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Abstract

One of the problems in translating literary-religious texts is the issue of
choosing equivalents for proper names (PNs). The aim of the present study
was to investigate the procedures of translating PNs in Imam Ali’s Nahj al-
Balaghah and its three Persian translations (by Makarem Shirazi, Ayati,
Jafari) and three English translations (by Husain, Jafari, and Ahlul Bayt
Digital Islamic Library Project). To analyze the data, the most recent model
(i.e., Nyanjeri-Wangri, 2019) was used as the framework for examining the
PNs. The model included six procedures of “preservation, loan translations,
non-translation plus additional explanation, adaptation, use of common
nouns”. The researcher attempted to find answers to the following questions:
Does Nyangeri and Wangari’s (2019) taxonomy cover all procedures used by
translator? What procedures are employed by translators? Are translators
consistent in using specific procedures for rendering all PNs? Is there any
difference between English and Persian translators’ tendencies towards using
particular procedures? How is the distribution of procedures? What are the
most and the least frequent procedures? Based on the findings, both groups of
Persian translators and English translators have most frequently employed the
two procedures of “preservation” and ‘“non-translation plus additional
explanation”. Together, these two procedures covered more than a third of all
procedures. On the other hand, it was found that “use of common nouns” was
the least repeatedly used procedure.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Religious or sacred texts have always been among the most challenging
texts to translate. These types of texts are considered literary or, more
generally, expressive. Nahj al-Balagha is a prominent literary text in
Arabic literature, containing narratives that serve as a model for modern
literary works. The translation of proper names is one of the important
issues that translators of literary texts frequently encounter. By employing
various strategies and techniques, translators have constantly strived to
overcome this challenge in one way or another. Researchers, too, by
examining studies conducted on different corpora and using various models
and frameworks, have attempted to focus on both the hidden and visible
aspects of this field.

One of the challenges in translating literary-religious texts is finding
equivalents for proper names (PNs). The reason for this may be the
underlying semantic layer or allusive references that sometimes exist in
certain PNs. In such situations, applying a transliteration procedure, which
only targets the superficial and formal layer of discourse, is by no means
adequate and deprives the reader of understanding key elements of the
source text (ST). In other words, although the challenge of finding suitable
equivalents for ST vocabulary is generally a major challenge in translation,
it should not be overlooked that the issue of equivalence is influenced by
the type of strategy the translator chooses.

The present study sought to find answers to the following questions: 1)
Does the Nyanjeri-Wangri (2019) model cover all the strategies used by
translators? 2) What strategies have been used in translating proper names
in Nahj al-Balagha? 3) Have the translators been consistent in applying
these strategies? 4) Was any specific pattern observed in the tendency of
Persian and English translators towards using particular types of strategies?
5) What is the quantitative distribution (percentage and frequency) of the
strategies? Which are the most and least frequently used strategies for
translating proper names?

2. Theoretical Framework

Previous research on procedures and techniques for rendering PNs has not
placed much emphasis on the comparative study of Persian and English
translations of a single Arabic religious text. Nahj al-Balagha by Amir al-
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Mu'minin, Imam Ali (peace be upon him), is considered the second most
prominent religious book for Shiites after the Holy Qur'an. In the present
study, given the necessity of conducting research focusing on this valuable
corpus, an effort was made to also evaluate the adequacy of current
frameworks in covering the strategies for translating PNs.

To date, none of the previous studies have addressed the improvement
of existing models or their adaptation to cover all strategies for translating
PNs in religious texts. The present research was conducted to fill this
research gap.

It is believed that translating PNs is one of the problems facing
translators of literary texts. PNs are words used to refer to singular objects,
people's names, specific place names, specific works of art, etc., and in
some cases, they are also considered culture-bound.

Regarding PNs, the most superficial view is that they should simply be
transferred without translation. However, most researchers in this field
believe that in most literary texts, due to their semantic content and roots
in the source culture, translating PNs—not merely transferring them—is
entirely necessary. In fact, paying attention to the meaning of words and
PNs may be essential in translating certain texts.

3. Research Method

The research corpus consists of a total of 371 PNs (Arabic words) along
with their Persian and English equivalents. The Persian equivalents were
taken from three Persian translations by Makarem Shirazi, Ayati, and Jafari
(extracted from Nahj al-Balagha software, n.d.), and the English
equivalents were taken from three English translations by Husain, Jafari,
and Ahlul Bayt Digital Islamic Library Project team. The data extracted
from this corpus were analyzed using Nyanjeri-Wangri’s (2019) model.
Regarding the corpus, it is necessary to mention that repeated names were
not counted unless the translator had used a different equivalent; therefore,
the number of words in the corpus is significantly more than 371 proper
names.

Theorists of translation often try to pave the way for practical translators
by presenting frameworks and models. In the field of proper names, models
often contain several basic strategies for rendering these names. In this
regard, the most recent model belongs to Nyanjeri-Wangri (2019: 351-360)
and includes the following six strategies:

a) Preservation: When the translator presents the name "as it is," but
using the alphabet of the target language and with approximately the same
pronunciation (p. 351).
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b) Loan Translation: When the translator provides the "literal" meaning
of the name without adding clarifying explanations. Sometimes the
translator can preserve part of the name and translate another part; this
combined strategy also falls under "loan translation" (p. 356).

¢) Non-Translation Plus Additional Explanation: By applying this
strategy, after transliterating the source name, the translator adds clarifying
information either "intratextually" (directly within the main text) or
"extratextually" (e.g., in parentheses or footnotes) (p. 357).

d) Adaptation: When an equivalent, established, and fully recognized
name exists in the target culture for a source-language name, and the
translator uses it, they have effectively used the adaptation strategy (p.
358).

e) Replacement with Common Nouns: This occurs when the translator
replaces a proper name with a common noun, for example, instead of
naming an individual, using a pronoun or general words (such as 'someone,’
'a person,' 'somebody,' 'a human,' 'a man,' 'a woman,' etc.) (p. 360).

f) Omission: As the title of this strategy suggests, its application means
"omitting" and ignoring all or part of the PN in the ST (p. 360).

4. Conclusion

Translation of religious texts, as one of the most challenging literary texts,
has often been the focus of researchers' attention. Nahj al-Balagha, as the
second most important Shiite religious book after the Holy Qur'an, is a
work that has always shone uniquely at the peak of literary works. One of
the problems in translating literary-religious texts is the issue of
equivalence strategies for PNs, which was the concern of the present study.
According to the research findings, a total of six strategies—namely
"preservation, loan translation, non-translation plus additional explanation,
adaptation, replacement with common nouns, and omission"—have been
used in translating proper names in Nahj al-Balagha.

The findings indicate a lack of consistency among translators in
applying translation strategies. In other words, the diversity of PNs and the
specific semantic content of each name have led translators to use various
strategies in their appropriate positions. Nevertheless, both groups of
translators (Persian and English) share a tendency to use the two strategies
of "preservation" and "non-translation plus additional explanation."
Together, these two strategies account for more than one-third of all
strategies used.

In fact, translators resorted solely to the "preservation" strategy in cases
where it sufficed for translating a PN, but in other cases, they often
endeavored to add explanatory notes. On the other hand, it was observed
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that the translators showed the least tendency to use the strategy of
replacing proper names with common nouns.

Future researchers are advised to conduct similar studies on translations
of other religious corpora (including Nahj al-Fasahah). Furthermore,
considering other languages besides Persian and English, such as German,
French, Russian, and Chinese, could open new horizons for researchers in
this field.
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