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Abstract

This study investigates the integration of Artificial Intelligence (Al) in Saudi Arabia’s
media translation industry within the framework of Vision 2030. As Al increasingly
supports global translation practices, Saudi Arabia faces a pressing challenge: how to adopt
these tools without compromising linguistic precision and cultural fidelity, particularly in
media content rich with idioms, religious references and traditional expressions. The study
adopts a hybrid theoretical framework combining the Unified Theory of Acceptance and
Use of Technology (UTAUT) by Venkatesh et al. (2003) and Cultural Adaptation Theory
(CAT) by Kim (1988) to explore both technological usability and cultural sensitivity. A
qualitative approach was employed, including semi-structured interviews, focus groups and
document analysis of Al and human translations of Saudi cultural terms. Findings reveal
that while Al tools improve translation speed and efficiency, they often fail to capture
emotional tone and cultural context, necessitating human refinement. UTAUT highlighted
usability factors and adoption barriers, while CAT exposed AI’s limitations in handling
culturally embedded language. The study concludes that AI should complement, not
replace, human translators in culturally significant contexts. It recommends hybrid
workflows, enhanced training data, translator involvement in Al design and improved post-
editing infrastructure. These findings inform strategies for culturally competent Al
integration in alignment with Saudi Arabia’s socio-cultural and technological goals.

Keywords: Al-Driven Translation, Cultural Adaptation, Media, Vision 2030
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1. Introduction

The integration of Artificial Intelligence (Al) in the translation industry is reshaping
practices worldwide (Benmansour & Hdouch, 2023), with Saudi Arabia standing out as a
particularly dynamic example. This transformation is closely tied to the country’s Vision
2030, a strategic framework aimed at economic diversification and technological
advancement, which includes the growth of the media sector (Moshashai et al., 2020). As
this sector expands, it increasingly leverages Al to enhance productivity and maintain high
standards of accuracy, which are essential for effectively engaging both local and
international audiences.

The translation industry in Saudi Arabia faces unique challenges and opportunities, as
revealed by the literature available (e.g., Alkhatnai, 2021; Aldossary, 2023). While
artificial intelligence has the potential to drive operational efficiencies and expand Saudi
media offerings globally, maintaining linguistic accuracy and cultural authenticity remains
a key issue (Dania & Melissa, 2023; Mohamed et al., 2024). These are most evident in the
case of the media industry, where translations have to effectively transmit nuances, humor,
idiomatic words, and cultural references to appeal to diverse audiences (Hallberg, 2024).
Therefore, there is a need to determine how effectively artificial intelligence can be
integrated while at the same time addressing challenges that would undermine its
effectiveness.

The current study aims to investigate wide-ranging use of artificial intelligence in the
translation field in Saudi Arabia, in its specific media context, as well as its challenges and
opportunities. By analyzing challenges faced by translation specialists, such as linguistic
nuances and cultural references, and possible solutions to them, this research hopes to
contribute to strategic goals envisioned in Vision 2030. In addition, it aims to provide
suggestions on how to maximize use of Al in translation operations to make technological
progress match cultural relevance and accuracy.

The expected outcomes of this study include a detailed examination of the impact of
artificial intelligence on the development of translation practices in the media industry,
highlighting both the benefits and drawbacks. This study will offer practical guidelines for
the implementation of Al technologies in translation workflows with the objective of
achieving a balance between business efficiency and the necessity of cultural sensitivity.
Besides, it offers recommendations to policymakers and stakeholders in Saudi Arabia,
suggesting an approach to the use of Al in translation practices that maintains respect for
cultural differences while supporting the general economic and cultural objectives of the
country.

To conclude, this study aims to answer these questions:

Navigating AI-Driven Translation in Saudi Arabia's Mohammed Abdullah Alharbi
Media: Challenges and Opportunities
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1. To what extent are Al translation systems effective in accurately translating
culturally rich terms from Saudi media content into English?

2. What are the most common translation challenges Al systems face when handling
idiomatic expressions, religious references, and traditional cultural concepts?

3. How do translation professionals in Saudi Arabia perceive the usability, reliability,
and limitations of Al in their workflows?

4. What factors influence the acceptance and integration of Al tools by media
translators in Saudi Arabia?

5. How can Al tools be optimized to better address cultural adaptation challenges in
translation, and what role should human expertise play in this process?

2. Literature Review

The use of Artificial Intelligence (Al) has revolutionized translation services, mirroring
a wider trend toward digitalization across different industries (Mohamed et al., 2024).
Various studies have shown that Al has the potential to maximize translation efficiency by
processing large amounts of text at incredible speeds and high levels of accuracy, qualities
much valued in the fast-paced, ever-changing nature of current day's news environment
(Nasser El Erafy, 2023; Cherepakhin, 2024). A study by Shah et al. (2019) and by Serag et
al. (2019) confirms that translation tools supported by Al, such as by machine learning
algorithms and neural networks, are recognized as being significantly cost-effective and as
cutting down on turnaround times. However, these studies also unearth an underlying
limitation: while Al is proficient at core translation tasks, it struggles with maintaining
linguistic nuances and cultural subtleties, thereby requiring human intervention to plug
these gaps.

The Vision 2030 program in Saudi Arabia is a driver for technological development in
the country, specifically in terms of integrating artificial intelligence into translation
services. Al-Sulaiti and Al-Khalifa (2020) analyze how this national master plan promotes
modernization in efforts to improve economic diversification and promote cultural
interchange through advanced translation technologies (Alshuwaikhat & Mohammed,
2017). The authors note that, despite the high use of Al technologies in ensuring efficiency
in operations, major hindrances still exist when translating content with a considerable
level of idiomatic expressions and cultural nuances, particularly in the media industry,
where ensuring cultural authenticity is critical for engaging audiences efficiently.

The cultural dimension of Al translation poses serious challenges, most notably in terms
of international media (Khasawneh, 2023; Falempin & Ranadireksa, 2024). The studies by
AlKaabi et al. (2024) and Moriarty and O'Sullivan (2021) emphasize that successful
translation of media requires not only linguistic accuracy, but also an in-depth cultural
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context, as well as sensitivity to emotional and context-based nuances evoking resonance
in diverse audiences (Li et al., 2023). These studies point out that modern Al capabilities
fail to grasp delicate cultural nuances critical to translation needs in the media, thus
reaffirming the need for an interactive system that marries computational power with
human translators' cultural insight.

The development of artificial intelligence (AI) technologies has made their use
increasingly vital in significant areas like Saudi media (Chan-Olmsted, 2019). The existing
literature emphasizes the need for developing Al tools that have the flexibility to fit
different environments in terms of culture, thus promoting a hybrid model where human
minds augment the efficiency and effectiveness of Al (Kornacki & Pietrzak, 2024). Such a
model is in line with Saudi Vision 2030, whose aim is to expand Saudi media's cultural
impact without sacrificing its authenticity.

This study is unique in its focus on the Saudi Arabian media environment, tackling the
challenges and opportunities that Al presents in this unique context. It aligns with Vision
2030's strategic plans by exploring how to maximize Al to balance productivity with
sensitivity to cultural subtleties in translation practices, the subject that has been
inadequately covered by past research. Diverging from more global assessments, this study
presents a systematic review of the role that Al plays in translation work involving
culturally sensitive sources, presenting strategic options for complimenting human efforts
with Al. These strategies are meant to overcome limitations faced by Al when dealing with
linguistic complexities regarding cultural references, while at the same time leveraging its
capabilities for improved operational efficiency, thus filling an omission in past research.

3. Method

This study uses a qualitative approach to investigate the effectiveness of Al in
generating culturally sensitive expressions used in Saudi media, while also investigating
professionals' perspectives, behavioural intentions and challenges faced in the translation
field. This approach is in line with its key aim of focusing on five fundamental research
questions, which include both technological applicability and cultural adaptability aspects
pertaining to translation supported by an expanded use of Al. The study is supported by a
hybrid theoretical framework, drawn from the integration of UTAUT and CAT (More
explanation is given in the next subsection). This integration allows this exploration not
only into how people use and perceive Al, but also how it is able to incorporate cultural
and context-based nuances that are critical to making correct and efficient translations.

For data collection, the study uses three combined qualitative methods: semi-structured
interviews, focus group discussions and document analysis. The semi-structured interviews
serve as a tool for data collection and were conducted on ten purposely selected
participants, including professional translators, project managers and media content
editors. They have firsthand experience with the use of Al tools in the field of media

Navigating AI-Driven Translation in Saudi Arabia's Mohammed Abdullah Alharbi
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translation in Saudi Arabia. The interviews' main aim is to gather information on the
current role and effectiveness of Al in translating terms specific to Saudi Arabia,
considering its usability and reliability and the translation issues specifically related to
idiomatic sayings, religious terms and concepts with traditional cultural meanings.
Additionally, the interviews aim to offer suggestions on how to improve cooperation with
human contributors. The interview questions were framed following the UTAUT model,
including performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence and facilitating
conditions, and were combined with CAT concepts relating to cultural interpretation and
context sensitivity.

To expand the data set and promote collective reflection, two focus group sessions were
integrated in the study. Three participants took part in each group to articulate and reflect
on experiences with Al tools in translation. The conversations promote collective insight
into practical issues faced by translation methodologies with the aid of Al, focusing on
cultural sensitivities and maintaining fidelity in communication through different media.
Participants were asked to note prevailing strategies, best practices and possible avenues
toward innovating the use of Al-based systems within culturally sensitive translation
parameters.

This study, alongside interviews and group discussions, looks at ten machine-generated
English translations of Saudi cultural vocabulary found in published articles in Saudi
newspapers. This document analysis compares the translations produced by a machine
with human translations in order to evaluate them in terms of accuracy, suitability of
translation to culture, as well as semantic appropriateness. The study focuses on how
consistently strong and weak points are exhibited in how machine translations handle
culturally ingrained phrases, such as folk proverbs, religious utterances, idiomatic
expressions and customary practices. This part of the study is directly driven by CAT and
is meant to provide supporting qualitative findings garnered from participants' experiences.

For data analysis, a blend of deductive and inductive coding approaches was utilized:
deductive coding was guided by UTAUT and CAT theories, while inductive coding
allowed for new context-specific findings. The iterative nature of the analysis ensures that
obtained findings provide an extensive and unbiased representative picture of advantages
and limitations of Al translation in Saudi media.

Throughout the study process, ethical principles were maintained at all times. Informed
consent was obtained from all participants, with centralized information distributed on the
aims of the study, participants' confidentiality rights and their right to withdraw at any
stage without providing a reason. The compiled data was kept confidential and kept in safe
locations where only the researcher had access, ensuring participants' sensitivities while
maintaining data integrity. This qualitative research method is also most suited to
investigate the complexities involved in introducing artificial intelligence into translation
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procedures in Saudi Arabia. It allows for extensive examination of both technological and
cultural elements involved in translation and is directly applicable to enhancing adoption
rates as well as translation quality.

3.1. Theoretical Framework

This study utilizes a composite theory framework that integrates Venkatesh et al.'s
(2003) Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT) with the Cultural
Adaptation Theory (CAT) proposed by Kim (1988). This is with a view to developing an
overarching model for measuring the use of artificial intelligence (Al) in the field of media
translation in Saudi Arabia. This is an approach best suited to address the dual goals of this
research: measuring acceptance levels for Al technologies by translation experts and
determining how effectively Al can handle culturally sensitive materials. The two
theoretical frames bring different insights to the analysis, thus ensuring an extensive
examination of both technological and cultural factors in Al translation.

The Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT) provides an
indispensable framework for exploring the adoption, functionality, and acceptance of
artificial intelligence (AIl) technologies by professionals within the translation industry.
UTAUT outlines a series of factors affecting technology adoption, such as performance
expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence, and facilitating conditions (Venkatesh et
al., 2003). These can be directly used in research to interpret the motivations behind the
adoption or rejection of Al tools by translators as well as other stakeholders in this line of
business. For instance, coding results gathered through interviews and focus groups with
translation practitioners against these UTAUT constructs at analysis helps identify both
perceived benefits and limitations of AI tools from an insider’s perspective. The
perceptions of usefulness of Al (performance expectancy) and ease with which such
technologies may be incorporated into preexisting workflows (effort expectancy) help
reveal both the opportunity benefits as well as limitations of Al tools. Social influence
explains how others’ thoughts, management orders, and industry trends influence
willingness to adopt Al, while facilitating conditions highlight how strong IT support and
organization structures play a role in affecting acceptance of Al. This inquiry provides an
integrative view on what factors drive acceptance of Al technologies, shedding both
practical concerns as well as perceived opportunities for optimizing translation efficiency
through adoption of Al.

