotic appeal to attract and manipulate men” (Beaulieu, 2006, p.474). Mary
can be seen as a Jezebel since she explicitly talks about her sexual desires. As with the matriarch
image, Sapphire subverts this stereotype by attaching it to Mary. Although Mary is perceived to
be hypersexual, she does not attract men, and there is no sexual relationship in her life after Carl
deserts her. Collins (2000) criticizesthe endorsement of this image among the African American
community (p.82). In Push, both the father, Carl, and the mother, Mary, identify their daughter as
a Jezebel. Mary frequently reminds Precious that she seduced her husband, and she even addresses
her using the same racial rhetoric “Git your Jezebel ass up and fix some dinner “fore | give you
something to cry about” (Sapphire, 1998, p.19). Carl also considers Precious to be hypersexual
and suggests that she enjoys sex with him; while raping her he calls her names like “Big Mamma”
(p.35), “Big Hole” and tells her, “you LOVE it” (p.111). The narrative goes on to refute the
perpetuation of the Jezebel image within Black communities, exemplified in Precious’s parents.
Sapphire attempts to destabilize the construction of the controlling images in two ways: by
ascribing a very negative portrayal of these stereotypes and assigning them to the perpetrator
mother, and by initially representing the daughter as a victim to fit the description, but then having
her evolve and transcend as an individual person.

Becoming Abject: Incestuous Rape and the Maternal Body

Push sheds light on the impact of parental sexual abuse and physical violence on individual
lives in its portrayal of Precious’s psychological well-being. One reading of her victimhood can
be approached by applying Julia Kristeva’s theory of abjection. Kristeva (1982) defines the abject
as that which “disturbs identity, system, order”, which “does not respect borders, positions, rules”
(p.4). While abjection threatens to destabilize the coherence of the subject, it also helps us to
understand ourselves and to evolve fully as subjects in the symbolic order (p.4). Abjection, in this
context, helps in understanding the perception of Precious as a victim of her parents and her
society. Incest and the female body are two aspects that are socially considered to be abject since,
as Kristeva explains, they disturb order and do not respect borders. The victim of incest is abject
because, on the one hand, there is a fear of disobeying the perpetrator, as Kristeva asserts: “the
abject does not cease challenging its master” (p.2). On the other hand, this is a result of the
subsequent shameful feelings that incest conveys on the victim, as Diken and Lausten (2005) state:
“the rape victim often perceives herself as an abject, as a “dirty’, morally inferior person” (p.113).

The female body is positioned as abject because of its fluidity from menstruation to
pregnancy and giving birth. Ussher (2006) explains that “the physical changes of puberty (...) and
most significantly, menstrual blood — stand as signifiers of feminine excess, of the body as out of
control” (p.19). Women’s fecund body, or the “monstrous-feminine” as Creed (1986) calls it, is
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therefore directly associated with abjection. Creed (1986) asserts that there is a significant
emphasis on constructing the maternal figure as abject (p.49). Consequently, Precious, as an incest
victim and a pregnant girl, is abject and, as a result, she is cast out of society. With regards to
incest, Precious’s body functions as a border that “separates the self from that which threatens the
self” (p.46). However, this border is physically violated, and this leaves her destroyed and with no
sense of selfhood, because “how can [she] be without border?” (Kristeva, 1982, p.4). Precious is
not in a positionto challenge or refuse her father’s sexual abuse, so she submits to avoid any further
punishment. By portraying the incest victim as submissive, Sapphire is exposing power relations
in patriarchal societies.

Precious experiences a state of confusion because her body does not coincide with her
feelings of aversion towards her father’s sexual abuse. On recalling the moments when Carl rapes
her, she encounters a state of perplexity because her body feels pleasure, but she detests the feeling:
“I get so confused (...) I HATE myself when | feel good” (Sapphire, 1998, p.58). The narrative
reveals strong images of abjection as she confesses, “I smear shit on my face (...) get Daddy’s
razor (...) cut cut cut arms wrist. Not trying to die, trying to plug myself back in” (pp.111-112).
As a means of resistance to her feelings of pleasure, Precious embraces the abject when she smears
and cuts herself and only by doing so, she finally “feel[s] good” (p.111).

As an incest victim, Precious’s abjection “draws [her] toward the place where meaning
collapses” (Kristeva, 1982, p.2). While Creed (1986) suggests that the abject endangers the
stability of the symbolic order (p.49), it seems that this place is situated outside this order because
in the symbolic order, meaning is fixed and stable. Moreover, the abject is neither a subject nor an
object and is thus located outside this structure (Kristeva, 1982, p.1). In questioning her miserable
situation, Precious experiences the meaningless state where she is not able to understand why such
things happen to her, in clear demonstration of the abject: “why can’t | see myself, feel where |
end and begin” (Sapphire, 1998, p.31). Kokkola (2016) links Precious’s lost sense of self with the
“mind-body split” that she undergoes, which can be regarded as a result of her failure to expel the
abject (p.97).

She is only able to recover this state by naming things for what they are: “l was raped by
my fahver” (Sapphire, 1998, p.69). She also recognizes the source of this problem: “I think what
my fahver do is what Farrakhan said the white man did to the black woman” (p.68). Precious
recognizes that incestuous victimhood has historical roots in African American culture because
Ms. Rain tells her that they are “a nation of raped children. That the Black man in America today
is the product of rape” (p.69). Accordingly, by regaining power over her life, she is finally able to
expel the abject “I don’t feel shamed - Carl Kenwood Jones freak NOT me” (p.76). This echoes
Kristeva’s (1982) expulsion: “I expel myself, | spit myself out, | abject myself (...) ‘I’ claim to
establish myself (...) I give birth to myself amid the violence of sobs, of vomit” (p.3). Only by
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discarding the shameful feelings associated with her incest experience does Precious finally
establish a new sense of selfhood.

The Black female body of the central character is portrayed as grotesque and monstrous,
and perceived as such by herself and society. The narrative unveils how Precious detests her body
because it is the source of her victimhood, and that she would have been fine if she were a white
girl: “my fahver don’t see me really. If he did he would know I was like a white girl, a real person,
inside” (Sapphire, 1998, p.32). Due to her mind-body split, Precious fantasizes about having a
beautiful white body instead of her own. Her body is strongly linked to abjection because it is
unstable and perceived as freakish and ugly; this perception is amplified when she gets pregnant
for the second time. Precious’s pregnant body is considered monstrous and polluted, and as a result
of this pregnancy, she is expelled from school. We can see that she is a victim of social rejection
and dysfunctional social systems when Precious says, “I got suspended from school ‘cause I’'m
pregnant which | don’t think is fair. I ain’ did nothing” (p.3). Sapphire not only criticizes the
perception of the pregnant body as abject, by linking its abjection with the school, but she also
condemns the silence of these social institutions instead of taking action to defend the incest
victim: “why no one put Carl in jail after | have baby by him when I was twelve?” (p.125).

Nonetheless, Precious is able to return to the social order when she joins the alternative
school and becomes literate. Only then does she start to appreciate her body and no longer
fantasizes about being white: “I understand that now. 1 am not white (...) I always thought | was
someone different onthe inside. That | was just fat and black and ugly to people on the OUTSIDE”
(Sapphire, 1998, p.125). This exemplifies Hogan’s (1998) assertion that “the body” is not only a
place “of oppression and pain”, but also “a site of power and ingenuity” (p.175). Accordingly,
Precious’s re-perception of her body assists in her regaining power and evolving towards being an
autonomous subject.

The Erotic as a Source of Power

A number of scholars have attributed Precious’s transformation and salvation to becoming
literate (Myles, 2012; McNeil, 2012; Stallings, 2012). This is a significant milestone in her self-
recovery and is very related to Audre Lorde’s concept of the erotic, an aspect that has been less
discussed; this theory not only modifies the traditional perception of the erotic, but also represents
it as a feminine mode of power. Lorde (2012) subverts the masculine conception of the erotic
exemplified in pornography, where the feminine body is commodified, which she refers to as an
“abuse of feeling” (p.59). Instead, she defines her conception of the erotic as:

A measure between the beginnings of our sense of self and the chaos of our strongest

feelings. It is an internal sense of satisfaction to which, once we have experienced it, we

know we can aspire. For having experienced the fullness of this depth of feeling and

recognizing its power, in honour and self-respect we can require no less of ourselves. (p.54)
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Lorde’s vision of the erotic is attached to the profound consciousness of women’s feelings. While
the concept is rejected as an impractical tool for women, being an “idealistic view of eros” since
“pleasure [is] not the same as power” (Sands, 1992, p.11), it is nonetheless celebrated because
“women who are empowered by the erotic are ‘dangerous’ to systems that oppress them” (Griffin,
1996, p.526). In this respect, the erotic provides women with power that can change, if not subvert,
the social order that causes their oppressionin the first place. While Lorde’s concept of the erotic
seems both transcendental and essentialist, bodily pleasure, more than any other drive in a
woman’s life, can be used as an empowering tool. This is because women’s eroticism has been
suppressed for a long time, and discovering it will lead to a tremendous source of energy. It should
be noted, however, that Lorde’s (2012) idea of the erotic is not merely linked to sexuality; it “does
not have to be called marriage” or “relegated to the bedroom alone” (p.57), which patriarchy has
repeatedly limited its meaning to.

The erotic is particularly significant for Black women because they have been portrayed as
either hypersexual or asexual; McNeil (2012) illustrates that there is “daily marginalization of
Black women as consumable labouring and/or erotic objects” (p.90). Thus, more than any other
group, they are victims of these socially constructed sexual and racial stereotypes. By
appropriating the erotic as a life energy, Black women can challenge and reject the assumption
that attributes their strength to their ability to suppress the erotic in their lives, because such a
belief “is illusory, for it is fashioned within the context of male models of power” (Lorde, 2012,
p. 53).