Further, CAT highlights the capabilities of Al in coping with complexities involved in
the translation of media materials in different cultural environments (Kim, 1988). CAT is
most suited when considering how Al meets the translation needs in coping with cultural
symbolism, idiomatic expressions, and subtleties specific to context, all crucial for
appealing to both Saudi and foreign audiences. In this study's framework, CAT is used as a
qualitative framework for analysing translation samples, along with translation experts'
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judgments on how culturally authentic outputs are produced by Al For example,
document analysis saw translations produced by Al examined to identify points at which
the Al successfully adapted culturally referenced material or failed to mean what was
intended. Similarly, interviews with translators can provide insights into particular
difficulties they have when Al attempts to translate culturally sensitive vocabulary. The
use of CAT makes possible an in-depth analysis of both cultural sensitivity and quality in
Al-aided translations, thus laying a platform on which human intervention remains key and
suggesting how Al tools can be improved to better fit cultural sensitivities.

By combining UTAUT theory with CAT theory, this research successfully addresses
both technological and cultural aspects involved in translation's adoption of Al. This
holistic framework allows for an in-depth exploration of complexities involved with
applying Al in real-life translation scenarios, in this case, in environments having an added
need for cultural sensitivity. The UTAUT model serves as a theoretical framework for
analysing pragmatic factors affecting adoption by translation professionals, such as
usability and underlying social dynamics within workplaces, while CAT theory places
analysis in context regarding cultural environments affecting translation procedures. The
integration of these two theories allows for consideration of both opportunities and
limitations involved with the use of AI and leads to actionable suggestions toward
improving adoption as well as utilization of Al technologies by Saudi Arabia's translation
industry. Knowledge from this integrated framework aids in strategies that balance
technological efficacy with cultural applicability. This two-pronged approach makes this
hybrid framework an ideal theoretical orientation with which to examine the intersection
of new translation technologies and diverse audience expectations.

4. Results and their discussion
This section provides the findings of the current study as follows:

4.1. Traditional Dance in Saudi Arabia

Table 1: Al Translation of 4l 4 )21l (Najdi Ardah)

Cultural Terms from the Saudi Media

Al Translation of Cultural Terms

clbnlial JS 3 Aailall 5 jealall dgaadl) dda ad) aad g
gl e o0y sibal sl 5 e a1 Sl Lt o i 30
Ll s @l s 7 dll e T L ¢ samys «Jsalall
& all duad ) culS LY ellall oY gl yaay auil &

oadl e

(» 2018-2-13 5 53 3ol dinis)

The Najdi Ardah is a constant presence at
all national occasions, where the king,
princes, and citizens participate to the
rhythm of drums. It is seen as an expression
of joy and peace, and also as a renewal of
allegiance to the king, since it was
originally a war dance during times of
conflict.
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(Al-Jazirah Newspaper, 13 February 2018)

Proposed translation: The Najdi Ardah, a traditional war dance, .......

Based on CAT, Al translation systems show partial effectiveness in rendering culturally
rich terms from Saudi media into English. In the example of “Aasill 4 x> the Al
translation successfully conveys surface-level meaning—describing it as a war dance
associated with national occasions. However, it fails to capture the deeper cultural
resonance of the term, which embodies national pride, tribal valor, and symbolic loyalty to
the monarchy. While the basic message is preserved, the emotive and cultural intensity is
diluted. CAT emphasizes that effective cross-cultural communication requires not only
linguistic accuracy but also cultural and contextual sensitivity, areas where Al often
underperforms. Human revision that reintroduces terms like “traditional war dance”
provides a closer cultural fit, indicating that Al alone is insufficient for full cultural
fidelity.

The main translation challenges Al systems face, as highlighted through this example,
stem from their inability to process idiomatic and context-bound meanings. Phrases such
as “clall ¥l ua% are translated functionally but miss their ritualistic and symbolic
undertones. Al tends to flatten stylistic and emotional richness into neutral, technical
language, which limits audience engagement and cultural resonance. According to CAT,
successful translation must consider how cultural terms function pragmatically within the
source culture, something Al systems struggle to interpret. These limitations reveal a
broader issue: while Al excels at literal transfer, it lacks the interpretive competence
necessary to navigate the culturally embedded nature of Saudi media discourse,
underscoring the ongoing need for human-AlI collaboration.

4.2. Folk Proverb in Saudi Arabia

Table 2. Al translation of =) & 4 (Obscure Saying)

Cultural Terms from the Saudi Media Al Translation of Cultural Terms
P e ok A gl @i ddle Ay oL During a public session, I was expressing my
OhAl s aandl e dddd Lelaad o @)l sl opinion through an intervention that I wanted
S b ) JERY) e Dle Lgb andl of @y i to keep light on the ears and pleasant in tone.
Cagyma oS3 o A Gogn o3 Jial 1aa o ol So, I decided to incorporate a well-known
L oAy g 4 il A Ji) Sy aeal) sl proverb, assuming it would be familiar to
N o everyone. The proverb I chose to use was
[ I 319
(:2009-7-21) Lise 4a Lillah ya Ramzi!
(Okaz Newspaper, 21 July 2009)

Proposed Translation: It is all lost now; we can only hope for divine compensation.
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Based on CAT, the Al translation of the Saudi folk expression “s_»_ & 4 demonstrates
significant limitations in conveying culturally embedded meaning. The Al rendered the
proverb as “Lillah ya Ramzi!”, a literal transliteration that neither clarifies the identity of
“g»)” nor interprets the intended sentiment of the phrase. In Saudi dialect, such
expressions are often emotionally charged and context-specific, functioning more as
cultural idioms than translatable phrases. CAT stresses the importance of communicative
functionality over direct equivalence, highlighting that the AI output lacks pragmatic
relevance and fails to resonate with non-Arabic audiences unfamiliar with this idiom. The
researcher’s proposed translation, “It is all lost now; we can only hope for divine
compensation”, offers a more culturally adapted version that conveys the original meaning
and emotional weight, thus aligning better with CAT principles of functional and cultural
equivalence.

The translation challenge here stems primarily from the proverb’s obscurity and
embedded cultural connotation, which Al systems are currently unequipped to decipher.
Folk sayings like “s <, & 4” are deeply rooted in shared social memory and regional
vernacular, making them highly resistant to literal translation. The Al system, lacking
access to sociolinguistic context and emotional framing, defaults to surface-level
processing, resulting in a nonsensical output that obscures meaning rather than clarifying
it. CAT identifies this as a failure of cultural decoding, where understanding requires both
linguistic competence and cultural immersion. This case reinforces the idea that Al
struggles most when dealing with idiomatic, emotionally expressive, and culturally loaded
language, underscoring the indispensable role of human translators in ensuring cultural
resonance and communicative impact.

4.3. Historical Reference in Saudi Arabia

Table 3. Al of LlSe 35 (Ancient Cultural Market)

Cultural Terms from the Saudi Media

Al Translation of Cultural Terms

Glalall 8 coall Gleud LS Ble Gew (S5
A5 Cally Sally s olaall Eile Ledls @Dyl
sladl o Gandl () b sl 5 el JiLall de giial)

Apall s ol

(5 2018-6-27) LpaV dtnn

Souq Okaz was the largest marketplace of
the Arabs during both the pre-Islamic and
Islamic eras, and the most renowned
gathering for trade, thought, literature, and
the diverse culture of Arab tribes and visitors
from across the Arabian Peninsula.

(Al-Eqtisadiah Newspaper, 27 June 2018)

Proposed Translation: Souq Okaz, the most famous pre-Islamic and early Islamic
marketplace, was a vibrant hub for trade, poetry, debate, and cultural exchange among Arab

tribes.
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Based on CAT, the Al translation of the historical reference “k\Se (35 demonstrates a
reasonable grasp of surface content but underrepresents the cultural and historical depth
the term conveys. The phrase “the largest marketplace” and “renowned gathering for trade,
thought, literature...” are accurate but do not fully capture the profound cultural symbolism
of Souq Okaz in Arab memory. In pre-Islamic and early Islamic history, this market was
not only a site for commerce but a sacred arena for poetic contests, tribal diplomacy, and
cultural identity, which CAT would classify as high-context meaning. The Al translation,
while factually correct, lacks this cultural richness, reducing a historically symbolic
institution into a mere trading venue. The proposed human translation enhances the text by
including culturally resonant terms like “poetry,” “debate,” and “cultural exchange,”
aligning more closely with CAT's focus on pragmatic and symbolic equivalence.

The main challenge for Al in this example lies in its inability to recognize or convey the
multi-layered significance of cultural landmarks. CAT posits that successful translation
must reflect how the source culture emotionally and symbolically perceives its institutions,
which the Al fails to do here. The phrase “L\Se 3.7 is deeply embedded with notions of
Arab heritage, oratory prestige, and intertribal unity, but the AI’s neutral rendering misses
these cultural cues. This points to a broader pattern in Al translation systems where
historical and cultural terms are reduced to utilitarian definitions, stripping them of their
narrative power and social relevance. Consequently, while Al can produce grammatically
and semantically sound translations, it lacks the interpretive frameworks needed to
contextualize and culturally adapt historically rich terms—highlighting once again the
necessity of human intervention for full communicative effectiveness.

4.4. Hospitality Tradition

Table 4. Al translation of 452l 5 5¢8ll (Saudi Coffee Rituals)

Cultural Terms from the Saudi Media Al Translation of Cultural Terms

il Baaane Cilansay Lapd 658l i i glad <56 WS | The traditional steps of serving coffee
Gl Diad ¢ Aaall &l jally dagail) L3VYs cilasi )5 casdl | were once known by specific names that
alal Capadll 4y Al el e ingdly oladd aul | have faded over time, with their former
«euslly Gladh Ll 3 seill dadu CUEY aaiill Jd 4850 | meanings deeply rooted in local heritage.
O Ay bsgill axdey 133N Cauall 4guing (a8 | For instance, the “Fannjan al-Haif” is the
Oladd S5 aall Ay o U e A «iwally | cup the host drinks from in front of the
208 e Canadll g Canall aalaty alluialy o3 sl | guests to prove the coffee’s safety. The
(i & | “Fgnnjan_al-Kayf” is enjoyed by the

(5 2023-10-1) Lo 351 5,20 i guest to savor the coffee's flavor, followed

by the “Fannjan al-Dhayf”, symbolizing
generosity and the guest’s esteemed status.
Lastly, the “Fannjan_al-Sayf” represents
a pledge between host and guest to stand
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together in times of hardship.

(Asharq Al-Awsat Newspaper, 1 October
2023)

Proposed Translation: “Fannjan al-Haif (‘safety cup’), Fannjan al-Kayf (‘pleasure cup’),
Fannjan al-Dhayf (‘guest cup’), and Fannjan al-Sayf (‘sword cup’) represent stages of
hospitality reflecting trust, enjoyment, honor, and solidarity.”

Using CAT as a lens, the Al translation of Saudi coffee rituals offers a structured and
informative account but does not fully convey the symbolic richness and emotional
resonance embedded in the original. While the translation clearly explains the function of
each coffee cup, Haif, Kayf, Dhayf, and Sayf, it stops short of translating their cultural
weight. These terms represent more than stages of serving; they are rituals of social
bonding and tribal identity, deeply tied to values of trust, generosity, and solidarity. CAT
emphasizes the need to translate not just the text but the cultural experience, which is
achieved more effectively in the proposed human translation. By labeling each cup with
functional cultural equivalents like "safety cup" or "sword cup," the improved version
better captures the narrative structure and communal values underlying this hospitality
tradition.

The core translation challenge for Al here is its inability to navigate culturally coded
practices that depend on shared heritage and social rituals. CAT identifies this as a failure
to engage with the pragmatic and affective dimensions of communication, Al describes
what happens but not why it matters within the cultural context. Rituals like Saudi coffee
serving are not only actions but performative affirmations of social cohesion and tribal
ethics. The Al system, limited to literal equivalence, overlooks this ceremonial function.
This example illustrates how Al may excel in descriptive accuracy but underperforms in
communicating cultural intent, highlighting the ongoing need for human translators to
ensure that such translations resonate across cultural boundaries with the intended depth
and nuance.

4.5. Traditional Culture

Table 5. Al translation of J:¥) (! = (Camel Beauty Contest)

Cultural Terms from the Saudi Media Al Translation of Cultural Terms

& ol de diY) lle B cglad (b e Sl
Gl OIS Cua A AN olaa (B «dially ddlai
Alial) A8 5 Lgre Jalail) cilplisd sall 5 (g alaly g o2a
Ainglie e 4z 30 240 A dldlen (alSa Gaais e
5 s o 5 cEY) (i) Sal) 8 Qi) (e 3 3l

Bin Labdan’s journey in the world of
camels began at an early age in the “Al-
Habl” region of the Eastern deserts, where
he used to observe his grandfather and learn
from his father the basics of camel
handling, how to care for them, and how to
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A gna identify their points of beauty. His passion

(2021-12-8) Lise grew as he followed more beauty
competitions (mazayen) among relatives

and within a limited circle.

(Okaz Newspaper, 8 December 2021)

Proposed Translation: “Camel beauty contests, locally known as Mazayen, are prestigious
events celebrating camel lineage, appearance and Bedouin heritage.”

Using CAT, the Al translation of “J¥) ¢l «” (Camel Beauty Contest) demonstrates a
reasonable literal rendering but misses the deeper socio-cultural significance of the term in
the Saudi context. While the Al preserves factual information, referring to camel handling,
observation, and beauty competitions, it fails to reflect the prestige, tradition, and tribal
identity deeply embedded in these events. The phrase "beauty competitions (mazayen)"
offers little cultural insight to a non-Arabic audience unfamiliar with the practice. In
contrast, the human-enhanced version enriches the translation by framing Mazayen as
“prestigious events celebrating camel lineage, appearance and Bedouin heritage,” which
aligns more effectively with CAT’s call for functional, culturally adaptive translation.

The translation challenge here stems from AI’s inability to decode embedded cultural
practices and values, such as those linked to Bedouin pride, generational knowledge, and
social status symbolized in camel competitions. CAT emphasizes not only translating
lexical meaning but also transmitting the cultural roles that concepts play in their native
environments. Al, limited to surface-level semantics, fails to recognize the ceremonial and
heritage-based nature of () emazayen. This reflects a broader pattern in Al translations
where culturally specific practices are oversimplified, underscoring the necessity of human
translators to convey cultural prestige, symbolic weight, and community pride with the
nuance they deserve.

4.6. Idiomatic Expressions

Table 6: Al of the idiomatic expression by Bl A L e 5 s sall Gaiil)

Cultural Terms from the Saudi Media Al Translation of Cultural Terms

Capall Jusd b il o2 e Jiay IS Lo 8 It was said in the past, “Everyone sings of their

Ay ool ) Cana LAl sda J L L own Layla!” And as we are in the summer
lal Lniae el Jlal pewy 1w season, another old saying goes, “These are
O Lars DSy (3 e Mlia of A3l | paleal) summer tales!” Day and night, we read and
Llaf L gal) (gaidhe gy (531 maill aidll Jidl) hear news about players, accompanied by the
& oY) dna Qs B e Bheay (pad iy Lgb dreams of fans. The problem is that some

Lo na people trust these reports. As the old proverb

says, “Even _a crooked rifle sometimes hits
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(2011-8-4) LiSe ddnia the mark,” so when such a source gets it right
once, people start believing their news.

(Okaz Newspaper, 4 August 2011)

Proposed Translation: “As the folk saying goes, ‘Even a crooked rifle sometimes hits the
mark,’ suggesting that unreliable sources may occasionally get it right.”

Applying CAT, the Al translation of the idiomatic expression “s=_ leb Uil La sall 5211
shows a commendable attempt to retain figurative meaning by rendering it as “Even a
crooked rifle sometimes hits the mark.” This version effectively conveys the intended
message that unreliable sources may occasionally be right. However, from a CAT
perspective, while the proverb is translated idiomatically rather than literally, indicating a
higher level of linguistic adaptation, the cultural context and rhetorical tone embedded in
the original are somewhat flattened. The metaphor of a “crooked rifle” in Arabic not only
conveys unpredictability but also reflects a regional idiom rooted in Bedouin or rural oral
culture, which carries connotations of skepticism mixed with ironic acceptance. The Al
translation, though accurate, lacks a framing explanation to help non-Arabic audiences
appreciate its cultural texture and pragmatics.

The primary challenge for Al in this case is capturing tone and contextual resonance in
idiomatic language. CAT stresses that idioms function as cultural shorthand, evoking
shared values, humor, or critique within a speech community. In this example, the
expression sits within a sports journalism context, where satire and public commentary
blend. The Al translation omits the playful sarcasm and societal commentary typical of
Arabic idiomatic usage in media, reducing the proverb to a neutral phrase. This
underscores a recurring issue in Al translation: it often lacks sensitivity to tone, register,
and pragmatic nuance, particularly in culturally saturated expressions. Hence, while the Al
output here is broadly effective in meaning, it still falls short of cultural adaptation,
reinforcing the value of human contextualization in idiomatic translation.

4.7. Superstition and Belief

Table 7. Al of &=l (Evil Eye)

Cultural Terms from the Saudi Media Al Translation of Cultural Terms
& AL deadl (B WD aal Lles Glgpin U8 A few years ago, one of our colleagues at
& Ol o sl Laa g J jiell BlA Lais | 4] Hie work invited us to visit his home. When we
Al els W Al i) Al Bl gl il ol entered, we saw two luxurious cars parked in
) ME ASlgie Bk o aglaiy ol dlaie the spacious courtyard. Another colleague
058 e AT Gl | e gl Y sl Al L said to him, “Masha’Allah, you have these
Mol two fancy cars yet you commute in a
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(7 2012-5-21) &2 grall a1l 3y 52 rundown one?” He replied, visibly flustered,
“Don’t blame me... the eye... I’'m afraid of
people’s envy.”

(Al-Watan Newspaper, Saudi Arabia, 21
May 2012)

Proposed Translation: “Do not blame me... it is the evil eye; | fear people’s envy might bring
bad luck.”

From a CAT perspective, the Al translation of the phrase "cual" (the evil eye)
demonstrates moderate effectiveness in conveying meaning but lacks the full cultural and
emotional weight of the original. The phrase “the eye... I'm afraid of people’s envy”
identifies the referent, yet it does not fully communicate the depth of cultural belief
surrounding the evil eye in Saudi and broader Arab culture, where it is not merely envy but
a supernatural force feared to cause real harm. CAT stresses the importance of translating
both explicit content and cultural connotation. The human-proposed version, “it is the evil
eye, | fear people’s envy might bring bad luck”, enriches the translation by naming the
concept explicitly and aligning it with the culturally rooted idea of envy causing
misfortune, which better resonates with non-Arabic audiences.

The main translation challenge lies in AI’s tendency to under-contextualize culturally
embedded beliefs, particularly when they are tied to superstitions, religious concepts, or
informal speech. In Arab societies, mentioning “ce2l” in conversation evokes a deeply felt,
often religiously framed belief that connects envy with actual physical or material harm.
Al treats it as a metaphorical statement rather than a commonly held worldview, thereby
flattening the cultural intensity. CAT highlights that successful translation must not only
communicate what is said, but why and how it is understood in the cultural setting. In this
case, human intervention restores the pragmatic meaning and emotional resonance that Al
misses, reinforcing the idea that idiomatic and belief-laden expressions require culturally
informed translation strategies.

4.8. Religious Honorific

Table 8. Al translation of #1ad) i 4 o) Ja g 4 4aa

Cultural Terms from the Saudi Media Al Translation of Cultural Terms

Glall a5 s S3S Bl dnliall o1 A5 On this glorious occasion, we recall the
Aan) - g Jl deadll ea i e G 5ol 2 legacy of the leader King Abdulaziz bin
& oome il Al - giall pd Us ol ag 4 Abdulrahman Al Faisal Al Saud — may

A pall sy al) A sball Claat g Hhlakl) dgal g Allah have mercy on him and reward him
greatly on our behalf — who devoted his
life to confronting dangers and overcoming

(» 2023-9-23) Dl diyaaa
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the challenges of life in the Arabian
Peninsula.

(Al-Bilad Newspaper, 23 September 2023)

3

Proposed Translation: “...may Allah have mercy on him and reward him abundantly,

expressions of deep respect and gratitude in Islamic tradition.”

Using CAT, the Al translation of the religious honorific “s)jall na il ol jay 4l 4ss ”
demonstrates strong semantic accuracy but falls short of conveying the cultural and
spiritual connotations embedded in the expression. The Al-rendered phrase, “may Allah
have mercy on him and reward him greatly on our behalf”, accurately represents the
lexical meaning; however, it omits the contextual depth and cultural function of this
formulaic expression in Arabic, particularly within Islamic discourse. CAT emphasizes the
need to translate not only words but cultural intent, especially when language functions as
an act of religious reverence and collective memory, as seen in tributes to revered figures
like King Abdulaziz. The improved translation, which adds “expressions of deep respect
and gratitude in Islamic tradition,” better fulfills CAT’s principle of functional
equivalence, making the cultural significance clear to non-Muslim or non-Arabic readers.

The main challenge here is that religious expressions in Arabic often serve dual
purposes: literal invocation and social performance of respect. Al translations, while
increasingly adept at rendering religious formulas, often miss these ritual and emotive
dimensions that CAT identifies as crucial for meaningful cross-cultural communication.
The expression “sl3all s 4l o) 32 does not just mean "reward him greatly," but implies
divine favour and ultimate spiritual gratitude, often used to honor a deceased person’s
lifetime of sacrifice or virtue. AI’s literalism lacks this interpretive layer. This highlights a
broader limitation of Al translation when dealing with religious honorifics, where human
translators remain essential for restoring both the intended reverence and cultural
resonance expected by target audiences.

4.9. Hejazi Idiom

Table 9. Al translation of “_ seiia 5 jall & als )0 ellic 488 (0

Cultural Terms from the Saudi Media Al Translation of Cultural Terms

29 b dllie A1 ¢yt ol g slaall JUiall Jalg
sl Qe s g 1) egudia Blad) (B AT
e Boae Aah e OIS Jid) 18 cala

Perhaps the old Hijazi proverb, (“Out of your
lack of sense, Badour, you made me famous
e 5:5) IS ma ) Lo Ll )y 4y in _the neighborhood™), is the most fitting
- &= AR “’f) example. It seems the man behind this saying

(e was going through a bitter experience with his
(» 2025-2-7) LlSe ddmia wife, Badour, who most likely was making his
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life miserable.

(Okaz Newspaper, 7 February 2025)

Proposed Translation: "Thanks to your nonsense, Badour, now I am the talk of the town!".

Using CAT, the Al translation of the Hejazi idiom “ sl 4 unds o | ollic 36 o
Use=e” captures the literal structure but fails to fully adapt the sarcastic tone and cultural
texture of the original. The Al's rendering, “Out of your lack of sense, Badour, you made
me famous in the neighborhood”, is grammatically correct yet misses the humorous, ironic
edge that the idiom conveys in Saudi social contexts. In contrast, the improved version,
“Thanks to your nonsense, Badour, now I am the talk of the town!”, better reflects the
pragmatic intent and emotional flavor of the expression, aligning more effectively with
CAT’s principle of functional and affective equivalence. The idiom, rooted in everyday
speech, is often used to express public embarrassment and frustration in a light, sarcastic
tone, which Al struggles to convey without cultural contextualization.

The key translation challenge here lies in the intonation and implied social meaning
carried by regional idioms. CAT highlights that idiomatic expressions often encode shared
assumptions, humor, and interpersonal dynamics that do not directly translate across
cultures. Al typically lacks sensitivity to these pragmatic cues, offering literal or
awkwardly formal versions that may obscure the speaker’s attitude. In this case, Al fails to
recognize the performative sarcasm intended to portray emotional irony rather than factual
complaint. The human translation, by choosing more colloquial and contextually resonant
language, succeeds in adapting the phrase for an English-speaking audience while
preserving its cultural identity and tone, illustrating the value of human insight in
translating culturally dense idioms.

4.10. Pilgrims

Table 10. Al Translation of (sl < s (“Guests of the Merciful”)

Cultural Terms from the Saudi Media Al Translation of Cultural Terms

O ) (e adl adla (e B e dxglin g aca a5 With the direct support and supervision of the
oslae () gl (s« ) e 0 Glals el Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques, King

Cigaa Jliin) oy olabu 0 2ana aall el )5l Salman bin Abdulaziz, and Crown Prince and
Aadie 4giad Ay dalle 305 QI G e Gaa ) Prime Minister Mohammed bin Salman, the
Loady ety of o meal) el dadd ) ciladd Guests of the Most Merciful (pilgrims) are
oAbl (8 B8 jree il welcomed  with  high-quality  facilities,
(+ 2024-5-13) Li<e 4 advanced infrastructure, and digital services —

all designed to ensure a unique spiritual
experience that will remain in their memories.

Navigating AI-Driven Translation in Saudi Arabia's Mohammed Abdullah Alharbi

Media: Challenges and Opportunities




doaill plel dujell dlanll 03“ . .
Arabic Journal for Translation Studies \?A VOI: 4 / NO: 12 (2025) IOSSNC-C :750 6142

(Okaz Newspaper, 13 May 2024)

Proposed Translation: “The pilgrims, honoured in Islamic tradition as Guests of the
Merciful,....

From a CAT standpoint, the Al translation of “Ges )l <asu= as “Guests of the Most
Merciful (pilgrims)” is semantically accurate but requires cultural deepening to fully
resonate with non-Arabic audiences. While the Al correctly identifies the referent and even
appends a clarifying parenthetical, it treats “Guests of the Most Merciful” as a neutral title,
rather than as a spiritually elevated status bestowed upon pilgrims in Islamic culture. CAT
stresses that translations must account for both the linguistic form and the socio-religious
function of such expressions. In this case, the proposed translation, “The pilgrims, honored
in Islamic tradition as Guests of the Merciful”, performs better by explicitly articulating
the honorific and devotional dimension, aligning the phrase with the reverence it
commands in Arabic discourse.