Lorde’s idea of the erotic is very strongly reflected in Push. Precious’s victimhood is
represented in the first place in relation to her sexuality. McNeil (2012) in fact, asserts that
Sapphire’s Push “links the erotic to notions of spiritual empowerment, political resistance and
civic action” (p.91). Therefore, when this notion is applied to Push, it can be found in several
aspects of Precious’s daily life. Lorde (2012) explains that the erotic functions in different ways.
In one way, it provides a power which generates from “the sharing of joy, whether physical,
emotional, psychic, or intellectual” (p.56). Sapphire (1998) portrays Precious’s pursuit of literacy
as a source of joy that empowers her autonomy. Her teacher and the other girls in the alternative
school play a major role in her literacy transformation. Hence, as Lorde (2012) expressed it,
Precious’s joy from intellectuality is hugely influenced by these relationships; she becomes
“intellectually alive and curios” (Sapphire, 1998, p.124). When she manages to read for the first
time, she expresses her feelings of joy towards Ms. Rain: “I want to cry. | want to laugh. I want to
hug kiss Miz Rain. She make me feel good” (p.55). Similarly, she shares her feelings about the
activity of writing, encouraged by her teacher, “I am happy to be writing, I am happy to be in
school” (p.62). Another way in which Lorde’s (2012) idea of the erotic functions is in “the open
and fearless underlining of my capacity for joy” (p.56). Lorde posits that the desire to compose
poetry is “a reminder of my capacity for feeling” (p.57). Precious has a strong connection with
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poetry; she likes reading and writing poems and links her inner-transformation to these new
capacities, As she states:

I’m changing. Things | don’t care about no more:

if boyz love me

extensions

new clozes

what | care about is:

STAYING HEALTHY

sex ()

notebook, writing poems” (Sapphire, 1998, p.109).
For her, writing poems is a medium in which she can imagine a range of possibilities, including
her sexuality and having a relationship with “a cute boy. I think about that | think about being a
poet” (p.109). Sapphire links poetry to the erotic to demonstrate that one cultivates the other, and
that both are forms of joy; thisrelatesto Lorde’s (2012) statement that “there is (...) no difference
between writing agood poem and moving into sunlight against the body of awoman | love” (p.58).
Writing poetry offers Precious a deep pleasure and directs her thoughts towards healthy consensual
sexual relationships.

Writing poems also helps Precious to reconnect with herself and to transcend her state of
victimhood. While she is on her way to the HIV victims’ meeting, she writes:

turn me

through time

past a Mama mama (Sapphire, 1998, p.126).
These lines describe a desire to be transformed beyond the influence of her mother, implying that
Precious has decided to cut the cycle of victimhood caused by her mother. This is a gesture of
stepping into a new reality, one that is not defined by maternal authority. She also refuses to be a
victim of the welfare social system that demands that she works for them:

they want

me to wipe?

Push wheelchair for__

I kill “em first” (Sapphire, 1998, p.128).
Poetry reminds Precious that her life remains unfolding and that she needs to live it fully: “I think
how alive I am (...) I got poems, a son, friends. | want to live so bad” (p.137). According to Lorde
(2012), “poetry is not a luxury. It is a vital necessity of our existence. It forms the quality of the
light within which we predicate our hopes and dreams toward survival and change, first made into
language, then into idea, then into more tangible action” (p.37). Writing poems drives Precious to
take action in her life and to defend herself against societal injustice that contributed to her state
of victimhood. When she writes:
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TYGER TYGER

BURNING BRIGHT

That’s what in Precious

Jones heart__ a tyger (Sapphire, 1998, p.128).
She is reclaiming “her power, creativity and aliveness” (McNeil, 2012, p.97). Writing poetry, on
top of all other pleasurable activities, asserts Precious’s agency as a recovered and self-reliant
Black woman.

Conclusion

By following the journey of Precious from a state of victimhood to an empowered sense of
selfhood, this study highlighted the ways in which her state of victimhood is embedded within
internalized and externalized oppressive structures. Black female victimhood is outlined
powerfully in Precious’s state of being, as an illiterate victim of maternal aggression, paternal rape
and societal rejection. Collins’s argument on the “controlling images” of Black women helped not
only in understanding the representation of this group, but also in perceiving the power relations
that are determined based on these stereotypes. The abject revealed the underlying issues that are
ascribed to the female body. Precious’s abjection is multiplied because of the incestuous rape that
resulted in her impregnation; she is thus considered impure and is expelled from society. Precious’s
self-reconciliation is plausible only through literation which plays a significant role in her
transformation and self-recovery. What matters most is the erotic, which paved the way for
Precious’s sense of selfhood — a self that is whole and separate from those outside forces, and free
to regulate its own feelings and experiences.

It is apparent in this work that Black female victimhood is intersectional, and that race,
gender and class contribute to Precious’s victimization. While this theme is extensively explored
in the literary tradition of African American women, Sapphire’s Push is different inthat itemploys
a realistic version. This is seen at the end of the novel, where it is revealed that Precious is HIV
positive, and yet it is a reality that does not stop her from being alive in herself, empowered and
autonomous. Sapphire has successfully challenged in this novel the construction of Black female
victimhood through her protagonist’s journey from oppression to empowerment.
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Abstract

This study examines how Childers’ 1903 novel The Riddle of the Sands transcends the conventions
of adventure and invasion literature to engage deeply with themes of loyalty, betrayal, sacrifice,
and national identity. Through literary analysis, it highlights the roles of amateur protagonists,
intricate geographical settings, and sustained narrative suspense, reflecting Edwardian anxieties
about imperial decline and shifting global power dynamics. The findings reveal that Childers’
narrative challenges the complacency of the imperial mindset while laying the groundwork for the
moral ambiguities and ethical conflicts that would emerge in later espionage fiction. The text
underscores how the characters’ personal choices intertwine with broader geopolitical concerns,
illustrating the complex motivations behind acts of loyalty and betrayal. In conclusion, The Riddle
of the Sands holds enduring significance as a pivotal work in the spy fiction genre. It not only
informs contemporary discussions on state security but also explores the human costs of espionage.
By revealing how geopoliticsand patriotism are intricately linked to the aesthetics of intelligence
work, this study invites a re-evaluation of Childers’ contributions and the relevance of his themes
in today's world.
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Introduction

A classic early work in spy novels, Erskine Childers’ The Riddle of the Sands (1903) is
frequently cited for laying the foundation and establishing the major themes that would later
influence this genre of narrative (Cawelti & Rosenberg, 1987; Hepburn, 2008). Written during the
height of European politics in the early 1900s, the novel tells the story of two Englishmen named
Carruthers and Davies who discover a German covert attack plan on Britain while sailing in the
Frisian Islands. Beneath its sea tale lies a sobering reminder of how vulnerable the British fleet
was, as well as a broad glimpse of how unprepared the country was. Childers’ work serves as a
humorous novel and a covert call to action for careful planning and forward-thinking, while also
incorporating real-life marine facts, sea lore, and sage political opinions (Moran & Johnson, 2010).

Childers’ writing period, known as the Edwardian age, was characterized by intense
military contemplation and anxiety over the empire. There were significant problems with the
British military’s procurement of supplies and new troops during the Boer War (1899-1902),
which left many wondering if the country was prepared for a different kind of conflict. The Riddle
of the Sands demonstrates how Childers recognized a significant concern during this time:
Britain was negligent in its self-defense. Germany was building a sizable fleet with the goal of
increasing its maritime might. This constituted a genuine threat to British maritime dominance.
Childers’ story was a geopolitical warning disguised as popular fiction, based on his own
experiences in naval intelligence and sailing voyages along the German coast. Within the poem,
Davies laments, “Those Admiralty chaps want waking up” (Childers, 2018, p. 84).

Despite its significant historical importance, little is spoken about the novel’s genuine
beauty and profound moral lessons. However, few have examined how its use of location, maps,
and fog-like pictures discusses how frail empires might be. Scholars such as Hepburn (2008) and
Macdonald (2015) have noted its significant initial step in espionage novels. This study utilizes
postcolonial theory and cultural studies to analyze the thematic complexities related to imperialism
and national identity.

This study examines The Riddle of the Sands from a new perspective rather than only as
an old tale. This study examines how Childers blends locations, spying, and ideas about empire
rather than only viewing it as an adventure story or a cautionary novel about national security. It
argues that Childers’ novel provides continual perspectives into the appearance and feel of
espionage, the idea of being true, and how novels convey profound anxieties about major plans by
attentively examining the novel’s deep meanings, difficult decisions, and importance in larger
discussions.

The concerns presented in The Riddle of the Sands reflect the imperial influences of the
Edwardian period, emanating from a turbulent geopolitical climate in which rivalries and shifting
alliances redefined power coordinates in Europe. According to Wood (2014, p. 1), mass literacy,
coupled with a widely disseminated press, provided suitable ground for popular fiction against the
backdrop of growing national anxieties. This period fell under Wood's denomination of the "golden
age" of speculative and apocalyptic fiction, whose mordant prosperity was fostered by the ever-
intensifying bitterness between Great Britain and Germany.

Research Obijectives
1. To analyze the role of geographical settings and navigation in the espionage narrative.
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2. To explore the moral growth of Carruthers and Davies as representatives of Edwardian
concerns.

3. To assess how The Riddle of the Sands serves as a commentary on contemporary national
security issues.

Research Questions
1. How does Childers’ depiction of landscapes and navigation function as a metaphor for
espionage and national security?
2. Inwhat ways do the moral transformations of Carruthers and Davies illuminate Edwardian
anxieties regarding empire and military preparedness?
3. How does The Riddle of the Sands reflectand contribute to contemporary understandings
of national security in its portrayal of geopolitical tensions?

Yet, Wood (2014) also claims that Germany is frequently cast as a worthy adversary.
Through Davies, Childers presents German naval expansion as something to be met, “Warships
could force these breaches, and so threaten the mainland at one of its few vulnerable points”
(Childers, 2018, p. 161), and a spur to British readiness in some sense, “They would inevitably
lose it when our standing fleets were concentrated and our reserve ships mobilized” (pp. 295-296).
This kind of subtle rivalry is not just the setting for the adventure: it becomes a way of expressing
the ideas of strategic foresight, military awareness, and the intelligence mindset that must underlie
any national defense. In this manner, The Riddle of the Sands is thus almost a novel on counter-
espionage theory, registering hard lessons on vigilance in the very fabric of its fiction. Against this
setting, then, our study seeks to chart exactly how Childers juxtaposed geopolitics, patriotism, and
the aesthetics of espionage into a narrative that is both an aromantic adventure and a meditation
on the security imperatives of its time. On tracing how literary form interfaced with strategic
thought, this study tackles an even wider question: How did early twentieth-century spy fiction not
only reflect but also contribute to shaping contemporary understandings of national security?