The challenge Al faces here lies in the symbolic interpretation of religious epithets. In
Islamic cultures, calling pilgrims “Guests of the Merciful” implies a divine invitation and
sanctified status, invoking not just hospitality, but a form of divine nearness and spiritual
privilege. Al systems, trained to prioritize denotative meanings, often miss this connotative
richness, presenting culturally sacred language in overly literal or generic ways. CAT
highlights that such expressions carry identity-forming and ritual significance, which are
essential to retain in cross-cultural translation. Thus, human intervention is necessary to
contextualize and elevate the language to match its emotional, religious, and cultural
weight, ensuring that the audience not only understands the term, but feels its intended
spiritual magnitude.

4.12. Analysis of Interviews and Focus Groups

The adoption of artificial intelligence translation tools in Saudi Arabia's media industry
presents a complexity with a mix of guarded optimism and skepticism, as studied from the
perspective of UTAUT. In terms of usability and effort expectancy, most translators agree
that Al translation tools have features that make them more user-friendly and also improve
operational efficiency. Many participants, such as Participant 1 and Participant 5, noted
that these tools are particularly advantageous during times of high demand, such as in
cases involving breaking news. The tools support translators in generating quick initial
drafts, which may then be manually edited. Participant 4 expressed that ease to use with
respect to Al is not a barrier, but it is limitations in terms of output quality that discourage
uncompromised integration of these tools. This is an insight that brings out an underlying
difference between operational usability and functional reliability when adopting Al
technologies.
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Despite the wide acceptance for convenience, the reliability of Al translations,
especially with regard to culturally rich or emotive text, still raises considerable
skepticism. Participant 2 noted that Al technologies often create only a basic framework
on which detailed translations are then produced by human laborers afterward. Participants
1, 4, and 8 explicitly mentioned religious text as high-level areas where Al has
shortcomings with regard to respect and context sensitivity. In addition, Participant 3
reported that an emotive tone conveyed by condolences produced by Al systems is ranked
as insincere or unemotional, pointing to a sharp contrast in syntactic accommodation and
emotive sensitivity. Such an imbalance erodes performance expectations from Al systems,
ruling in an appeal to human judgment to ensure high standards. Participant 9 succinctly
summarized this view: “It is just faster, not better.” As such, translators recognize
efficiency as improvable by applying Al, but they hesitate to outsource high-stakes or
culturally dense material to these technologies.

The degree to which professionals take up and use artificial intelligence-based
translation technologies is affected by several social and structural factors, as is in line
with UTAUT principles with regard to social influence and facilitating conditions. Social
pressures, most notably ones stemming from managerial and institutional structures, have
been noted as key facilitators in Al technologies' integration. Participant 9 summarized that
media houses promote Al-based tools as affordable means for delivering within tight
deadlines, sometimes at the expense of quality. Similarly, Focus Group Participant A
stated that translators' competence is often measured by how fast they translate, thus
implicitly supporting materials produced by Al regardless of cultural fit. This is an
instance where translators' practice is conditioned by institutional standards and rewards
despite such standards colliding with tradition-based standards of quality.

The extent to which translators embrace or refuse Al tools is greatly impacted by the
enabling conditions created by their respective organizations. Participants repeatedly cited
the lack of post-editing training and the absence of feedback mechanisms integrated within
Al systems. For instance, Participant 10 pointed out that many colleagues hold back from
using Al because of a lack of training in how to edit its output effectively. Further, Focus
Group Participant C stated that the integration of Al with CAT tools is obstructed by a lack
of technical support. These findings suggest that while Al technologies are available, the
infrastructure necessary to support competent and knowledgeable use is not consistently in
place. Further, Participant 8 suggested that Al systems currently do not adjust based on
corrections made by users, a drawback that discourages users and prevents continuous
improvement. This lack of adaptability not only diminishes the effectiveness of the tool
but also undermines user confidence in its possible future utility.

From the perspective of CAT, the most significant limitation of Al translation lies in its
inability to handle culturally embedded meanings. Participants provided multiple examples
where Al mistranslated idioms, traditional expressions, or religious honorifics. Participant
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6, for example, criticized Al’s rendering of Saudi heritage content, noting that it often
reduces culturally significant festivals like “4a =1 to vague descriptions such as “folk
events,” thereby stripping them of their identity and historical significance. This issue
reflects CAT’s emphasis on the need for translation to preserve not just lexical meaning
but also cultural symbolism, emotional resonance, and pragmatic function.

Colloquial and idiomatic expressions pose enormous challenges in translation contexts.
Participant 7 gave an illustrative example where the colloquial sports idiom "4<3s 32" was
literally translated as "hit his nose," creating a translation that missed out on competitive
connotations of "defeated him badly." Such examples indicate limitations to artificial
intelligence to comprehend pragmatic intentions behind figurative speech. In line with
Cultural Adaptation Theory (CAT) principles, translation success hinges on an
appreciation for context and social uses of words—areas where artificial intelligence still
lags behind. A few participants (P1, P4, FG B) also mentioned that religious sayings like
"ol 3all A Al o) 32" and "4V 4ws )" were watered down or deprived of sacred connotations,
reflecting a failure in transmitting their spiritual and emotive appeal.

To maximize the effectiveness of Al in translating material that is rich in cultural
nuances, many participants proposed the adoption of human-Al hybrid models. In this
paradigm, Al generates first drafts that are then refined by professional translators. This
approach would combine the speed of automation with the cultural intelligence that can be
provided by human expertise, a synergy that aligns well with CAT’s emphasis on flexible
mediation between source and target cultures. Focus Group Participant C endorsed this
model, noting that “the technology is fast, but not culturally aware.” This type of
hybridization not only reduces the possible risks of cultural insensitivity but also allows
translators to regain editorial control over the final outputs.

Participants offered concrete suggestions toward improving artificial intelligence tools
in order to enable cultural adaptation. One such notable suggestion involved developing
localized databases for languages that give priority to dialects and religious terms, coupled
with interactive learning features that adapt depending on users' inputs (FG B). In addition,
a strong role was assigned to translators when building such systems, as Focus Group
Participant B claimed that contemporary tools are built without users' input and thus yield
outputs that do not answer real translation needs. Finally, education programs on post-
editing techniques and tool integration for Al (FG C) were noted as key to ensuring higher
acceptance and efficiency in translation with aid from Al.

In conclusion, while Saudi Arabian media professionals embrace the potential offered
by artificial intelligence translation technologies to improve operational effectiveness and
effectively manage critical communications, these remain hindered by trust, cultural
sensitivity, and emotional connection challenges. The degree to which such technologies
are accepted and integrated relies on social factors, training support, and system
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adaptability. The best way to resolve such challenges related to cultural adaptation is
through a holistic framework focusing on involving human translators at its core in
technology design and considering cultural and practical facets with regards to language,
as demonstrated by UTAUT and CAT models.

5. Conclusion

The study reveals a nuanced landscape in which Al translation tools are gaining traction
in Saudi Arabia's media sector but face substantial limitations when dealing with culturally
rich content. While an appreciation exists for Al's speediness and effectiveness when
operating in high-stakes situations, such as news reporting, its inability to interpret
idiomatic expressions, religious overtones, and local conceptions is a great shortfall. The
respondents mentioned that the output provided by Al is often emotionally shallow and
culturally inaccurate and thus needs human input to improve. The UTAUT model clarified
that despite translators finding Al tools to be easy to use, these tools' limited reliability and
context-specific comprehension hinder greater adoption. On the other hand, CAT
highlighted shortcomings in Al's engagement with deeply rooted cultural values,
particularly in expressions filled with symbolic, ritualistic, or historical values. The
challenges expressed in the research justify that Al translation is inherently inadequate
when dealing with contexts in which language is strongly rooted in cultural identity,
emotion, and faith.

This study asserts that artificial intelligence can act as a supportive translation tool in
Saudi Arabia, particularly for urgent or generic-type content. However, its capabilities at
present are inadequate to translate words and phrases that have deep-seated cultural
contexts. Human translators are still indispensable in maintaining cultural authenticity,
richness, and expressive intention. The application of the UTAUT and CAT theoretical
models is shown to effectively respond to both technological suitability and cultural
complexities involved in translation scenarios. In conclusion, this research indicates that
Al needs to be embraced as an augmentative device and not a replaceable agency for
human translators, particularly where high levels of cultural interpretation and context are
essential.

For optimizing the efficacy of Al translation in the Saudi Arabian media industry,
several strategic suggestions are made here. Firstly, media outlets should utilize a hybrid
model in which machine learning tools create initial drafts, later edited by human
translators in order to ensure cultural consistency and contextual nuance. Second, it is
critical to increase training datasets for Al tools by adding culturally specific corpora that
incorporate local dialects, religious terminology, and historical reference. Having human
translators involved at both design and evaluation phases ensures these tools precisely
meet actual translation needs while also conforming to cultural conventions. Moreover,
media businesses should engage in specialized post-editing training that equips translators
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with autonomy to adjust Al-generated text without sacrificing tone, subtlety, and overall
integrity. The integration of interactive learning capabilities into Al technologies is critical
for ensuring improvements based on human feedback, progressively enhancing cultural
sensitivity. Finally, strong institutional support and availability of requisite technologies
are crucial for seamless adoption of Al tools into translation operations, making them
pragmatic and ensuring long-term adoption. In conclusion, though greater efficiency is
only one benefit provided by Al, precise translation of Saudi Arabian media is contingent
on intentional human oversight and culturally based development, factors that will deeply
impact ethical and communication implications of Al translation within Vision 2030.
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Abstract

As a result of economic ties and military operations between both shores of the Mediterranean
during the medieval period, many peoples and ethnic groups moved-either voluntarily or forcibly-
to regions beyond their original homelands. Among the most significant of these regions were Al-
Andalus and Sicily. The latter witnessed significant political settlement and the widespread
influence of Islam and its civilization from the 2nd century AH/8th century AD. Although Islamic
rule in Sicily came to an end in the 5th century AH/11th century AD due to the Reconquista and the
shifting balance of power between the East and West in the Mediterranean world, Muslim
communities continued to exist there.

Despite being at the lowest ranks of the social hierarchy, these Muslim groups played a crucial role
in the political and social life of Sicily, particularly in the courts of its rulers and its great capital,
Palermo. Among these groups was the class of "slaves and servants", whose presence and
contributions are partially documented in Ibn Jubayr’s travelogue Al-Tadhkira bi’l-Akhbar ‘an
Ittifaqat al-Asfar. This study explores the role and contributions of this Muslim community and
social class in Sicily, with a particular focus on Palermo.

Keywords: Muslim Slaves, Palermo, Andalusian Travel Literature, Islamic Civilization,
Ibn Jubayr’s Journey
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1. Introduction

Muslim Sicily was one of the most significant gateways through which Arab-Islamic
civilization spread to the world in general and to Western Europe in particular. Muslims
settled in the region for four centuries, leaving behind a rich and distinctive civilizational
legacy that encompassed a diverse and flourishing body of knowledge and arts, an
advanced and sophisticated architectural landscape, a vibrant cultural sphere, and a
dynamic environment of social and religious coexistence.

Despite the fall of Sicily and the end of formal Islamic rule, its new Norman rulers did
not seek to eradicate the traces of Islam and its people. Instead, they placed great trust in
Muslims, recognizing them as a source of civilization and progress. As a result, the rulers
of Palermo were keen to employ Muslims and benefit from their heritage. This unique and
exceptional dynamic was widely acknowledged in medieval sources, both Western and
Arab, which praised the distinctive status of Muslims in Norman Sicily.

2. Ibn Jubayr: Between Travel and Knowledge

2.1. The Personality of Ibn Jubayr

He is Abt al-Husayn Muhammad ibn Ahmad ibn Jubayr ibn Muhammad ibn Jubayr ibn
Sa‘ld ibn Jubayr ibn Sa‘id ibn Jubayr ibn Sa‘id ibn Jubayr ibn Muhammad ibn Marwan ibn
‘Abd al-Salam ibn Marwan ibn ‘Abd al-Salam ibn Jubayr al-Kinani(Ibn al-Khatib, 2009,p.
906), nicknamed "Al-Shatib1"( He was given the title &quot;Al-Shatibi&quot; because he
received his early education in the city of Shatiba (Jativa). Al-Daffa, 1993, p.172).

He belonged to an Arab family that settled in Al-Andalus when his earliest ancestor
arrived in 132AH / 740AD, accompanying Balj ibn Bishr ibn Iyad al-Qushayri. The family
established itself in Kiirat Shadiina (modern-day Sidonia), where its descendants
multiplied and flourished.

The traveler Ibn Jubayr was born in the Andalusian city of Valencia on the night of
Saturday, the 10th of Rabi’ al-Awwal in the year 540AH / 1145AD (al-Mugarri, 2012, p.
382), and he spent his life there. He was raised under the care of his father, Abu Ja‘far
Ahmad ibn Jubayr, who was one of the great scholars of the Almohad state. This
privileged upbringing enabled him to receive an extensive education and cultural
refinement. Ibn Jubayr later traveled between various cities in al-‘Adwatayn (the two
shores, referring to al-Andalus and North Africa), studying under prominent scholars of
the Maghreb and al-Andalus and obtaining their authorization (ijazah). He was devoted to
listening to hadith transmission. His literary talent emerged early, as he composed poetry
and gained recognition, which led to his invitation by the ruler of Granada, Abu Sa‘id
‘Uthman ibn ‘Abd al-Mu’min ibn ‘Ali. Accompanying him on travels between Ceuta and
Granada, Ibn Jubayr was appointed as a scribe in his court, serving as part of the chancery
of the Almohad caliphate.
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2.2. Praise of Scholars for Ibn Jubayr

Andalusian, Maghrebi, and even Eastern scholarly works celebrated Ibn Jubayr as a
distinguished intellectual and literary figure. Lisan al-Din Ibn al-Khatib (d. 767AH / 1374
AD) wrote about him, stating: "He was an outstanding literary figure, an accomplished
poet, and a virtuous Sunni scholar...". (Ibn al-Khatib, 2009,p. 610).