Literature Review
Mapping the Moral and Political Terrain of Childers’ Espionage Narrative
Erskine Childers’ The Riddle of the Sands (2018) is more than simply invasion literature;
it provides a deeper critique of imperial complacency and geopolitical anxieties in Edwardian
Britain (Sandberg, 2018; Wood, 2014). Set against the backdrop of rising Anglo-German tensions,
the novel connects issues of espionage, morality, and allegiance, demonstrating the psychological
and ethical conflicts of amateur spies who must weigh personal interests against competing
national loyalties (Larsson & Eid, 2021; Denning, 1987).
While Childers’ careful reminder of British unpreparedness serves as a political warning
to keep vigilant and therefore unite against exterior threats (Sandberg, 2018; Denning, 1987),
existing scholarship often overlooks the nuances of individual moral compromise within a system
of national interest. Dollmann’s betrayal epitomizes the fears of domestic betrayal while Britain
ineffectively surveys the global environment, which reflects the historical realities of the ambiguity
of allegiance to the crown through espionage (Andrew, 2012). However, current analysis tends to
focus on the macro-level geopolitical strategies and anxieties, potentially overshadowing the
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personal ethical quagmires presented through Dollmann's character and his motivations beyond
simple treachery.

While the novel presents a dramatic surveillance narrative that addresses the ethics and
costs of national security and statecraft (Andrew, 2012; Seed, 2003), it does not fully capture the
institutional nuances of early 20th-century espionage. Scholarship tends to celebrate the novel’s
prescience concerning naval strategy (Allen, 2020), but less attention is given to how the narrative
itself grapples with the messy realities of intelligence work, where morality is often ambiguous
and outcomes uncertain. The tension between personal ambition and national allegiance, reflected
in Davies’ divided loyalties, resonates in a wider literary landscape where Kipling’s Kim (2011)
evokes passions and sacrifices with respect to one's political allegiance because of imperial
anxieties of decline and changing loyalties. Yet, while Kim is often analyzed for its complex
portrayal of colonial espionage (Rezk, 2024), The Riddle of the Sands is seldom examined with
the same critical lens regarding its characters' internal ethical struggles. The Riddle of the Sands
both initiates a modern genre of spy fiction and fundamentally questions the ethics and human
costs of espionage before a period of political uncertainty, instability, and imperial transition.
Therefore, further exploration is needed to understand how Childers’s novel navigates the space
between adventure and moral inquiry, and how it anticipates later espionage fiction's deeper
engagement with the psychological toll of deception and betrayal.

Genre Hybridity and Geopolitical Context in The Riddle of the Sands

Espionage has long been a factor in military and intelligence training, and, consequently,
Childers' The Riddle of the Sands has become a significant work regarding this topic. It was one
of the first novels in the field of spy fiction, thus offering a perspective from which to analyze the
intricacies of the various espionage stories. Urbanowicz (2024) uses a narratological method to
classify Childers’ novel and to ask whether it is closer to the area of mystery and thriller or a
mixture of both. This categorization is especially important considering the political situation in
Europe before World War 1, which required a story that concealed the national interests.
Urbanowicz (2024) claims that the novel is composed of detective fiction parts, as shown by
Carruthers and Davies’ finding of a German invasion plot. Such a remark brings to the fore
fascinating issues concerning the author’s intentions and genre borders, particularly when Childers
says, “I clarified that my time as a detective had been a miserable failure” (Childers, 2018, p. 125).
The complex evolution of mystery—centered on reasoning—combined with suspense—
prioritizing feelings—creates a mixed text; however, there is a lack of research regarding the
interaction of this duality with the imperialistic ideas that have been traditionally associated with
the spy fiction genre.

Moreover, Urbanowicz (2024) situates Childers’ novel in the wider context of Edwardian
literature and imperial romance, connecting personal heroism with the protection of the nation,
which is expressed in the line, “I had a transformation to effect before I returned North” (Childers,
2018, p. 254). Although the novel is in line with the imperial narratives, it still complicates the
very imperialistic intent through its character duality and the strategic hiding of motives. The use
of “distractors” in the novel serves not only to keep the readers engrossed but also to escalate the
tension regarding the goals of the characters, yet the degree to which these narrative techniques
are linked to the changing discourse on espionage and national identity in literature is still a matter
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that hasn’t been explored. the adoption of Derry’s (2002) critical model brings into sharper focus
the mixed nature of The Riddle of the Sands. Derry’s treatment of suspense, which consists of
psychological stakes, interest, and danger, and the continuously endangered environment of the
characters do not reconcile the gap in the discourse regarding the influence of these cinematic
features on literary engagement and interpretation, thus, opening up a promising direction for
further scholarship at the crossroads of film theory and literary analysis in espionage narratives.

Amateurism, Moral Ambiguity, and Identity in Early Spy Fiction: The Case of The Riddle of
the Sands

Sandberg (2018) considers The Riddle of the Sands to be between late Victorian invasion
literature and the new spy thriller in a very exceptional way. According to Childers, thisis clearin
Carruthers’ character, whose amateurishrole is shown when he says, “But he looked the amateur
through and through” (Childers, 2018, p. 43). Carruthers’ unwitting involvement in the intelligence
battle raises the issue of the fading boundaries between nations and morals, which were typical of
the Edwardian age. The author’s mention of the conflicting forces of good and evil, combined with
the coming-of-age story elements, depicts espionage as a moral training—a skill test marking the
interaction of the changing personal values and the international crisis. The saying, “Charts are apt
to ignore the geography of the mainland” (Childers, 2018, p. 259), points to the fact that personal
journeys are closely related to larger national issues, but the question remains as to which of the
amateur narratives has been more reflective or challenging of the prevailing understanding of the
espionage competences and authorities during their times.

Moreover, Sandberg (2018) points out Childers’ inclination toward a more extensive and
adaptable notion of place as well as the geopolitical narrative’s subservience to the quote as
mentioned, “l hugged the axiom that in all conflicts” (Childers, 2018, p. 247). This view is a
precursor to the modern thriller conventions, which give more importance to the uneasiness that
comes with a wider area rather than to the conflicts that are clearly outlined. The novel that has
suspense, mystery, and political intrigue as intermingled themes is constantly shifting regarding
the moral and geographical boundaries, thus making the novel more relevant in the espionage
canon. Still, the exploration of the very non-traditional use of place by Childers as a means of
contemporary readings’ influence on the spatial representation in literature and espionage
narratives, especially inthe case of modern readers’ concerns about their political landscapes being
the same as the global, is a field that remains largely unexplored.

Childers’ The Riddle of the Sands plays a key role in the midst of invasion narratives, the
developing spy thriller genre, and the early espionage fiction, thus being a seminal work in the rise
of the contemporary spy novel (Sandberg, 2018). The presence of amateur protagonists, like
Carruthers and Davies, who mistakenly get involved in a major mission without prior training, sets
this story apart from later ones dealing with trained professionals in espionage. Sandberg (2018)
asserts that these “heroic amateurs” allow Childers to examine the contradictions and doubts of
modern subjectivity, while skillfully avoiding the moral ambiguity that usually characterizes
professional intelligence work. This change in the spy story to a medium for questioning the
current identity raises issues that deserve further investigation, especially concerning the
relationship between professionalism and society’s values in espionage narratives.
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This analysis gets another dimension from the cultural setting related to Childers’ work,
which corresponds to the then institutional projects like the British Navy League, which were
designed to develop maritime patriotism and national identity among children (Parkes, 2023).
According to Flemings (2020), the League’s activities included training ships and educational
propaganda that were aimed at teaching the public “sea-mindedness”. Although Fleming’s
argument is mainly about structured, militarized culture, Childers’ story highlights the individual
moral agency of characters who are navigating a complex geopolitical landscape (Childers, 2018,
p. 282). This presents the regulated character of League initiatives and Childers’ stresson voluntary
civic engagement beside each other, thereby hinting at a possible gap in comprehending the impact
of the different concepts of patriotism on the perception of personal responsibility in the context
of militarized imperatives.

Richards (2025) places The Riddle of the Sands in the middle of the great debate on
amateurism versus professionalization in early spy fiction. He maintains that the novel extols the
valiant amateur as the very opposite of the morally unclear professional spy, who is in danger of
contaminating the public’s positive perception of intelligence work because of his association with
dishonest and corrupt bureaucracies. This viewpoint amplifies the fears surrounding the increasing
power of the state and the decline of personal moral standards at the beginning of the 20th century
(Childers, 2018, pp. 215, 254). Richards (2025) suggests that the amateur is a person who can be
blamed and at the same time is a person with the overall good and bad sides, so that he can,
nowadays, easily switch from one side to the other and play pretentiousness or manipulation that
are proper within the settings of the state structures. This revelation leads to an opening for more
discussion on the ways the cross-cutting of national interests and personal ethics is represented in
the text.

In his interpretation of The Riddle of the Sands, Urbanowicz (2024) takes the approach of
a spy thriller, which dominates over that of a detective story. Even though the work has the
characteristic features of an investigation—the unearthing of a German invasion plot—the director
asserts that the audience is kept on their toes through spying rather than the usual mystery. He
emphasizes that the top point of action deals with monitoring being done at a great risk, coupled
with the danger of a spy being caught, all of which is different from detective stories, where the
hunt for clues is still going on. The consequent ethical problems are complicated, and Urbanowicz
claims this ethos plays a central role in the character of Dollmann, who is depicted as a fake and
murdered even as he is being vilified. The morals of the narrator who reflects on lying partners are
compared with those of Carruthers and Davies, who, though their conduct is so bad as they are
operating in secrecy and through lies, are still regarded as patriots. The moral situation swings
back and forth between the less and the more ethically aware actions of the state, suggesting that
the political motives behind the call for moral righteousness and the individual’s rights under the
law are so well intertwined that more research is required to properly understand the dynamics of
this scenario in the portrayal of espionage. Urbanowicz also points out that the novel is still a
witness to the presence of historical romance, nautical fiction, and the quest for gold story, all of
which are coalesced into the single purpose of spying that keeps the tension alive and therefore
firmly rooted within the spy thriller genre. This again calls for an in-depth exploration of the
intersections of genres and their implications for the contemporary reading of espionage literature.
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Analysis
Historical Context: The Riddle of the Sands in Edwardian England—a period marked by
geopolitical tensions and colonial anxieties

From a military perspective, | sense the enthusiasm and determination with which they
sought to defeat the enemy by applying their military intelligence and strategic acumen.
Geographical skills are crucial for accomplishing military operations, including attacking and
counter-attacking, while protecting the army’s belongings and territories intact. Wood (2014) also
draws attention to Childers’s novel’s use of imagery, comparing the British lightships defending
the Thames estuary to “picketsarounda sleeping army” (Childers, 2018, p. 14). What an irony and
imagery Childers imposes in the novel! Britain's concern over its exposed beaches and the
necessity of ongoing monitoring are reflected in this imagery, which reflects a strategic weakness
in the preparedness of the army and trickery measures that could be utilized to take advantage of
the weak points in the counterpart forces. Beyond fiction, Childers personified the conflicting
allegiances of the time, identity conflict, which is controversial and paradoxical in spy fiction.
Even though he volunteered for British naval duty during World War 1, his Irish identity and
support for the Irish Volunteers were demonstrated in the 1914 gun-running episode,
notwithstanding his apprehension of German naval ambitions as articulated in The Riddle of the
Sands (Wood, 2014).

The Riddle of the Sands by Childers, in my opinion, is a perfect example of how the
espionage novel thrived during the Edwardian era in an environment of ambiguity and reflection.
This consideration is supported by Wood’s (2014) description of Anglo-German rivalry as
inevitable, which is an example of the novel's nuanced depiction of Germany as a respectable rival
rather than an outright enemy, “Our great naval rival of the future” (Childers, 2018, p. 96). This
portrayal captures the complicated interplay between adoration and concern that defined British
perspectives at the time. Here, the Great Game is replayed by Childers since he emphasizesin an
imperial tone that the competing Great Game is immortal for that time and the future; it is
permanent and does not come to an end for imperial purposes. Both internal worries about national
readiness and exterior fears of invasion are highlighted by the striking visual of Britain's coastline
defenses, which are compared to “pickets around a sleeping army” (Childers, 2018, p. 14).
Childers’ dual allegiances—nhis support for Irishindependence and his time in the British Navy—
further emphasize the ambiguity of the time, “I alone was to land. Davies demurred to this out of
loyalty, but common sense, coinciding with a strong aversion of his own, settled the matter”
(Childers, 2018, p. 209). Childers deepens the identity clash in the characters’ behaviors that are
influenced by the hardships they experienced in their mission. This kind of clash, in my opinion,
flourishes in this tension by fusing political criticism with adventure to convey the essence of a
country struggling with its identity and vulnerability.

Austin (2023) argues that, despite their importance to the novel, women frequently serve
solely as objects of masculine commerce. Childers highlights the conflict between romantic
aspirations and espionage goals in The Riddle of the Sands by depicting two amateur spies
awkwardly vying for a female love interest, “Fortune, I thought, smiled; Romance beckoned; even
the sea looked kind” (Childers, 2018, p. 271). From a political standpoint, Childers’ The Riddle of
the Sands parallels its criticism of British colonial complacency with the romance storyline. In a
culture consumed with male-coded nationalist beliefs, the novel’s depiction of women reflects the
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suppression of opposing perspectives (Austin, 2023). To some extent, | agree with Austin (2023)
as he highlights the duality in British spy fiction by this interplay between romance and espionage:
issues of love are both a reflection of and a distraction from the political worries that underlie
espionage. Austin (2023) further argues that The Riddle of the Sands is a classic in the genre of
politically charged British espionage stories because Childers emphasizes loyalty, treachery, and
the moral complexities of imperial duty by eschewing the romantic element.

Then, against the backdrop of Britain’s menacing yet unrelentingly dissolute lettering,
Childers’ The Riddle of the Sands develops as a story of morality and deceit. These issues are far
from being just fictitious; rather, they relate to the intricate intertwining of the deepest political
anxieties and ethical quandaries of an imperial power that is on the verge of modernity (Wood,
2014). This makes the novel controversial in terms of the political national objectives it tends to
convey and the ethical anxieties of espionage, whether it is justified in the case of the novel or
imperialism (Hamad, 2021), resettles the context to serve the imperial agenda of Britain (Sandberg,
2018). Thus, these plot points serve to emphasize how deeply, personally, and nationally spying is
employed to aestheticize the spying activities in a literary sense (Denning, 1987). Dollmann’s
betrayal, for instance, which initiates most of the action, is a prime example of the novel’s
fundamental topic of treachery, which is a major perspective in spy fiction (Childers, 2018; Cawelti
& Rosenberg, 1987).

Frustrations with the untrustworthy and unfaithful protagonists can be seen early on in the
story, “As regards our quest, we were on the wrong tack” (Childers, 2018, p. 121). Hesitancy
reflects the larger political atmosphere of the day, in which Britainwas growing more doubtful of
its ability to maintain its control in the world and the dependability of its agents and allies (Wood,
2014). Dollmann’s dual identity as a British man employed by Germany captures the internalized
dread of betrayal, which strikes a deep chord in a country obsessed with its security (Sandberg,
2018). Dollmann is a symbol of the exact ideological crisis—a British man employed by
Germany—and the seed of the anxiety that sprouts here from a sense of betrayal, a fear that is, in
fact, deeply ingrained in a country fixated on security (Denning, 1987). His incapacity to specify
his activities highlights the ambiguity of espionage when the distinction between loyalty and
treachery is incredibly hazy (Cawelti & Rosenberg, 1987). This issue in intelligence is a matter of
disputable securitization of the nation and employees in the field of espionage and counter-
espionage (Andrew, 2012). Many examples in the long-dated history of espionage, which had
started in the very early genesis of human beings’ civilizations, have evidenced a high possibility
for a spy to go native in the country he operates in, turning him into a double agent (Rimington,
2001; West, 2007).

Beyond that, morality plays a significant role in enhancing the spy novel’s political and
intimate impacts on the reading audience and, inevitably, later on the authorities (Denning, 1987).
In The Riddle of the Sands, although Davies has a moral compass (Larsson & Eid, 2021), his
decisions are not without fault. This creates conflict in his loyalty and allegiance when he finds
himself at a crossroads because of his dual allegiance to Clara and his nation. Childers captures
this conflict poignantly: “he loved this girl, and he loved his country, two simple passions which
for the time absorbed his whole moral capacity” (Childers, 2018, p. 190). Through this evidence
of the emotional clash that spies experience in the lands of duty, itis a criticism of the protagonists
who sometimes fail psychologically to control their emotions (Cawelti & Rosenberg, 1987). It
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might be due to their young age that they are not assigned to such national duties. As it is argued
in the novel, “The moral of today was to abandon the first and embrace the second, Davies
ultimately decides on his nation” (p. 191). This option, chosen by him after undergoing an
emotional conflict, illustrates the emotional toll that such decisions entail while also reflecting the
military values of duty and sacrifice (Andrew, 2012). The ethical foundation of espionage, an
activity that frequently necessitates the repression of personal passions for the sake of national
benefit, is at risk here, in addition to Davies’s character (Wark, 1991).

The journey is increasingly morally dubious. His interactions with Clara, in particular,
highlight his moral dilemmas. The fact that he acknowledges that “it would be pharisaical in me
to say that | rose to any moral heights in her regard” (Childers, 2018, p. 248) highlights a weakness
in which moral clarity is overshadowed by personal ambition (Larsson & Eid, 2021). It is evident
from this perspective of confessing the inability of being dedicated to serve only the national
purpose without being affected by distractions that are considered immoral regarding the national
service (Denning, 1987). He differs from Davies in that he is self-aware, whereas Davies, despite
his clashing passions, maintains a stable moral equilibrium (Sandberg, 2018). This discrepancy is
highlighted by Childers’ perspective, which underscores the personal costs of espionage and the
challenge of balancing conflicting loyalties: “Not even B6hme and von Briining were wholly at
one; and as moral distances are reckoned, Davies and | were leagues apart” (p. 248). The moral
dilemmas that espionage causes in spy fiction narratives create a conflict in relations for the
performance of the spy agents (Cawelti & Rosenberg, 1987). This issue in English literature adds
suspicion to the plot, which makes it more complicated to resolve (Seed, 2003). Through the lens
of analyzing The Riddle of the Sands, I can consider the whole factors of the espionage plot
together to be the major principles of spy novels’ climax, in which deception, lies, dishonesty,
cunning, loyalty, and disloyalty issues that Andrew (2012) argues, in addition to moral and ethical
dilemmas, prevail contradictorily with the true national purposes of espionage to fortify and
reinforce the national defenses of nations.

The novel’s criticism of Britain’s complacency is unwavering from a political perspective.
A sobering warning is provided by the disclosure of Germany’s careful preparation: “every
advantage, moral, material, and geographical, possessed by Germany, is utilized to the utmost, and
every disadvantage of our own turned to account against us” (Childers, 2018, p. 296).
Complacency is highlighted here, and the criticisms are rhetorically spoken up to draw attention
to the unprecedented weaknesses in the defensive measures of the British military forces
(Sandberg, 2018). Childers utilizes this realization to draw attention to Britain’s unpreparedness
and call for increased readiness and solidarity (Wood, 2014). In addition to being a personal
betrayal, Dollmann’s treachery serves as a metaphor for the larger dangers that an empire, having
become overconfident in its power, faces (Denning, 1987). The Riddle of the Sands, in my opinion,
is a profound reflection of the political and moral conflicts of the era as well as an engrossing story
of espionage (Cawelti & Rosenberg, 1987). Numerous cases of treason and morality raise ethical
concerns related to espionage (Jonsson, 2024), where duty demands sacrifice that pushes the
boundaries of a person’s mental capacity, and allegiance can be both a sword and a shield (Larsson
& Eid, 2021). Childers critiques Britain’s imperial complacency and highlights the importance of
maintaining national bonds through the themes he incorporates into the story. Its enduring interest
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is in the moral foundations of political action and the costs associated with maintaining them
(Andrew, 2012).

In intelligence and espionage terms, Andrew (2012) describes the origins and development
of British intelligence, tagging the process with social, military, and political transformation. He
argues that blaming it on early spy novels like The Riddle of the Sands by Childers is
oversimplified. The novel’s intelligence services do not crystallize into historical contexts like
military espionage and covert diplomacy, along with the bureaucratic requirements of imperial
administration, “They were admitting into the imperial bosom at the light toll of fourteen shillings”
(Childers, 2018, p. 92). Although it is partially viewed in terms of the invasion literature genre,
which heightened British anxieties over German power (Sandberg, 2018; Seed, 2003), imperialism
overwhelms the narrative sense in Childers’ The Riddle of the Sands, in which he challenges
Edwardian Britain’s imperial complacency and illustrates the dangers of disregarding geopolitical
threats and the necessity of being vigilant to protect one’s national security (Denning, 1987; Wood,
2014). The novel discusses duty, loyalty, and treachery while considering national ties and the
moral underpinnings of political action that Childers examines, highlighting the moral and
individual costs of upholding them (Larsson & Eid, 2021). His depiction of two amateur spies
learning of German invasion intentions serves as a metaphor for society’s larger need to strike a
balance between personal initiative and group accountability. According to Andrew (2012), by the
early 20th century, the trend of professionalizing intelligence would be driven by technological
advancements, secrecy, and war preparation rather than literary inspirations. Despite this, The
Riddle of the Sands remains captivating due to its ethical analysis of political behavior, a topic that
is highly pertinent to both statecraft and intelligence operations. It asserts that it can inspire people
to consider the principles that underpin national security and the necessary sacrifices.