Al-MugqarrT al-Tilimsani (d. 1041AH / 1631AD) also praised him, referring to him as
"the author of the travelogue." Regarding his literary prowess, he said: "He devoted
himself to literature and mastered it, excelling in poetry and prose writing ".(al-Mugart,
2012, p.382) .

Similarly, Ibn al-Abbar al-Quda‘1 (d. 658AH / 1260AD) noted in his Takmila that "he
devoted himself to literature, attaining the highest level in it, excelling in poetry and prose
writing. He gained great worldly success through it but later renounced it and embraced
asceticism.( Ibn al-Abbar, 2012, p. 303).

Abu al-Barakat al-Mawsili (d. 654AH / 1256AD) mentioned him in his work Al-
Qala'id, describing him as "an accomplished poet, an eloquent scholar, highly refined, and
widely esteemed. He composed muwashshahat (Andalusian poetic forms), elegant
writings, refined poetry, and eloquent prose " .(al-Mawsili, 2012, p. 92).

Abd al-‘Azim al-Mundhiri (d. 656AH / 1258AD) included him in his obituary records,
stating: "The esteemed, righteous, and virtuous Sheikh Abu al-Husayn Muhammad... was
a man of knowledge, piety, and integrity. He held a prominent position in his homeland
but abandoned it in pursuit of goodness and devotion " .(al-Mundhirt, 1984, p. 407).

Ibn Jubayr's literary talent granted him significant influence in his intellectual circles,
forging connections with the scholarly elite of al-Andalus. Ibn ‘Abd al-Malik al-
Marrakushi (d. 703AH/1303AD) summarized his impact, stating: "Ibn Jubayr was an
exceptional literary figure, a masterful writer, and a distinguished poet. He exchanged
correspondences with many scholars of his time, in which his eloquence and brilliance
were evident". (al-Marrakushi, 2012, p. 514).

2.3. His Journeys

Historians and biographers have documented three journeys undertaken by the scholar
and literary figure Ibn Jubayr to the East. During each of these travels, he visited the
sacred sites and performed the pilgrimage (Hajj), with the most significant journey being
the one he recorded in his famous travelogue.

Ibn Jubayr’s motivation for traveling, particularly to Islamic holy sites, was primarily
religious. This was influenced by an incident that occurred while he was in the service of
the ruler of Granada. During a gathering where the ruler was drinking wine, he offered Ibn
Jubayr a cup. Ibn Jubayr, showing his disapproval, responded: "My lord, I have never
drunk it." However, the ruler insisted and forced him to drink, presenting him afterward
with seven cups filled with gold dinars.

Presence of Muslim Slaves in the Court of Palermo During the 6th Mohamed Benarba & Ahlam Boussalem
Century AH/12th Century AD In Light of Andalusian Travel

Literature: “Al-Tadhkira bi’l-Akhbar ‘an Ittifaqat al-Asfar” by Ibn
Jubayr as a Model



doaill plel dujell dlanll 03“ . .
Arabic Journal for Translation Studies \?A VOI: 4 / NO: 12 (2025) IOSSNC-C :750 6142

Feeling remorseful for what had happened, Ibn Jubayr resolved to perform the Hajj as
an act of atonement. He sold one of his properties to fund his journey and spent the gold
dinars in acts of charity along the way .(al-Muqarri, 2012, p.382)

The First Journey (578 AH/1182AD-581 AH/1185 AD)

Ibn Jubayr embarked on his first journey from Granada “in the first hour of Thursday,
on the eighth of Shawwal in the year 578 AH” in the company of Abu Ja‘far ibn Hassan .
(al-Mugarri, 2012, p. 382).

He traveled by sea until he reached Alexandria, then toured various regions of Egypt
before proceeding to ‘Aydhab and from there to the Hijaz He stayed in the Hijaz.for six
months, performing the Hajj. ( For more details about Mecca through Ibn Jubayr’s journey,
see: (Ibn Jubayr, 2001, p. 59-133). (Hallaq, 1996, p. 17-114).

His return to al-Andalus was by sea, departing from the port of Acre, and he completed
this journey in 581AH / 1185AD.

The Second Journey (585 AH/1189 AD - 587 AH/1191 AD)

The main reason for his second journey was the joyous news of the liberation of
Palestine at the hands of the great military leader Salah al-Din al-Ayyubi. This momentous
event was among the strongest motivations for Ibn Jubayr’s second journey. He set out
again from Granada, “on Thursday, the ninth of Rabi‘ al-Awwal in the year 585 AH”. (al-
Marrakushi, 2012, p. 512).

During this journey, he was blessed with the opportunity to visit and pray in the three
great mosques of Islam: Al-Masjid al-Haram (in Mecca), Al-Masjid al-Nabawi (in
Medina), and Al-Mas;jid al-Agsa (in Palestine)

The Third Journey (601AH / 1204AD)

Ibn Jubayr embarked on his third journey from Ceuta in 601 AH / 1204 AD, following
the death of his wife. He arrived in Mecca in 602AH / 1205AD, where he remained for an
extended period near the sacred mosque. He then traveled to the Levant, where he stayed

near Al-Agsa Mosque in Palestine. Afterward, he moved to Alexandria, where he settled
and dedicated himself to teaching until his passing in 614AH / 1217AD.

2.4. His Works

Regarding Ibn Jubayr’s travel writings, two works have sparked significant debate
concerning the authenticity of their titles, their attribution to Ibn Jubayr, and whether one
is merely a part of the other. These works are: Consideration of the Pilgrim in Mentioning
the Noble Monuments and Rituals and The Memoir of Reports on the Events of Journeys,
commonly known as The Travels of Ibn Jubayr.

It is noteworthy that both works revolve around the same subject: travel. However, the
first is limited to details of the Hajj journey and descriptions of sacred sites, while the
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second provides a full account of his first journey-from its departure in Al-Andalus to his
return. It is believed to have been recorded in 582AH / 1186CE. (Humaida, 1994, p.410 ).
This latter travel account is the subject of our present study.

Setting aside the debate about the two travel works, it is important to emphasize that the
information and observations in this journey were documented by Ibn Jubayr with great
accuracy and sincerity, presented in the form of daily journals. His journey was entirely
devoid of personal or materialistic motives; instead, it was undertaken as an act of penance
for sins, the fulfillment of the fifth pillar of Islam, and the pursuit of knowledge. His
travelogue received considerable attention and praise from scholars and intellectuals of his
time, among them Ibn Abd al-Malik al-Marrakushi, who described the work as "an
engaging and delightful book that stirs the soul to visit those honored landmarks and
revered sights".

The Orientalist Angel Palencia also praised this work, noting that "it closely resembles a
travel diary, skillfully composed by Ibn Jubayr. In a simple and fluent style, he vividly
conveys the emotions that surged within him upon visiting various places and witnessing
their landmarks. His writing is eloquent and refined, reflecting an innate literary talent and
a dignified, resolute character".

2.5. His Death

Ibn Jubayr passed away in Alexandria (Shawqi Dayf suggests that the Sidi Gaber
Mosque in Alexandria is, in fact, the tomb of Ibn Jubayr and that over time, the public
gradually altered his name until it became what it is today. See: (Dayf, p. 71). on the night
of Wednesday, the 29th of Sha'ban in the year 614AH/1217CE. (Ibn Taghri Birdi, 1963, p.
221). (Ibn al-Khatib, p. 658). (al- Marrakushi, p. 525).

He was buried there, having lived beyond the age of seventy-two.

3. Ibn Jubayr’s Journey and the Landmarks of Sicily and Palermo

Sicily was neither a foreign nor a distant land to Islam and Muslims during the medieval
period. It had been conquered and inhabited by Muslims since the 2nd century AH, and the
influence of Arab-Islamic civilization had spread across the island. Even after its fall,
Islamic presence persisted to some extent due to the existence of Muslim minorities and
the adoption of Islamic culture and civilization by some of its rulers. Moreover, Sicily
served as a crucial transit point for movement between Al-Andalus, the Maghreb, and the
eastern Islamic lands.

Ibn Jubayr and his companions arrived in Sicily in 580AH / 1185CE while returning
from the East under dire circumstances. They had narrowly escaped death at sea, and the
waves carried them to Messina, which at the time was one of the most dangerous cities in
Sicily for the Muslims of the Islamic Maghreb. Ibn Jubayr described it as “a land darkened
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by disbelief, where no Muslim finds peace, filled with worshippers of the cross...”.(Ibn
Jubayr, p. 253).

He and his companions were on the verge of being enslaved, but by divine will, they
were saved due to the presence of the King of Sicily in the city that day. Upon learning of
their plight, he ordered his soldiers to rescue them.

3.1. Entering Palermo

The Andalusian Muslim traveler Ibn Jubayr arrived on the island of Sicily and stayed in
the city of Palermo. This city held a significant place in his journey, as it was the finest
city in Sicily, the great metropolis of southern Italy, and the seat of the king.

Ibn Jubayr noted that Muslims referred to the city simply as Al-Madina (the city), while
Christians called it Balarma (Palermo). (Ibn Jubayr, p. 253).

Politically, at the time of his journey, both the city and the island of Sicily were under
the rule of King William II (William II), whom Arabic sources referred to as Ghuliyalm
(Ibn Jubayr, p. 253). or Bughliyam II(). He was known among his subjects as William the
Good (Amari, 2003, p. 480), and his reign lasted from 567-585AH / 1171-1189 CE. He
was the fourth ruler in the line of Norman kings who governed Sicily, and their succession
was as follows:

King’s Name: ‘ Start of Reign: End of Reign:
Roger | 1070 CE 462AH 1101 CE 495 AH
Roger 11 1101 CE 504 AH 1154 CE 549 AH

William I 1154 CE 549 AH 1166 CE 561 AH
William 11 1171 CE 576 AH 1189 CE 585 AH

William II assumed power after the death of his father, William I, in 560AH / 1166CE.
At the time, he was a minor, only 13 years old, thus the regency was held by his mother,
who ruled until he reached adulthood. He officially took charge of his authority in 567AH
/ 1171CE, and his reign was a period of security, prosperity, and peace. It was even said
that the forests of Sicily during his time were safer than the cities of other lands. (Abbas,
1975, p. 150).

As for his education, he was influenced by Arab-Islamic culture, having studied the
Arabic language, which he and his father spoke fluently. (Ahmad, 1980, p. 74).

He imitated Muslims in their food and clothing and brought them close to his court,
which led Arabic sources to praise him. He also had a deep interest in Islamic architecture
and took pleasure in listening to Arabic poetry and songs) .Moreno, 1968, p. 23).

Many poets from the Maghreb and Egypt visited his court and praised him, along with
his Muslim ministers and officials. Among them was the Alexandrian poet Ibn Qalagas,
who arrived at his court in 565AH / 1170CE and praised him with a poem that begins:

Ghuliyalm the king, son ~ of Ghuliyalm, is acknowledged,

As Solomon in sovereignty and David in judgment.
The celestial spheres serve him with fortune against foes,
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So he strikes with the sword  of lightning or the spear of a star.

Which crescent is not like a bending bow,
And which shooting star does not pierce like an arrow?
King William II honored his guest and rewarded him generously.

He was given the title "the Good King"(Ahmad, 1980, p. 70).because he was beloved
by his Christian subjects.

However, this does not negate the Crusader mindset of William II, which aligned him
with the kings and princes of Europe in his era. He was enthusiastic and active in fighting
Muslims both in the Maghreb and the East. During his reign, he launched several military
campaigns across the Mediterranean, driven by both religious and economic motives,
aiming to secure communication lines between Europe and Palestine. Moreover, William
IT of Normandy was one of the key architects of the Third Crusade and among the first to
take the cross when it began (585-588AH / 1189-1192CE). However, he did not personally
participate in the campaign but instead sent forces to take part in the expedition.

4. Indicators of the Presence of Muslim Slaves in the Palermo Court

The testimonies and observations of the traveler Ibn Jubayr, documented in his
travelogue, represent a highly significant Islamic source on the relationship between the
Norman rulers of Sicily and the Muslim minority residing there. Through his account, Ibn
Jubayr was able to capture aspects of the religious tolerance that prevailed at the royal
court in Palermo. This atmosphere of tolerance was largely attributed to King William II,
who showed great interest in the Muslim population of his realm. He recognized their
cultural sophistication and their mastery of the era’s manifestations of civilization. For this
reason, he brought many "Mujib youth" into his court, most or all of whom, according to
Ibn Jubayr’s description, were devout Muslims adhering to Islamic Law. (Ibn Jubayr, p.
254).