The Riddle of the Sands by Childers (2018) is much more than just an adventure tale or a
work of “invasion literature” (Sandberg, 2018; Seed, 2003). It warns of both the dangers of
overestimating threats and the risks of imperial complacency in Britain. By painting a picture of
preserving sovereignty that calls for cooperation and moral patience, the novel employs the
recurring theme of national unity and alertness: “As for me, the sea has never been my element,
and never will be; nevertheless, | hardened to the life, grew salt, tough, and tolerably alert” (p.
118). Childers repeatedly underscores the hardships and difficulties faced in maneuvering a
mission that required endurance, portraying them with painful detail in service of the nation, where
high moral values are the focal point of national acts. In doing so, the novel reveals that national
security depends not only on military strength and strategy but also on moral responsibility. On
one level, it draws the reader into the intrigue surrounding political loyalties and the dilemmas
they pose between loyalty and betrayal; on another, it provokes a much larger question—whether
the manipulation of allegiance is worth the moral cost (Larsson & Eid, 2021). Political action,
Childers suggests, carries very real, and often painful, personal costs, which he highlights through
characters who make sacrifices to defend deeply held beliefs. The main themes of The Riddle of
the Sands—being called to action and weighing individual initiative against the common good—
link the novel’s Edwardian historical context to the broader literary tradition of espionage fiction
(Denning, 1987; Wood, 2014). Similar moral dilemmas about loyalty versus treachery and the
sacrifices required in service to the state—"“Soldiers’ lives are sacrificed in tens of thousands on
battlefields” (Childers, 2018, p. 301)—appear in early 20th-century works such as Kipling’s Kim
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(Kipling, 2011). Anxieties over imperial decline, shifting alliances, and geopolitical instability
intensified such narratives, reflecting a growing preoccupation with the shadowy realm of
intelligence. In this sense, Childers’ novel is not only the first modern spy novel but also part of a
larger literary tradition that foregrounds the sacrifices and moral foundations of statecraft.

The Strategic Role of Hybrid Form in Espionage Fiction

With the combined insights of Urbanowicz (2024), Derry (2002), and Sandberg (2018), an
understanding emerges that The Riddle of the Sands is structurally and thematically hybrid,
wherein the merging of conventions of mystery and thriller is inseparable from its militarized
geopolitical backdrop. My analysis supports Urbanowicz’s (2024) thesis that the hybridized form
arises when there is a deliberate suppression of national interests embedded in a narrative burdened
with imperial rivalry. Within such a setup, mystery is not just a narrative mechanism creating an
obstacle to be solved, but is rather a kind of cover, intended to shield the audience from the direct
exposure of sensitive geopolitical stakes; the thriller aspects would then rise to create a more
immediate urgency.

The career choices of the two main protagonists reflect Sandberg’s (2018) assertion that
The Riddle of the Sands is a turning point in espionage fiction. Amateurism is not a drawback in
creating literature but serves an authentic function, all the while affording moral plausibility and
the possibility for personal growth within the Bildungsroman paradigm. From an espionage view,
the untrained operative may so adjust to the demands of his working environment as to become an
‘informal’ agent, relying on improvisation to penetrate places that overt operatives cannot. An
application of Derry’s (2002) taxonomy reveals that the suspense comes from the proximity to
danger and the ever-present threat of disclosure. The tension is most palpable in the sequences
where Carruthers and Davies move through hostile territory with limited information, creating a
readerly experience that oscillates between trying to solve the puzzle and sheer terror. Such
situations metamorphose the political thriller from a depiction of individual agency to a tool for
national security, an eternal motif in spy fiction.

The study also implies that Childers’ broadening of the geopolitical canvas, as noted by
Sandberg (2018), foreshadows and prefigures what will occur in the form, a relatively common
aspect of militaristic, clearly defined geography. The absence of hyper-specific geopolitical
mapping provides a level of uncertainty that is certainly relevant to even the modern textual
examples of espionage narrative. While the uncertainty arises in both historical and
contemporaneous contexts, this notion of uncertainty reinforces the reality of intelligence work,
and how often any one function depends on the operational context, and thus includes fluid
parameters and somewhat ambiguous identifications. Here, the hybridoma potential of The Riddle
of the Sands makes it versatile across arange of genres or media. The text shares aspects of military
strategic or tactical deliberation, psychological suspense for the unknown, and nationalistic pride
and desire, all in a way that resonates as much as an important piece, artifact, or surrogate of
Edwardian imperial overcrowded anxiety, as it does for a foundational text that prefigures modern
globalized stakes for spy thrillers. The reconciliation of mystery’s abstract rationalization with
thriller’s emotional immediacy based in military and intelligence comprises another explanation
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for its origination among the many evidence points in literarily advanced traces of espionage
fiction.

Espionage as a Cultural Mirror: Negotiating Patriotism, Morality, and Genre Boundaries

The Riddle of the Sands is more than just a lighthearted story. Inthe turbulent years leading
up to World War |, it delves deeply into issues of identity, morality, and patriotism. Sandberg (2018)
discusses how non-professionals Carruthers and Davies demonstrate the need to have the
flexibility to adjust and make moral decisions. Their methods, such as navigating through fresh
sand or deciphering ambiguous clues amid “leagues of new-risen sand” (Childers, 2018, p. 282,
158), demonstrate how uncertain a person and a nation may be when espionage and power
struggles are significant factors. The connection between Childers’ The Riddle of the Sands and
Fleming’s (2020) research on the Navy League reveals the same objective: to foster patriotism.
However, the Navy League’s methods were based on rigorous education, whereas Childers’ story
inspired individuals to join based on their strong convictions. This concept is crucial because it
enables the novel to depict love for one’s nation as a personal decision rather than merely adhering
to the law. The conflict between the pressure of state military action and the decision to serve
reflects larger discussions of the era over a person's responsibility in a society preparing to take
action.

Richards (2025) discusses the “heroic amateur,” demonstrating how the book challenges
the emergence of professional experts in espionage. Childers demonstrates how amateur spies
operate in an environment where they may make morally sound decisions quickly, but professional
spies can become entangled in a web of falsehoods and delaying processes. This division creates
the tension between upholding one's moral convictions and remaining loyal to an institution, which
isa common theme in subsequent espionage tales. By highlighting how the novel blends spy action
with elements from other novel genres, Urbanowicz’s (2024) analysis of the novel’s scenario
mixing gives this discussion more substance. The mission of the main characters appears both
daring and challenging due to the combination of spy plans and maritime novels. They demonstrate
that decent people lie just as much as bad people do. Urbanowicz (2024) sees real, difficult
decisions. Beyond just telling stories about being loyal to one’s nation, this provides extra depth.
The Riddle of the Sands is an early, in-depth reflection on the complex morals associated with spy
activity because of the confusion of rightand wrong. All of these insightful opinions demonstrate
how the novel functions as a gripping thriller, a critique of the practice of spying, and a tool for
influencing a nation’s identity. Its lasting significance lies in the way it illustrates the difficult
balancing act between staying loyal to oneself and the demands of the nation during stressful global
events.

Conclusion

The principal objective of this study is to re-examine and explore Childers’ The Riddle of
the Sands, which is a complicated story of espionage interwoven with geographical settings, moral
development, and current national security issues. The message of the author is that the
geographical landscape is very important, and he is using the pre-World War | European setting
to show the mixed nature of national identity and security. In doing so, he sheds light on the moral
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growth of the unwilling heroes, Carruthers and Davies. By making them so uncomfortable, the
author makes their moral development very much in line with Edwardian society’s concerns about
loyalty and morality in dealing with changing political borders. Their growth as human beings
exposes the conflict between each person’s will and the demands of the state, and at the same time,
they demonstrate the toll of espionage that is no different from commenting on the risk of the
empire’sarrogance and the complexity of national duty during uncertain times. Besides that, The
Riddle of the Sands not only mirrors back but also interrogates the contemporary concerns
regarding national security, illustrating the ever-present difficulties of loyalty, betrayal, and the
ethical considerations of spying. The narrative is so intricate that it engages the reader with the
early 20th-century political turmoil and, at the same time, gives a basic framework for
understanding modern spy fiction. In the end, Childers’ work always stays at the top of the genre,
as it provides an all-encompassing discussion of the issues of identity, morality, and the
geopolitical context, while also opening the door for the coming narrativesto be told in the realm
of espionage literature.
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Abstract

In contemporary literary studies, multimodal theory and analysis have drawn increasing attention,
as they reveal the close relationship between language, sound, and spiritual symbolism. Using this
framework, the study investigates Mahmoud Darwish's (1995) "(es )l 35w 8 o538 " [Like the
Nin in Surat Ar-Rahman] to explore his employments of multimodal elements and to construct
multiple layers of meaning. The poem has its own interconnected roles of visuality, rhythm, and
Qur'anicintertextuality inarticulating acomplex spiritual and linguistic identity. The poem utilizes
a multiplex type of metaphorsto link poetic form to religious Islamic references. The study further
investigates how a multimodal reading of Darwish's poem demonstrates the role of poetic form in
shaping spiritual and cultural significance. The findings disclose the poem's interplay of rhythm
and religious symbolism which formulates an expression of identity embedded in linguistic
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heritage and aesthetic form. The study is considered significant for its analysis of the multiplex
metaphors behind Darwish's "ces )l 3 s 8 (50" and its use of Multimodal theory.

Keywords: Cultural Memory, Letter Nin, Mahmoud Darwish, Modern Arabic Poetry, Multimodal
Analysis, Palestine, Qur'anic Metaphor
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Introduction

Mahmoud Darwish (1941-2008) is a renowned Arab poet and writer who critics often
referred to as the poet of Palestine (Ghannam & EI-Zein, 2009). Darwish's use of religion makes
his poetry of resistance even stronger, whereby not only does he use his own religion in his works,
but also that of his country's oppressors, as he quotes from Christianity, Islam, and Judaism to
communicate a message of spiritual connectedness (Jamil, 2019, p. 24). In terms of the quality of
Darwish's poetry, Al-Sowaidi (2023) notes that his mastery of literature derives from the
continuity, sacredness, and universality of the Abrahamic texts, the Torah, the Bible, and the
Qur'an. Darwish draws his imagination and vast knowledge from these religious texts (p. 409). He
uses verses from the Qur'an to create an intertextual conversation with his Arab Muslim audience,
as it is known that the Qur'an occupies a central positionin their religionand culture (Al-Sowaidi,
2023, p. 409). These observations support the claim that the Darwish style and technique convey
a powerful form of resistance through using the Qur'an.