4.1. Political Roles

After the fall of Sicily in 484AH / 1091AD, the Normans did not expel its Muslim
population as the Christian kings of Spain had done. Instead, they sought to benefit from
the legacy of Arab-Islamic civilization and integrate its elements into southern Italy. This
policy was adopted by the first three Norman kings and was later continued by King
William II, who placed great trust in the Muslims of his kingdom, drawing them close and
assigning many of them to important state affairs. He entrusted them with high-ranking
positions in his administration and appointed them to oversee various government Offices.
(Ahmed, p. 82).

At his court, there were distinguished individuals who could be considered the elite of
the Palermo court, sharing prestigious roles such as vizier, counselor, and chamberlain.
Although Ibn Jubayr’s travelogue does not provide extensive details on this, the fragments
he recorded confirm the high status of Muslims at the Norman court, particularly among
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the ranks of the royal slaves, or fityan al-qasr (young courtiers). This group was uniquely
loyal to the king and was divided into white and black courtiers, each with its own leader.
According to Ibn Jubayr’s description, they had distinctive customs and traditions that
reflected their prestige, as seen in their luxurious attire, lavish mounts, and fine horses.
(Ibn Jubayr, p. 254). Additionally, the Muslim leaders of these courtiers commanded a
significant entourage .

The roles of Muslim slaves were not limited to political positions; most of them were
also enlisted in royal guard and military service. The Norman kings, wary of threats from
barons and feudal lords, relied heavily on these loyal Muslim troops. William II
distinguished his Muslim guards by dressing them in uniforms distinct from those of the
Norman guard and entrusted them with his personal security. These elite security roles
were particularly assigned to slaves from West Africa) .Ibn Jubayr, p. 254). (Ahmad, p.
82). (benarba- boussalem, 2021, p.94)

A defining feature of William II and his predecessors was their practice of appointing
Arab Muslims as military commanders (Toumi, 1987-1988, p. 64). In addition to military
service, some of these Muslims were also employed in diplomatic roles due to their
proficiency in Latin, Arabic, and Berber languages. The king recruited and cultivated
many of them(), even selecting Arabs as his personal guardslbn ( Ibn Jubayr, p. 254) and
granting them special privileges.

4.2. Social and Other Roles

On the other hand, a free Muslim community resided in the cities of southern Italy,
though their numbers were relatively small. This community engaged in various crafts and
trades, but the majority of the Muslim presence was concentrated in the capital, Palermo.
The Muslim population in the city was divided between those living in the urban center
and those who settled in its many suburbs and surrounding villages. Muslims in Palermo
also had numerous markets. (Ibn Jubayr, p. 254).

4.3. Embroidery

Ibn Jubayr’s travelogue is an important source that offers a unique depiction of Muslim
life in Sicily (Kratchkovsky, 1963, p. 300), particularly regarding the key roles within
medieval royal courts. Embroidery was one of the most significant crafts associated with
ruling courts during this period. It was highly valued by Muslim rulers, especially the
Umayyad caliphs in al-Andalus and the Taifa kings who succeeded them.

William 11, the ruler of Palermo, showed great interest in embroidery and was known
for his luxurious lifestyle. Ibn Jubayr describes him as follows: "Among the Christian
kings, there is none more indulgent in royal opulence, more refined, or more immersed in
the pleasures of kingship, the establishment of its customs, the organization of its ranks,
and the glorification of its majesty and splendor, than him. In this regard, he resembles
Muslim rulers. ( Ibn Jubayr, p. 254).
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The official in charge of this craft at the royal court was the steward Yahya ibn Fityan
al-Tiraz, who specialized in gold embroidery for the king’s garments .( Ibn Jubayr, p. 254).

The textile workshop in Palermo, designed in the Islamic style, appears to have been
one of the largest and finest in the world at the time. Its high-quality production left a
lasting legacy, with some of its pieces surviving to this day. According to scholar Dimand,
the State Treasury Museum in Vienna houses some of the most exquisite examples of this
craftsmanship. Among these is the coronation mantle, made in Palermo in 528AH / 1134
AD), which is embroidered with gold and pearls on a red background, featuring a repeated
motif of a lion attacking a camel.

Another notable piece is the church cope, commissioned during the reign of William II
of the Normans in 1181. It has a beautifully woven border featuring eagles and palm trees,
embroidered in gold on a purple background. Palermo’s textile workshops are also credited
with producing a piece of silk brocade, a fragment of which remains in Palermo. This
fabric was part of the burial robe of Emperor Henry VI, who died in 1198. Several other
similar pieces are preserved in various collections. (Dimand, p. 274). (Ibn Jubayr, p. 254).

4.4. Cooking

Islamic cuisine dominated the Mediterranean region during the medieval period, with its
culinary arts and traditions spreading from the East to the Maghreb and from there to al-
Andalus and Sicily in Italy. The royal cook held a prestigious position in the courts of
kings and rulers, not only due to their expertise and training but also because of the trust
placed in them. As they were responsible for the rulers' food and health, they were
considered part of an elite class.

Ibn Jubayr, in his account of Muslim life at the Palermo court, noted that the overseer of
the royal kitchen under King William II was a Muslim. This individual supervised a team
of cooks and servants, most of whom were slaves(). The king’s choice of a Muslim to
manage the palace kitchen was a testament to Islamic culture and civilization, as well as a
sign of his trust in the Muslim community.

4.5. The Religious Life of Muslim Slaves

Ibn Jubayr’s travelogue provides valuable insights into the religious status of Muslims
in Sicily, particularly enslaved Muslims. Their situation, as he described it, was relatively
favorable (Fahmi, 2019, p. 186) due to the religious tolerance exercised by the ruler of
Palermo. King William II allowed Muslims the freedom to practice their faith, seeking to
secure their loyalty and benefit from their skills and services.

According to Ibn Jubayr, religious institutions, particularly mosques, were still present
in Norman Sicily despite occasional confiscations and demolitions. Palermo had the
largest number of these institutions (Ibn Jubayr, p. 254), where Muslims openly performed
their prayers with the call to prayer (adhan) being heard (Ibn Jubayr, p. 261). They also
held Eid prayers, in which they invoked the Abbasid Caliph, but they did not observe the
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Friday congregational prayer. Moreover, these mosques were not only places of worship
but also centers for Quranic education.(Ibn Jubayr, p. 261).

Inside the royal palace in Palermo, the majority of the enslaved population was Muslim.
The female courtiers and concubines of the palace were known for their deep religiosity
(Ibn Jubayr, p. 261). Even newly arrived Christian women often converted to Islam under
the influence of the Muslim women around them, reflecting both their numbers and their
strong presence within the palace.

During natural disasters such as earthquakes and volcanic eruptions, which were
frequent in Sicily, enslaved Muslims openly engaged in supplications and remembrance of
Allah. Even King William II, witnessing their devotion, did not prohibit their prayers.
Instead, he reassured them by saying: "Let each of you invoke his own god and worship as
he believes. "(Ibn Jubayr, p. 255).

The young men of the palace and officials serving in William II’s administration were
also deeply religious. Many of them voluntarily fasted for extended periods. Their
economic situation appears to have been stable, enabling them to participate in ransoming
Muslim captives, caring for orphaned children, and even arranging their marriages. (Ibn
Jubayr, p. 255).

Ibn Jubayr mentions several Muslim figures who played a role in William II’s court.
Among them was Abd al-Masih, a high-ranking slave in the city of Messina. Although his
name suggested Christian affiliation, Ibn Jubayr discovered after speaking with him that he
was a devout Muslim. Abd al-Masih asked the traveler about the holy cities of Mecca and
Medina, as well as the Islamic sanctuaries in the Levant. He expressed a strong desire to
perform Hajj, the fifth pillar of Islam. Before parting, he even requested Ibn Jubayr to gift
him some sacred earth from Mecca for blessings and as a shroud relic for his future burial.
(Ibn Jubayr, p. 256).

Within the broader context of William II’s religious tolerance, religious institutions.

4.6. Conclusion

Muslim Sicily represented one of the most significant gateways through which Arab and
Islamic civilization spread into Europe during the medieval period.

Despite the crucial cultural and intellectual roles played by Muslims in Sicily, this did not
prevent conflicts from arising or deter emerging powers from confronting them. The last of these
were the Normans, who ultimately ended official Islamic rule in southern Italy.

Recognizing the value of Arab-Islamic civilization and its contributions to Sicily’s prosperity,
the Normans sought to preserve its cultural heritage and exploit its benefits to the fullest extent.

The travelogue of the scholar Ibn Jubayr, Tadhkirah bi'l-Akhbar ‘an Ittifagat al-Asfar, serves as
a vital and primary historical source documenting the state of Islam and Muslims in the 6th
century AH. His observations provide a detailed description of King William II’s relationship with
his Muslim subjects. Ibn Jubayr’s account holds particular significance due to his firsthand
experiences in Sicily, where he resided in the capital, interacted with its Muslim inhabitants, and
recorded their testimonies.
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The Norman court in Palermo witnessed a notable presence of Muslim slaves, as the ruling
authorities were keen to employ them and benefit from their skills. Among them were royal
guards, advisors, cooks, and translators, while many Muslim artisans and craftsmen also settled in
southern Italian cities.

The religious conditions of Muslim slaves in Palermo and the royal palace were relatively
favorable due to the policy of religious tolerance maintained by King William II. Ibn Jubayr
documented his observations on Muslim religious institutions, particularly mosques, which
remained present in various parts of southern Italy.
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Abstract

This research introduces the concept of the "Rhetoric of Effect," which focuses on
the impact of discourse on the recipient’s emotions, thoughts, psyche, and
behavior—beyond its linguistic form or stylistic features. The concept fills a gap in
Arabic and Western rhetorical traditions, where no clear theory explains how
language produces such deep effects, despite scattered references to persuasion and
emotional influence.

The study addresses the absence of a theoretical framework that clarifies how
rhetorical effect is achieved. It adopts a historical, analytical, and comparative
approach, tracing rhetorical thought from classical Arabic sources to modern and
contemporary theories, aiming to build a foundation for a comprehensive theory of
effect. Findings show that human communication seeks more than persuasion or
amusement - it aims to leave a meaningful impact on the recipient. Thus, the
research proposes the "Rhetoric of Effect" as a theoretical lens for understanding the
complex link between language and influence, and for rethinking rhetorical
functions within traditional frameworks.
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Abstract

This study conducts a critical conceptual analysis of Peter Newmark’s
communicative and semantic translation theories, as presented in Approaches to
Translation. Using rigorous textual and contextual examination of Newmark’s
original writings, it interrogates the theoretical foundations and implications of
these two approaches, especially their challenge to traditional linguistic equivalence
models. The analysis reveals how communicative and semantic strategies function
as complementary, context-sensitive tools rather than mutually exclusive options.
Findings highlight the flexibility of Newmark’s dual framework but also identify
significant challenges for its application in Arabic translation scholarship, including
theoretical accessibility and cross-linguistic adaptation. Despite these challenges,
the study notes increasing scholarly awareness of the theory’s relevance and its
potential to enhance both Arabic translation practice and research. Ultimately, it
emphasizes situating Newmark’s contributions within broader linguistic and
cultural discourses to promote more effective cross-cultural communication.
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Abstract

The current financial crisis in universities is multifaceted, it depends not only on visible
aspects but also on latent aspects, this is why the prism of analysis must be broadened to
include the various points that could explain the crisis in a university system on the brink
of collapse. Therefore, in this article we will analyze through the theory of hidden
performance costs, the indirect costs of the university system, especially the phenomenon
of absenteeism of the student and teacher-researchers. Our objective is to explain that the
absenteeism of students and teachers costs the state huge sums, leading to immeasurable
consequences on the budgetary efficiency of universities. To do this, we will introduce this
imperceptible phenomenon in the calculation of the internal efficiency and loss of a given
university system.
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Introduction

The problem of lack of financial resources that university officials complain about is
hidden where one would not expect to find it. This is a major problem, but the costs remain
imperceptible; we are referring here to the phenomenon of absenteeism among students
and university teachers. To better understand how absenteeism contributes to the
impoverishment of the university system, we present below some figures indicating the
budgetary state of Moroccan universities.

On the financial level, Morocco's budget deficit amounted to 173.0 MDE in 2023, with
a financing requirement of 314.6 MDE (Court of Auditors: report on the state budget in
2023). In fact, the education, higher education and training sector has played a crucial role
in the weakening of the financial system, since a large part of the sectoral budget
distribution is devoted to it (45%) (draft finance law 2024: report on public establishments
and enterprises).

On an institutional level, the student-teacher ratio in Moroccan public universities was
57 in 2016 (CSEFRS, 2018) largely exceeding other North African and Arab countries.
Regarding the attrition rate, 47.2% of students drop out of university without a degree
(National Assessment Panel, 2018). In terms of massification, the number of students in
public universities is increasing annually, it reaches 1095668 in 2023 with 295108 new
registered in the first year, an increase of 4470 new registered compared to 2022 only in
public education (MESRSI: higher education report in figures 2022-2023).

Furthermore, if we take as an example the case of a teacher-researcher at the beginning
of his career, receiving as starting a net salary 15000 dh in 2023 (excluding incentive
bonuses) and teaching 14 hours per week, therefore his hourly rate is more than 200 dh
(Ministry of Digital Transition and Administrative Reform: salary calculation simulator).
Now imagine the financial waste that will be made by the university if only a few teacher-
researchers are absent for 2 or 3 hours per week, adding to this the absenteeism of several
students whose annual unit operating cost reached 9146 dh in 2015 for open access
universities (CSEFRS, 2018, p.55).

All these figures open our minds to the financial ordeal that public universities could
avoid if they adopted a cost accounting system that considers not only direct costs but also
indirect costs due to the absenteeism of teacher-researchers and students. Therefore, the
use of industrial financial practices in academia is considered. Here we use the theory of
hidden performance costs which was our reference to show that absenteeism negatively
impacts the financial stability of universities, through the introduction of this phenomenon
in the calculation of internal efficiency and loss of a given university system.
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1. Research questions

The research questions are:

In the absence of studies and national statistics that deal with the phenomenon of
absenteeism of teacher-researchers and students, in the calculation of university expenses,
our main concern is to know how can we include this financial burden in the calculation of
direct costs of teachers and students? and how can managerial theories such as hidden
performance cost be used to solve this problem?

2. Literature review
2.1. Absenteeism of students and teachers as an unaccounted cost

In 1974, Professor Henri Savall sought to pass a completely new theory on the
possibility of expanding the scope of cost calculation by introducing the imperceptible
costs generated by organizational dysfunctions (Savall and Zardet, 2005, 2011). In fact, his
theory called “the hidden performance cost theory” focused on five key indicators that are
responsible for financial waste within companies namely: absenteeism, accidents at work,
staff turnover, direct productivity gaps, non-quality or lack of product quality (Savall and
Zardet 1995).

In addition, at the university level, the most important unjustified expenses are those
resulting from the phenomenon of absenteeism, particularly driven by massification, which
had led to the collapse of the university budget. Indeed, many of the reports have drawn
attention to financial squandering caused by absenteeism of teachers and students; the
following reports are cited in this regard : “Higher education in Morocco: Effectiveness,
Efficiency and Challenges of the Open Access University System” by the Moroccan
Higher Council for Education, Training and Scientific Research in 2018, and “Morocco
BA and Foundation Year Reform” Conducted in 2021 by the United States Agency for
International Development (USAID). In view of such a financial situation, it seems
essential to refer to the work of Henri Savall on the indirect costs caused by absenteeism,
while taking up the same guiding ideas but reusing them in an academic context.

The management accounting of Moroccan university establishments does not provide
better financial visibility, especially since this accounting is applied in a non-market
services sector totally different from the industrial sector where the materialization of the
product is easy to achieve.

Furthermore, like the education system of low-middle-income countries (Mashaba and
Maile, 2013), the administrative system of Moroccan universities hides in its corners a
deep managerial complexity linked to the inability to determine the exact number of
teachers. and students who are absent every day. This is part of the problems relating to
university governance characterized by a flagrant lack of an integrated, global and
effective information system (Tawil et al., 2010). This problem is accentuated with the
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evolution of the concept of digital information and futuristic technologies related to online
learning which encourages non-physical presence and whose use would become more and
more reinforced in the future (Murshidi, 2017; Ullrich et al., 2023).

In this regard, the adoption of analytical accounting which considers the hidden costs of
the university system is urgent in that it makes it possible to bring greater depth and
credibility to the budgetary management of Moroccan universities (Abderma and
Benesrighe, 2015; Bollecker, 2016; Amrani et al., 2023).

Indeed, the OECD (2017) in its report entitled: “OECD Handbook for Internationally
comparative education statistics concepts, standards, definitions and classifications”,
formulated the two indicators below which relate respectively to the annual expenditure
for each student and the composition of the teacher salary considering the teacher/student
ratio:

a) Annual expenditure per student by educational institutions at a particular level of
education:

EDU_EXPENDITUREyear_x [ PPPyear_x
AdjustedFTE_ENRLyear_x

Where:

e EDU EXPENDITUREyear x / PPPyear x is expenditure by educational
institutions (in national currency) converted into equivalent USD by dividing the
national currency figure by the purchasing power parity (PPP) index for gross
domestic product (GDP)

e AdjustedFTE ENRLyear x is the number of full-time students enrolled in public or
private educational institutions adjusted to the financial year.

b) Salary cost of teachers per student:
1 SAL

b4 =
teachT ClassSize Ratiostud [ teacher

S5AL ¥ instT X

Where:

e SAL refers to teachers’ salaries, estimated as the statutory salary after 15 years of
experience

e instT refers to the instruction time of students, estimated as the annual intended
instruction time, in hours, for students.
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e teachT refers to teaching time of teachers estimated as the annual number of
teaching hours for teachers.

e C(lassSize i1s computed based on the ratio of students to teaching staff and the
number of teaching hours and instruction hours.

e Ratiostud/teacher refers to the ratio of students to teaching staff.

But by reading the report, we noted that the two formulations do not allow a dive into
the different categories of costs, in particular hidden costs, yet it is a fundamental problem
which, little by little, imperceptibly accentuates the financial asphyxiation of universities.

Regarding the concept of efficiency, according to reports from international
organizations (Lockheed and Hanushek, 1994), efficiency means: "Making the best use of
a given input or resource expenditure”, in terms of techniques, New tools for measuring
university efficiency are emerging such as: Data envelopment analysis (DEA), which is a
non-parametric method based on the comparison of production units (called decision units
— DMUs — ) that transform resources (inputs ) in services (outputs) (Goksen et al., 2015);
Free Disposal Hull (FDH) used to assess the efficiency without assumption of convexity of
basic DEA models (Papaioannou and Podinovski, 2024); Stochastic frontier analysis
(SFA) is defined as a parametric method that allows the examination of cost efficiency or
production inefficiencies (Bouzouita and Kooli, 2024); Distribution-Free Approach is a
method that makes no assumptions about the probability distributions of the variables in
question (Tan and Does., 1994); Also the use of standardized tests to measure the
efficiency of teachers (Brooks, 1921). Unfortunately, among all the works that directly
address the concept of efficiency, we have not found studies that treat academic
absenteeism as a hidden cost that gives free rein to a continuous flow of financial waste.
This 1s also one of the reasons why we will try to explain in the following part how
absenteeism among students and teachers is a fundamental problem which accentuates the
budgetary difficulty of universities.

2.2. Measurement of Absenteeism in the education system

According to faucet's theory, it is impossible to dissociate absenteeism and academic
achievement, the two have a strongly negative correlation (Entwisle et al., 2001), This
relationship between the two concepts deserves special attention, especially since the
public university system in Morocco suffers from the absence of mandatory attendance
policies (Annual report of the Court of Auditors for the year 2018, pp.38-61). There is a
large amount of literature available on the impact of absenteeism on the students’
performance (Aburuz, 2015; Gubbels et al., 2019; Heyne et al., 2019; Gren-Landell, 2021).
However, the aim of this study is limited in the analysis of measurement of the costs
generated by the absenteeism of students and teachers.

The measurement of absenteeism has sparked debate among researchers who affirm the
non-existence of a single method to evaluate the phenomenon of absenteeism. This
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revelation was defended by Gaudet's (1963) research which proves that at least 41 different
indicators of absenteeism have been used in the past. Among these parameters we find the
four measurement criteria formulated by Huse and Taylor (1962): attitudinal absences,
absence frequency, absence severity, and medical absences. Also, other methods were used
in the calculations of the cost of absenteeism such as (Schmid et al., 2016) who use
Adjusted interval regressions to examine the linkages between supportive leadership
behavior (SLB), presenteeism/absenteeism, and the associated costs. In the university
system, Tyndall and Barnes (1962) recalled the different efforts to measure and assess unit
costs in the instructional area. They point out that unit cost is the result of three

cen

fundamental indicators: “"weekly teaching hours" for faculty time, "weekly student hours"
for student time, and "semester hourly rate" for salary cost”. in the same academic line,
Milanowski and Odden (2007) have used ancient conceptual models on the estimation of
turnover costs to use them in the case of teachers. Indeed, the Components of Cost of
Turnover, which is positively correlated to the phenomenon of absenteeism, include: Cost
of Separation; Cost of Replacement Staffing; Net Replacement Pay; Cost of Training and
finally Value of Lost Productivity (Smith and Watkins 1978; Cascio 1991). The last
method discussed in this part is related to: Cost—Benefit and Cost-Effectiveness Analysis
which enable educational managers to choose the best strategies to adopt (Benshaul-
Tolonen et al., 2020). However, Cost—Benefit Analysis Measures the benefits and costs of
a policy through monetary terms which is very difficult to apply in the education sector,
unlike Cost-Effectiveness Analysis which requires the comparison between two policies in
order to choose the one which corresponds to the most cost-effective option. Following the
same objective, we decided to determine the hidden costs of the university system, which
often take second place by focusing this time on the introduction of the phenomenon of
absenteeism of teachers and students in the calculation of internal efficiency and wastage.

3. Method

In a previous work entitled "Controlling the hidden cost due to the absenteeism of
teacher-researchers and students as a means of alleviating university financial asphyxia",
we introduced the phenomenon of absenteeism to calculate the cost of a student in the
education system. In this paper, we propose to introduce this phenomenon of absenteeism
into the calculation of internal efficiency and wastage, for a given education system.
Through this work, we simply want to invite university managers to review their
calculation of university-related costs. in fact, not only the direct costs such as payroll
expenses, operating expenses, etc., weigh on the university budget, but also the hidden
behavioral aspect reflected by the absenteeism of teacher-researchers and of students
harms the organizational functioning of public university establishments.
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4. Results and their discussion

4.1. Classical definition of efficiency coefficient

According to UNESCO, “The Efficiency Coefficient (EC) is the ideal (optimal) number
of student years necessary (i.e. in the absence of repetitions and dropouts), so that a certain
number of students in a given cohort complete their education at a given cycle or level of

education, expressed as a percentage of the actual number of student years devoted to
student training” (UNESCO, 2009).

The formula for calculating this factor is given by:

EC 2= D, X1 100
= x

With:
- Dj.number of graduates from a cohort of students after j years of study.
- Ajnumber of students from a cohort dropping out after j years of study.

- n:normal number of years to obtain the diploma (In the case of Morocco n=3).

J: number of years of study.

In this case, the loss coefficient (LC) is given by:
1
LC=—x100
EC

This definition of efficiency or loss does not consider the problem of absenteeism
among students and teacher-researchers, which causes the State to lose colossal sums each
academic year.

4.2. Introduction of absenteeism in the calculation of efficiency

We propose a new formula for efficiency already developed by UNESCO while
introducing beside repetition and dropout the phenomenon of absenteeism of teacher-
researchers and students. In our opinion, these three elements are judged to be the origin of
loss in a university system (Mansouri, 2017; Yilmaz and Sarpkaya, 2022; Llaur¢ et al.,
2023). Therefore, the new definition becomes:

“The efficiency coefficient is the ideal (optimal) number of student years necessary (i.e. in
the absence of repetition, dropout and absenteeism), so that a certain number of “students
in a given cohort complete their education at a given cycle or level of education, expressed
as a percentage of the actual number of student years devoted to student training”.
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Considering this definition, the new formula for efficiency (noted NEC) becomes:

Yuikp o xn
NEC = = gd X100 (1)
E:lz+k D . E:z+kﬂ . Eu+k N-!A]'
i=n Dg; X i+ im1 Ag.j Xj+ =1 NJE

With:

g: cohort of students.

- NE, : total number of students in a cohort.

- D, ; : number of graduates from a cohort g after j years of study.

- A, ;:number of students (from a cohort g) dropping out after j years of study.

- D, : Number of graduates from cohort g.

- n: Normal number of years to obtain the diploma (In the case of Morocco n=3).

- n+k: the duration of the cohort.

- NBJA; : Number of days of absenteeism of students and teachers for year d.
- NJE : Overall number of days of study during a year (without vacation).

4.3. New method to calculate the number of days of absenteeism

We note by NJAE; the Number of Days of Student Absenteeism During the Year A;
(360 days).

For the entire cohort, the number of days of student absenteeism is:

ntk

NJAE = Z NJAE,

=1
To calculate the number of days of absenteeism, we adopt the following notations:

For each year of the cohort studied 4;, and for each teacher Prof;, we note by:

n;; : the number of students overall, and who were assigned to the teacher Prof,

throughout the year 4;.

a;; - the number of days of absenteeism (without university catch-up: if a university

professor makes up the sessions from which he was absent, it is no longer a question of
absenteeism) of teacher Prof;, throughout the year 4;.
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Table 1. Representative table of absenteeism by teacher-researcher

Prof] Profs e Profy
Number of students | 1y; Naj Ny
Number of
absenteeism in days | a@; Qz;j Qpj
without catching up

Source: Jafari and Yousfi, 2020.