Kaddum (2022) explores how Darwish draws inspiration from the Qur'anic narrative,
through which he deepens his understanding of, supports, and fulfills the Qur'an's textual purpose.
It argues that the remarkable presence of this collection of sacred Islamic writings obliges his
poetry to draw on the language and meanings of the Qur'an. Consequently, Qur'anic intertextuality
strengthened his poetry, which he drew on as a constant linguistic and semantic resource (Kaddum,
2022, p. 1471). Despite his Palestinian narratives, as per many other poets before him, Darwish's
use of the Qur'an set his poems apart as a unique form of cultural reference and political resistance.
Al-Sowaidi (2023) notes that "This bond between the sacred and the political gives Darwish's
poetry its own characteristic and attracts the audience's interest™ (p. 409). religioninto his poetry,
Darwish turns the collective Palestinian traumainto a universal narrative of human testimony. As
Abdulhadi (2014) observes, Darwish's employment of various religious, historical, and
mythological symbols of Palestinian heritage to narrate the Palestinian experience has elevated his
poetry to an international level (p. 33). Darwish uses metaphors to gain international attention to
the plight of the Palestinian people, land, and culture (Kullab, Ling, & Kui-Ling, 2021, p. 97).
Thus, his metaphors connect his experience of resistance to the sacred Qur'anic verses, allowing
him to express political matters through a spiritual lens.

Although Darwish's poems lend themselves to multiple interpretations, the multimodal
aspects of his poetry have received little scholarly attention. Only a handful of studies have
examined the linguistic and structural frameworks of his poetry. This study fills the gap by
exploring the multimodal dimensions in Darwish's (1995) "cea )l 3 s S ¢ 538" through the three
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modes. It aims to conduct a close examination of how the poet utilizes sacred elements from the
Quran to convey concepts of memory, nostalgia, and survival. The study also aims to explore how
the three multimodal modes of meaning function collectively to convey the intricate layers of
meaning in Darwish's poem.

The analysis responds to three questions: (i) In what way do framing and selection guide
the reader's sensory and interpretive experience of the poem? (ii) How does rhythm connect sacred
tradition with poetic innovation?; and (iii) In what manner does Darwish select multimodal
strategies to shape the metaphorical and sonic presence of the letter niin? Through the framing
mode, the paper explores how Darwish places the reader in a spiritual and aesthetic setting. The
rhythm mode investigates how he employs the letter niin as a metaphor of divine resonance. At
the same time, the selection mode analyzes how Darwish selects specific words that would turn
his poem into a revelation. The significance of this paper lies in the exploration of the synthesis of
different forces working collectively to deliver one singular meaning, illustrating Darwish's use of
religious metaphors and creative form to extend the power of Arabic poetry. As such, it contributes
to the existing scholarship on Darwish's work by showing how his work stands at the intersection
of literature, faith, and sensory experience.

Literature Review

Most studies of Mahmoud Darwish have focused on political symbolism, intertextuality,
and metaphor. These studies examine illusion, identity, and imagery in his poetry, but they pay no
attentionto its form or its multimodal analysis. Andrews's framework is suitable to address the gap
by analyzing Darwish's poetry. Scalars define Multimodal discourse as an "interdisciplinary
approach to the study of oral and written, literary, and digital, verbal, and nonverbal language use
[that] aims at revealing formal and functional characteristics of the language concerning its social
context, pragmatic intention, as well as socio psychological characteristics of a person™ (Sieriakova
etal., 2020, p. 178). Meanwhile, Thabet (2024) defines it as an interdisciplinary fieldwhich reveals
how society constructs different meanings (p. 58). This theory dives deep beyond the surface of
language and its symbols to find hidden meanings. Fauziah (2025) states that "Ferdinand de
Saussure's semiotic theory posits that signs are composed of two inseparable components: the
signifier (form) and the signified (meaning)" (p. 73), whereby "The word "semiotics" derives from
the Greek "semeion” — "sign" — the smallest unit of meaning as a combination of form and
meaning" (Gualberto & Kress, 2019, p. 1).

In 1990, Kress and van Leeuwen "developed multimodality within the frame of social
semiotics, starting with the book Reading Images™ (Selander, 2024, p. 512). Thibault (1997, as
cited in ledema, 1998) notes that the primary concern of social semiotics is to originate analytical
and theoretical frameworks that can account for meaning-making in a social context. Jewitt et al.
(2016) explainthat "The aim of social semiotics is to understand the social dimensions of meaning,
its production, interpretation and circulation, and its implications” (p. 58). Andrews defines modes
as 'semiotic resources' that can be put together to serve specific communicative purposes (2018, p.
13). Thus, modes are tools for conveying meaning, and people integrate them for multiple
purposes.

On the relationship between multimodality and poetry, Andrews (2018) states that:

It must be acknowledged that there is no such thing as a purely monomodal work. Even the printed
words of a poem have a visual dimension ... More importantly, the typeset poem is surrounded by
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white space, as all poems are. This space suggests that, in addition to the framing provided by the
page itself, the poem consists of words within an invisible frame. There is no need to punctuate
this framed work: it is recognized as a poem because the words do not go up to the right-hand edge
of the page; they are further framed in stanzas, and the lines are of roughly equal length in iambic
tetrameter rhythm. These visual cues reinforce the fact that the reader is not only looking at a poem
but also hearing it as a song. In other words, the implicit multimodality of the poem is to include
sound in the head of the reader, or in actual performance as a song. (p. 12)

Work by Gibbons (2008, 2013, 2014), Norris and Maier (2014), and Shackelford (2014)
has begun to explore the implications of multimodality for poetics, concerning e-literature and its
potential to exploit multimodal software interfaces. Gibbons (2008) claims that the turn of the
millennium has seen not only an exploration of multimodality in relation to literature butalso "an
increase in the inclusion of typography, graphics and illustrationin fiction" (p. 107). With a focus
on poetry, Alghadeer (2014) explores the effect of multimodality and digitization on the reading
of poetic forms. She reports that readers can have different perspectives in understanding poems
due to the influence of different modes and digital technologies.

From Andrews's (2018) perspective:

It could be said that poetry is the closest to a multimodal principle in the making of meaning

than any other verbal construct. Poetry, among its many characteristics, arises from

intensity. That intensity is not always intensity of feeling; it can also be intensity of looking,
of hearing, of sensing some framed experience, of thought, of memory, or a combination
of any or all of these. It almost always calls on the senses and is sometimes physically

driven. Its close association with rhythm is an expression of this intense presence. (pp. 17—

18)

Poetry, among other literary works, is the closest that uses multiple modes to communicate
meaning, such as through metaphor:

Metaphor provides the multi-levelled exploration of meaning. If framing and rhythm

provide the horizontal, lateral movement of the words in time and space, metaphor provides

the verticality, thus making the poem a powerful multi-dimensional construct via which to

'say something'. Poets use metaphor to disguise a complex set of meanings in simple terms.

(Andrews, 2018, p. 18)

Theoretical Framework

The study explores how the poet builds meaning beyond language by utilizing Richard
Andrews' (2018) multimodal poetics as a theoretical approach. Multimodality isa framework that
is shaped by social semiotic theory which asserts that communication emerges through the
interplay of several modes, for example linguistic and visual modes. Building directly on this
tradition, Andrews (2018) denotes that poetry employs "framing, rhythm, metaphor, and a high
degree of selection” to intensify the experience (p. 18), since the poem can condense emotion,
thought, and perception into a form far denser than regular prose thanks to these semiotic
resources. What is significant to note here is how the poem places words, how it moves through
sound, how it compresses meaning into tiny linguistic units, and how it constructs the boundaries
of its own voice. Meaning that the multimodal poetics views a poem as an arrangement of
interdependent modes rather than a single verbal artifact.
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The study draws from Andrews's (2018) explanation of multimodality in poetry to
construct its theoretical foundation. It is important to note that previously Kress (1988) and
Halliday (1978) established multimodality as a general communicative principle; later, Andrews
(2018) focuses on the requirements of poetic form. He underlines framing as the boxed spatial
presentation of the poem with the white space that surrounds it, and the shift in voice that
distinguishes poetic speech from everyday language. Rhythm too is equally central as a physical
and emotional force that links sound to movement and mood (Andrews, 2018). Andrews' further
explanation of selectivity as a mode indicates how poetry utilizes micro-units such as a word or a
letter, to convey cultural memory or symbolic resonance, frequently omitting more detailed
explanation to increase the intensity. According to Andrews (2018), metaphor provides the poem
with a vertical dimension, enabling it to transition from literal description to complex meaning.
Combined with metaphor as an embedded mode, these three dimensions enable a critic to perceive
poetry as multimodal work, even when it appears in printed form. Andrews' (2018) framework is
particularly well-suited to texts that rely heavily on subtle rhythmic structures, visual spacing, or
religious echoes, given its emphasis on internal modal interactions.

Multimodality isemployed here, as the approach is far more similar to poetry than we may
understand, offering meaning through the blend of senses and the mind via the "intensity of
looking, of hearing, of sensing” (Andrews, 2018, p. 17). Tools from this framework align with the
poem's methods of meaning-making and will further serve as guidance for the analysis of
Darwish's "cea )15 s 3¢ 530S The framing mode will help identify how the poem constructs its
spiritual and interpretive boundaries, what it isolates, whom it addresses, and how it positions the
reader. Next, the rhythm mode will thoroughly examine the recurring sounds, tonal changes, and
the emotional pressure those patterns produce. Through selectivity, the analysis will then take on
how the poem employs omission as meaning and how a single word or letter gathers intertextual
or cultural weight. Lastly, the inclusion of metaphors across all three modes will open the poem's
deeper structures, revealing how concrete images exist in broader reflections. The poem employs
multimodal signals and dense symbolic cues to render Andrews's (2018) model that offers the
vocabulary to monitor how these signals interact. By approaching the poem through multimodal
poetics, the study can account for its layered structure and interpret it as a text and a crafted
constellation of modes.

Analysis

Framing Mode

As Andrews (2018) argues, poetic intensity is often produced through framing strategies
that separate the poem from ordinary modes of speech and visual presentation. He adds "Suffice
it to say here that the highly framed nature of the poem (a 'boxed' work in which the writing does
not go up to the right-hand edge of the page, or the pause before a different style of voice is used
to demarcate the oral poem from ordinary everyday speech) is key to its intensity” (p. 18). Table
1 applies this to Darwish's poem by identifying specific framing techniques and explaining their
role in shaping meaning and resistance.
Table one organizes the framed moments in Darwish's "cea )il 35 (S o 218" in the order they
appear inthe poem. Each column isolates one frame to reveal how the poem’s structure and texture
translate memory into form. The first column lists the Arabic text with the line numbers in
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parentheses. At the same time, the transliteration captures the sound of the letter niin (&),
transcribed as /n/ or with tanwin (), to emphasize its recurrence both visually and aurally. The third
column identifies the type of frame described, whether spatial, pedagogical, genealogical, or
sacred. The Qur'anic or intertextual cue traces how Darwish builds meaning through religious
echoes. The aural expectation column examines the rhythm and tone, while the visual/spatial cues
focus on how line placement, repetition, or punctuation fulfil the frame on the page. Finally, the
metaphor and interpretive claim columns connect each instance to the poem's broader movement
from origin to remembrance, revealing how Darwish connects sound, vision, and space into a
single memory gesture.

The first frame, "aulill 3,4 sl Ale 4" (F1 ghabati al-zaytin, sharqa al-yanabi® ...),
appears twice, at the beginning and at the end of the poem, thus enclosing a perfect circle. It
behaves like an echo, reverberating back from the first line, and the repetition is not just for
symmetrical purposes; like the shape of the niin, its soft /n/ loops back. In the same way that the
letter's curve encloses meaning, the grove encloses the poem in this phrase's sonic and visual orbit.
As a light and guiding symbol in the Qur'an, the olive tree thus becomes a metaphor for continuity.
The rhythm of departure and return is completed when the last zaytiin recurs, sounding like a
returning breath. Darwish, therefore, combines memory, space, and divine light into a single
motion in this circular enclosure. )

The second frame, "ola ol da 5 A o1l Siele” (“Allamant al-Qur’ana f1 dihati al-rayhan
...) is a scene of instruction. The poem becomes more specific by presenting the grandfather as a
teacher and the grandchild as a student. The vowels in the line slow the beat and make it sound
like the Qur'an is being read. As if learning itself temporarily suspends time, the enjambment
between lines provides the verse with a visual pause and a break from the poem's flow. The act of
remembering is being taught as an inheritance that travels through the body's breath, in addition to
a sacred text. As a sign of continuity, the niin sound lingers at the end of words, indicating that the
lesson is retained in both memory and the voice's natural texture.

The genealogical frame, "glwsill &ia 4 ¢lga Gay Uis a2l (" (Min Adamin ji'nd wa min
Hawwa’a f1 jannati al-nisyan) raises inheritance to the human level. Darwish makes the line sound
like a chant by utilizing the nasal /n/ and the gentle hum of tanwin (). The line is divided into two
balanced clauses, Adam and Eve, by the repeated min ("from™), which produces visual symmetry
reflecting descent and return. This line portrays forgetfulness, or nisyan, as a condition that enables
memory rather than as a sign of failure. The human originand divine speech overlap in this rhythm
of naming and forgetting, and ancestry turns into another type of sound.

The last frame turns the poem into a ritual: "5l | aglll ecpan 15 ) a0 A/ G5l Jga Y 0l 1"
(Al-wagqifina al-ana hawla "al-ntn/ f1 strat "al-Rahman," / Allahumma... faltash-had!). By
transforming the letter niin into a holy place, the poem's storytelling is signaled by a shift from the
narrative tone to invocation. The vowel at the end and the pause before Allahumma are similar to
the intake of breath before a prayer. From a visual perspective, the quotation marks in "¢ sl isolate
it on the page, elevating the letter to a symbol. The image then depicts witnesses standing in front
of an infinite curved shape that encloses itself. Darwish here turns language into a symbol of
remembering as the niin combines voice, creation, and ancestors into a single moment, becoming
both sound and sanctuary.
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The teacher—student exchange, the genealogical hum, the ritual invocation, and the echo of the
olive grove frames demonstrate the poem's transition from the physical to spiritual level. The letter
niin becomes the vessel for memory, appearing repeatedly in both form and sound as the act of
remembering itselfis as curved as the shape of the niin. In addition to explaining return, Darwish
allows the language to revert to itself until sound becomes space and memory becomes presence.

Rhythm Mode

Rhythm in poetry is an important prosodic feature that usually refers to the repetition of
sounds. "Third, the musical and choreographic properties of words are used in poetry, thus linking
the abstract 'meaning' of the words to physicality (sound, movement)" (Andrews, 2018, p. 19).
According to Andrews, musical and choreographic properties of words, which are the flow and
sound of words, are crucial elementsin creating the meaning of a poem. Table 2 provides further
explanation of how selective rhythmic sounds from Darwish's poem created specific meaning.

Table 2 represents the mode of rhythm from Andrews's (2018) theory of multimodality in
poetry. The table is presented in four rows, with each row divided into eight columns, whereby
each column identifies an element of rhythm. The table is arranged according to the occurrence of
the repeated sound of the niin (&) in the poem: starting from the niin (0) in the title, moving through
the repetition of the sound or the nasal hum, and the looping effect of the sound ending with an
arrhythmic and less repetitive niin (o) sound throughout the poem. The first row concerns the
Qur'anic significance of the reference to the ntin (0) in the title, whereby the sound pattern is the
refraining rhyme in the Sura, and the sound repetition is resonance. Darwish employs the ntin (0)
as a reference in the title from Surat Al-Rahman, which is an eternal rhythmic sound repeated 75
times. It isa unique soft echoing rhythm that creates beauty and serenity through the flow, fluency,
and perfection of the repetition that produces a connectionto all blessings in life. Darwish utilizes
the repetition of the sound niin (&) in his poem as an attempt to connect and relive the glory of the
Palestinian past, as well as its beauty and blessings, but in a less rhythmic and repetitive style due
to the stark disconnect between the past and present natures of the country. The fourth row
concerns the less rhythmic repetition of the ntin (<) sound in the poem, which can be found
repeated in the first and last stanza, " e <ub &l ) sagall alls e (g2 (5 shail auliill 3,4 o sl Ale 8
Gl A e 4ll™ in the second stanza, " (e < @i ) seSall a8 GBlall 3yl da guia sl Jia )Y
4 S e lie V) pany S4e 5 and in the fifth stanza, " miediasds (8 LI G 83 se sall 4 e 3 5 gall 58 Ll
o (3 ¢l " The effect differs from these lines; for example, inthe first and last stanzas, the effect
is fast, while in the second stanza the effect is slow, and in the last stanza the effectis heavy. The
less rhythmic rhyme in these lines evokes feelings of nostalgia and lament, while reflecting on loss
and memory. It creates a sense of fragility and humanity, with Darwish using the partial rhythmic
repetition of the niin (v) sound to reflect on the Palestinian cause: their life of chaos enmeshed
between forced expulsion, exile, and conflict. "Signs are made — not used — by a sign-maker who
brings meaning into an apt conjunction with a form, a selection/choice shaped by the sign maker's
interest™ (Kress, 2010) as cited in Thabet, 2024, p.80). Thus, the use of this repetition in the poem,
as explained in the analysis, is to enforce these meanings.
The niin (0) is a voiced, alveolar, and nasal sound. Therefore, the multiple repetitions of the letter
throughout all stanzas create a rhythm that acts similarly to a lullaby. This melodic, nasal humming
sound produces a highly soothing effect that can lull one into a state of tranquility. It connects the
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poem back to the comfort of the mother's voice, childhood innocence, and the Palestinian land,
their first home. The manner of the letter ntin (o) being voiced reveals how Darwish employs his
voice to assert his existence and experience as a Palestinian. This simple repetitive sound adds a
melancholic and lamenting effect that takes the reader back in time, creating a reflective lens
through which to view in adulthood what once was the case in childhood. According to Thabet
(2024), "meaning is created and received using multiple modes, not only through language;
second, meaning is shaped through cultural, social, and historical means along with being
contextually driven”(P.72). This allows the exploration of the poem on multiple levels of context,
adding depth to the meanings.

The fourth row shows how Darwish draws on the looping effect of the Qur'an to reinforce
his message by connecting the beginning of the poem to its end. First, at the Qur'anic level, Surat
Al-Rahman starts with "The Most Merciful" (<> 1Y), which is one of the 99 names of Allah. Then,
it concludes with an ayah that describes this name: "Blessed is the name of your Lord, Owner of
Majesty and Honor" (»123Y15 JI&I (63 &) all d5E), The last ayah connects the meaning of the
beginning with the end of the Sura, which reinforces the greatness of Allah as it commences and
concludes with Him. It becomes a full circle to never forget Allah's blessings and his power,
creating a strong feeling of the weight of life and the continuity of it, reflected through
remembrance.

According to Thabet, (2024) "Understanding how these resources interact and are shaped
by cultural and social contexts is essential for analyzing and interpreting multimodal texts in
contemporary communication.”(P.78). The poem begins and ends with a focus on the land of olives
"0s)" (L1) and his grandfather's legacy, where Darwish describes Palestine as a nation blessed
by olive groves, underscoring the significance of the land and its people. The first stanza is an
introduction to his grandfather and ultimately the Palestinian land, with "his abandoned shadow"
(Ls~ead alls) (L 2-3, 31-33), which highlights his catastrophic experiences due to war. The death
of a land beglns when it cannot support the growth of any more plants during the war " e ab Al
(A Qe 4l ™ In the last lines of the first stanza, "edall Jals &ilu dlblll4ae ¥ 5" is a reference to
the Palestinian tears that did not drop at the horrific scenes. The final stanza provides a full circular
moment that connects the beginning to the end by repeating the first line about his grandfather.
The Darwish mourns the misfortune and the endless cycle of war, (e 4lla e (5,33 A1 " as the sun
did not rise, and there was no new beginning. In the last lines of the final stanza, the poet reminds
the reader how his grandfather's sorrows did not end: el dails a5 (s alls e Jagy ol

Selectivity Mode
Selectivity manifests in poetry in a number of ways. First, the very fact that most poems

are shorter than most pieces of prose or other literary works, such as plays (longer poems, like
epics, draw on prose or storytelling structures such as narrative), means that they are more highly
selective. Every word counts in a poem, whereas in prose it is possible to replace one word with
an alternative and not notice the difference (because the attention is usually on the meaning, not
the language). In poetry, the attention is on the meanings and the language at the same time.
Second, selectivity sometimes takes the form of a diction, a selection from the language, that
operates like a code. (Andrews, 2018, p. 19). According to Sieriakova et al.(2020), this kind of
discourse analysis is used to study the combination of language and different resources, including
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symbols (p. 178). This combination of language and symbols can be seen in the selection of
Darwish's diction in the poem.

Surat Al-Rahman is one of the distinguished Qur'anic Suras due to its rhythmic smooth
structure. The Sura features a continuous repetition of the Arabic letter niin (&) at the end of each
verse (Table 3). This repetition is interrupted by the letter ra' (<)) and the letter meem (ax);
however, the Sura returns to the niin even after this interruption. In "ces Jl13 ) s & & 3US " Darwish
selects the niin as a symbol that resembles roots that resist erasure. As shown in Table 3, he selects
the niin in Surat Al-Rahman from all the other Suras that contain the same letter, such as Surat Al
‘Imran (family) and Surat Al-Mu miniin (a group of believers). This selection draws a distinction
between the niin in Surat Al-Rahman and all the other Suras. The targeted ntan prevails over the
interruption of the other letters, depicting its greater significance. Darwish's comparison reflects
Palestinians' continuous endurance against oppression throughout the years (Table 3). They
resemble roots that refuse to be severed and diminished by the colonizer, which is quite similar to
the letter ntin recommencing after being broken by other letters.

The niin is also seen as the ending letter of Darwish's homeland, Palestine (¢sb), which
does not appear in the poem. Sieriakova et al. (2020) argue that silence is a nonverbal means of
communication that can be quite informative in the absence of verbal language (p. 182). Darwish
employs this verbal silence by omitting the name of his homeland. Instead of a direct mention, he
suggests the meaning through the various images and symbols of his roots (Table 3). This
implication activates the collective Palestinian memory of belonging and exile through the added
layers of meaning that are felt rather than read. Darwish commences the poem by portraying the
settings of the land "axlill 355 o s 3 4le & and then continues until the third stanza, where he
describes itas "¢l 43 " which indirectly depicts his homeland, Palestine, as a paradise to which
he and others belong, despite the colonizer's attempts to claim the land by having it forgotten and
its memory erased. Table 3 shows that this portrayal evokes feelings of both belonging and exile
as a reminder of Palestinians' paradise. Depicting it as forgotten can also indicate how the
Palestinian cause has been ignored, suggesting a critique of the passive countries' inaction.

According to Thabet, one of the theoretical assumptions of multimodal studies is that
meaning is formed through social, cultural, and historical contexts (2024, p. 72). Darwish's poem
shapes its meaning using cultural contexts and symbols. The first and last stanza contain the line
"anlill 358 o s Ml Ale 4" which is the setting of the poem. The selection of olives (¢su)) implies
the cultural meaning of Palestine, known to be rich in olive groves (Table 3). Darwish utilizes this
as an indirect implication of his homeland, which is an inseparable symbol of the Palestinian
heritage. As shown in Table 3, the olives are a cultural Palestinian and religious Islamic symbol,
as they are one of the elements constantly mentioned in the Qur'an. In Surat al-Nur, olive trees are
described as blessed (4 ¥ 5438 4 ¥4 ¢4 HAS jlus sl (e 3 o), which adds to the selection's weight.
The symbol of the olive connects the poet's Palestinian heritage to Islam, which is considered the
main religion in Palestine. It indicates that the Palestinians' land is both sacred and blessed.

The third stanza starts with Darwish locating where he was learning the Qur'an. He was
learning it near a great basil tree "olsx Vs 53 & 1A e on the lands of his grandfather. Basil
(v=2.Y) is considered an important olfactory image that induces the sense of smell (Table 3). Basil
has its own importance in Arabic and Islamic cultures, where it is associated with the scent of
heaven and the feelings of comfort and peace (Table 3). This particular plantis a traditional natural
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fragrance in Palestinian houses. Hence, the poet uses this olfactory stimulus to trigger memories
of the scent of his homeland. This olfactory image indicates a sense of longing for the past (Table
3). Moreover, instead of describing himself as beneath this basil tree, he locates himself in or
within it "olsa i 4a 50 4", This imagery indicates Darwish's proximity and, most importantly, his
immersion in the Palestinian land. The intimate detail in this line strengthens Palestinians'
connection to their sacred ground. In addition, Darwish links his heritage and Islam through the
use of this imagery. He combines the Qur'an and the basil tree together to further induce the sense
of his homeland's sanctity. As mentioned previously, basil is associated with heaven as it is
described in Surat Al-Waagia (a5 &85 5 453057 308). So, the combination of Qur'an and basil paints
a picture of Darwish's feelings towards Palestine. He is nostalgic for it and remembersitas a piece
of heaven on earth.

Conclusion

This research argues that Mahmoud Darwish's (1995) e )13 s & 0 588" exhibits subtle
but forceful modes of resistance. It reveals that Darwish uses the letter niin as a deliberate
multimodal strategy. It is rooted deeply in the poem's structure instead of the overt religiosity.
Darwish engages with Qur'anic symbols to portray a shared cultural and symbolic reservoir that
makes the poem resonate deeply with the reader. The religious metaphor serves as an aesthetic
ethical tool that shows the collective Palestinian identity and their resilience. Andrews' (2018)
multimodal poetics as a theoretical approach illustrates how the three modes are combined to create
layered meanings that extend beyond the semantic level. Darwish's technical choices are central
to how resistance is encoded and sustained within the poem. In the end, this reading highlights
Darwish's contribution to modern Arabic poetry as a space where form itself becomes an act of
cultural preservation and defiance. Future directions can build on this study to approach other
poems by Mahmoud Darwish that engage Quranic interpretations. Scholars could also refer to this
study for any future comparative works with other religious poems.
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Appendix

Table 1. The framing approaches employed in Darwish’s work
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Text Transliteration What is Qur’anic/ Aural Visual/ Metaphor  Interpretive
evidence framed? Intertext  expectatio spatial cue link claim
(Arabic) cue ncreated onpage
e 4 FT ghabati al- Opening Lightand Echoing A circular Continuity The curve
s zaytin, sharga and closing guidance rhythm; frame , rebirth, of ¢ nin,
Bop al-yanabi ... frames soft nasal resemblin and sacred turning
el enclosing /n/sound g ¢nin return space and
(L1-2,L the poem sound intoa
29-30) vessel  of
) memory.
sl ‘Allamani al- A teaching Source of Long Enjambm  Transmitti The
& O Qur’ana fi frame: the moral vowels ent and ng Qur’anic
da 5 dahati al- grandfather inheritan and spacing memory lesson
olll...  rayhan ... asateacher, ce and recurring and faith transforms
(L 12— the child as knowled /n/ into an
13) a student ge produce a inheritance.
recitative
rhythm
Wa a3l g« Min  Adamin Genealogic The first The Descent Human Bridges
¢3a («s ji'ma wa min al  frame creation repetition andreturn lineage to sacred
4 4 Hawwa'a fi that of /n/ and divine history and
okl (L jannati al- descends tanwin speech present
14-15) nisyan. from Adam nasalizes memory.
and Eve the sound
a5l Al-wagqifina Sacred Surat al- Pause and Quotation Divine An emblem
Jds= oY al-ana hawla witnessing Rahman invocation marks origin and of creation
/"o “al-nan/ fi frames from isolate remembra and
Sysm & sirat “al- ancestors narration  “0) o)’ nce collective
Mg Rahman,”  / gathered to ritual visually memory.
... #&) / Allahumma ... around the recitation
il (L faltash-had! ntn (o /n/)
20-22)
Table 2. The rhythm patterns employed in Darwish’s work
Sound  Where  Theeffect Affective Qur’anic  Metaphor Interpretive
pattern value echo? link claim
Refrain The A A rhythm that N/A Creates a Darwish uses
The rhyme letter rhythmic,  creates flow sense of repetition of
Qur’anic from niun (0) soft, fluency the sound nin
significanc  Surat is echoing and (©) In/ in his
e of the Al- repeated sound eloguence poem as an
reference Rahman in Surat attempt to
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to the nin Al- connect  and
(©) In the Rahman relive the glory
title 75 times of the
Palestinian
past, as well as
its beauty and
blessings.
Repetition Internal “ oS  Slow and Soothing The Producesa The repetition
of the rhythm &,sv 4 peaceful effect repetition rhythmic, of the letter niin
sound nin s ) of  the comfortin (o) connects
(0) (nasal like the letter niin g melody  the poem back
hum) nin (0) () at the to the comfort
in the end of childhood,
Surat of almost the  mother’s
Al- every voice, the land,
Rahman ayah and the
heritage.
The less Less The first The effects The less N/A Creates a This repetition
rhythmic rhythmi and last differ from rhythmic sense of produces a
repetition  crhyme stanza, fastto slow rhyme evokes fragility circular
of the the to heavy feelings of and structure,
sound niin second  betweenthe nostalgia and humanity reinforcing the
() In the stanza, repeated lament, while continuity  of
poem and the nian (o) in reflecting on spiritual  and
fifth the stanzas. loss and ancestral
stanza memory. identity.
The Anapho The first The heavy The continuit The A sense of This recurrence
looping ra stanza  connection y of life; the beginnin continuity creates a
effect (refrain) and the s between bower of gofSurat between cyclical pattern
final beginnings remembrance Al- life and that
stanza  and ends Rahman  death emphasizes the
with its creates a ongoing
end deeper connection to
meaning  spiritual and
of life. ancestral roots.

Note. N/A = not applicable.

Table 3. The selectivity employed in Darwish’s work.
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Micro- Why this micro- What gets The culturalmemory Metaphor link One  strong
unit unit (what does it excluded by activated (what  bigger claim (cause
selected  compress?) this choice idealivesinside — effect)
(word/ (and why that the tiny unit?)
letter) matters)
s o The nan is an All other Prevalence and Religion Ancestral
B g Arabic letter that Qur’anic Suras continuity roots
el IS repeated that contain prevailing and
constantly inSurat the letter nin resisting
Al-Rahman erasure
Cbudd bl The nin is located Remembrance and Politics Suggested
at the end of the collective memories sense of
poet’s homeland of belonging and belonging to
exile  from  the Palestine
homeland
O The national Heritage and sacred Culture The
symbol of Qur’anic Palestinians’
Palestine significance deep
connection to
the land
Ol )l Cultural, Symbol of paradise Nostalgia Longing for
religious, and and home memories (olfactory the past
nostalgic image) through  the
meanings scent of basil
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