If a teacher is absent unduly during a session, this means that all the students to whom
this session 1s dedicated are implicitly absent as well.

Furthermore, the absenteeism of a teacher Prof;, during the year 4, it is equivalent to

absenteeism n;; X a;; of days students.

So, the absenteeism of all teachers for a year 4;, is equivalent to the number of days of

student absenteeism:

M

N}’AP}- = Z n;; X a;;

i=1

With this calculation, equation (1) becomes:

+i
NEC = Lj=n Dg; X1t X 100
NJAE. + NJAP.
+i : +x : +h i j
E;_!:” D_g_,_;l' x _-il + E;‘zzl 'Ag_,_;l' x _-il + E;'!:j_ NIE

Example:

In an establishment of 5 professors and 100 students, each year we have on average 20
days of absenteeism for each student, and 5 days of absenteeism without catching-up for
each university professor. Likewise, we have 20 repeaters each year, and we have 0
dropouts. The diploma is obtained for 3 years, and these numbers are applied for a 5-year
cohort:

100 % 3
NEC = X 100

NJAE, + NJAP;
300 +20 x 5.+ Eprk Lo 0
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5
NJAE = Z NJAE; = 20+ 100+ 5= 10000
j=1
5
NJAP; = Z n;; X a; =5%100 =500
i=1

NJE=360

Without considering absenteeism:

100 X 3 _ 30000

C=——x10
300+ 20x5 400

1
L =——x100= 1,333
NEC

With the consideration of absenteeism:

NEC = 100 x 3 % 100 = 30000 _ 69,001
- 10000+ 500 %5 - o
300+ 20 % 5+( a ) 434,72

360

1
NLC =—— % 100 = 1,449
NEC

We notice that there is a difference of 0.116 between the classic value of the efficiency
coefficient and the new efficiency coefficient that we defined after the introduction of
absenteeism. This difference (0.116) has always been neglected in the calculation of this
coefficient, even though this value is very important compared to the classic value of this
coefficient (it represents 8.70% of the classic EC value). This simple example with a very
small number of students and teachers showed that absenteeism causes significant loss in
the education system, which is why it must be integrated into all the efficient coefficients
of the education system.

5. Conclusion

The absenteeism of teacher-researchers and students forces university institutions to pay
an additional cost that they are unable to trace, since it is a hidden cost which does not
actually appear in the academic balance sheet. Thus, by taking the theory of hidden
performance costs (Savall and Zardet 1995), we were able to raise awareness about the
threats that annihilate the university budget system through incalculable inconsistencies.

The simulation we have given shows how absenteeism, as a phenomenon excluded from
financial results, constitutes a danger to the fiscal sustainability of universities. This is why
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we insisted on the importance of incorporating hidden costs in the calculation of efficiency
and loss because their neglect certainly distorts the real value of the said indicators. In
addition, the fact that we do not have reliable information on absenteeism, which is
completely understandable, since we are facing an unnoticeable phenomenon, forced us to
settle for a representative example of the phenomenon, All this to say that the availability
of national absenteeism data from all academic institutions will provide accurate
information on the actual financial loss borne annually by universities.

Finally, university absenteeism has often been approached from various theoretical and
empirical angles (Jacobs and Kritsonis, 2007; Triaddé-Ivern et al., 2013). In this sense, we
searched everywhere for studies that treat absenteeism as a hidden cost at the university
level, but we found nothing. As a result, our focus was more on highlighting the
imperceptible aspect of absenteeism, which even with E-administration and the
digitalization of universities remains undetectable to this day (El Ferouali and Ouhadi,
2023). The solution lies in the transposition of techniques used purely in industry to the
university sector, which brings a real plus to the analysis of absenteeism of teachers and
students, since this is a field where the calculation of hidden costs is far from new
(Luongo, 1959; Brouwer et al., 2023; Nowak et al., 2023).
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Abstract

This study examines The Man who sold his skin (L’Homme qui a vendu sa peau) by
Kaouther Ben Hnia, focusing on how the film employs contemporary art as a lens to
address social, political and ethical issues. The central problem revolves around the
commodification of human existence and the intersection of freedom and exploitation in a
globalized world.

The methodology involves a critical analysis of the film's narrative, symbolism, and visual
elements to uncover its critique of systemic inequalities, the art market's role in
perpetuating exploitation, and the moral dilemmas surrounding migration and consent. The
findings reveal the film's capacity to challenge capitalist values and provoke discourse on
humanity's boundaries, positioning it as a significant piece of socially engaged cinema.
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Introduction

Tunisian cinema has witnessed a remarkable rise on the international scene in recent
years, with the Tunisian film director Kaouther Ben Hania emerging as one of its most
acclaimed voices. Known for her bold storytelling and critical engagement with social
issues, Ben Hania has directed several films that combine artistic innovation with political
depth. Among her most significant works are Beauty and the Dogs (2017), which explores
themes of violence and institutional injustice, and The Man Behind the Microphone
(2014), which examines cultural identity and the legacy of a national music icon. Her films
are frequently praised for their immersive style and their ability to confront viewers with
uncomfortable truths, often revealing the underlying power dynamics within society.

Released in 2020 and inspired by true events, The Man Who Sold His Skin tells the story
of Sam Ali, a Syrian refugee who agrees to have his back tattooed with a Schengen visa by
a contemporary artist, turning his body into a living artwork. This act, which grants him
access to Europe, serves as a powerful metaphor for the commodification of the human
body and the exploitation of displaced individuals. Through this narrative, Ben Hania
offers a sharp critique of global inequalities, the dehumanizing aspects of the art market,
and the ethical contradictions of a world where borders, bodies, and even dignity are
treated as tradable assets.

The central problem addressed in this article concerns how cinema, particularly through
the lens of contemporary art, can reveal and critique the moral and political tensions of
globalization. More specifically, the research investigates how The Man Who Sold His
Skin uses the language of film and visual art to explore issues such as human
commodification, consent, and the illusion of freedom. This reflection is grounded in a
context where art and capital increasingly intersect, often at the expense of marginalized
individuals.

So, how does the Tunisian film director Kaouther Ben Hania use cinematic and
symbolic tools to interrogate the ethical and social boundaries of the globalized art
market, especially in relation to the refugee condition? The working hypothesis is that the
film exposes the paradoxes of this system by combining minimalist aesthetics, a strong
emotional narrative, and visual symbolism to evoke a critical awareness of contemporary
exploitation. This approach allows the film to function as both a work of art and a political
commentary, prompting the viewer to reflect on the cost of freedom in a commodified
world.

In order to contextualize this analysis, the article draws upon previous studies that have
examined similar intersections between art, ethics, and human suffering. For instance,
Danto (1981) and Goodman (1976) questioned the moral limits of using real people as
subjects in artistic performances. In the cinematic realm, works like Ruben Ostlund’s The
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Square (2017) and The White Tiger (2021) have also been analyzed for their
representations of power, inequality, and exploitation. Furthermore, media studies on
refugee representation, such as those focused on The Good Lie (2014), underscore the
recurring theme of dehumanization through spectacle. These studies provide a valuable
foundation for understanding the ethical stakes raised by Ben Hania’s film.

1. Context and stakes of the film The man who sold his skin

Kaouther Ben Hania’s The man who sold hHis sSkin unfolds within a complex socio-
political landscape marked by conflict, displacement, and global inequality. To fully grasp
the depth of the film’s narrative and thematic resonance, it is essential to situate it within
its historical and geopolitical context. Drawing from real-world events such as the Syrian
civil war and the European migration crisis, the film offers more than a personal story — it
becomes a lens through which contemporary issues of freedom, identity, and exploitation
are critically examined. By blending fiction with documentary elements, Ben Hania not
only humanizes the refugee experience but also exposes the underlying structures of power
and commodification in both the art world and international politics. This section explores
the key contextual elements that shape the film's narrative stakes, beginning with the
historical and social background, followed by a synopsis of the plot that highlights the
symbolic weight carried by its protagonist’s journey.

1.1. Historical and social context

The man who sold his skin is set against the backdrop of major geopolitical and social
upheavals, notably the Arab Spring and its aftermath. In 2011, a wave of revolutions swept
across the Arab world, leading to radical political changes and, in some cases, prolonged
conflicts, such as the war in Syria. This conflict resulted in one of the largest refugee crises
in modern history, with millions of Syrians forced to flee their country.

In this context, Kaouther Ben Hania’s film sheds light on migration issues by portraying
the moral and human dilemmas faced by refugees. The protagonist, Sam Ali, is a young
Syrian from a middle-class background who dreams of a normal life with his fiancée.
However, the war disrupts his plans, forcing him to seek refuge in Lebanon. Through
Sam’s story, the film humanizes the refugee crisis while questioning the mechanisms of
exclusion and marginalization in a globalized world.

1.2. Film synopsis

The film The Man Who Sold His Skin revolves around Sam Ali, a young Syrian who
flees his country due to the war and finds himself in Lebanon. There, he strikes a deal with
a world-renowned artist in which his body becomes a "work of art" in exchange for a
travel visa to Europe. Sam is transformed into a piece of art displayed in museums, placing
him face-to-face with deep existential and ethical questions.
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2. A modern fable on freedom and servitude
2.1. The duality between the individual and the object

Sam Ali’s transformation from a Syrian refugee into a living artwork serves as a
powerful metaphor for the dehumanization that occurs within political and economic
systems. As a refugee, Sam is already viewed as a statistic, a number in the growing wave
of displaced individuals due to the Syrian civil war. His personal identity and humanity are
secondary to the political and economic forces that dictate his survival. The offer to
become a living work of art, though seemingly granting him freedom of movement and an
escape from his dire circumstances, strips him of his agency and transforms him into a
commodity.

The decision to become part of Jeffrey Godefroi’s art is laden with irony. Sam gains
access to the international art scene and the freedom to travel privileges denied to many
refugees. However, in exchange for these freedoms, he loses his autonomy as a human
being. His body, once a vessel of personal and cultural identity, is turned into a branded
object on display. In this sense, the film “depicts the complex relationship between
individual identity and commodification, showing how art can simultaneously liberate and
imprison the person within it” (Khemiri, 2021, p. 12). Sam’s physical transformation
becomes a symbol of the commodification of human beings, illustrating how those who
are marginalized are often forced to sell their dignity for survival.

This shift in Sam’s status highlights the disturbing implications of turning a human
being into a "monetizable product." As his tattooed back becomes the object of
international attention, the film raises crucial questions about the ethics of art and its role
in exploiting human suffering. "Sam's body, once a refugee's burden, is now a marketable
work of art, highlighting the dark side of globalization where human lives are reduced to
mere economic transactions" (Al-Husseini, 2019, p. 48).

The film also critiques the broader societal tendency to objectify individuals in the
global system. Sam is no longer a refugee with hopes, dreams, and aspirations he is a
product, a spectacle to be admired, consumed, and discarded. This duality is central to the
film’s exploration of the tension between freedom and enslavement. While Sam’s journey
appears to promise liberty through his newfound identity as an artwork, he is, in fact,
caught in a new form of servitude, where his value is entirely contingent on his ability to
serve the desires of the global art market.

Ultimately, The Man Who Sold His Skin portrays the tragic consequences of a world where
individual agency is compromised by the forces of capitalism and cultural exploitation,
and where even the most intimate parts of the human experience are commodified for
profit.
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2.2. A critique of the global migration system
Analysis of borders as a political construction limiting individual freedoms

In The Man Who Sold His Skin, Kaouther Ben Hania presents a scathing critique of the
global migration system and its reliance on borders as a tool of exclusion. The film reveals
how political borders, often portrayed as neutral lines on a map, are in fact constructs
designed to limit the mobility of individuals, especially those who are displaced due to
conflict, poverty, or persecution. For Sam Ali, a Syrian refugee, the borders that separate
him from a life with his fiancée in Europe are not merely geographical they are barriers
that define his worth as a person and restrict his freedom to live without fear.

The film’s portrayal of Sam’s journey underscores the oppressive nature of these
political constructions. By transforming Sam into a living work of art, the artist Jeffrey
Godefroi provides him with a way to circumvent these boundaries, offering him access to
the global elite and the ability to travel freely. However, Sam’s new passport is not one
that he earns through a legitimate process it is purchased through his commodification. As
the film suggests, “The very concept of freedom becomes a transactional process, where
the price of entry to the world is to be reduced to a commodity” (Ben Amar, 2022, p. 52).
This illustrates the absurdity and injustice of a system that grants freedom to some while
systematically denying it to others based on their nationality, status, or economic standing.

The paradox of an inaccessible passport for millions around the world

The film also exposes the paradox of the global migration system, where millions of
people around the world remain trapped within the borders of their countries, unable to
access basic freedoms such as travel or refuge. Sam’s tattooed back, offering him a "pass"
to Europe, symbolizes a system that creates hierarchies of human mobility. For Sam, the
passport is not a right, but a privilege obtained by the sale of his own body. The film
critiques the absurdity of a system where access to basic human rights, such as freedom of
movement, depends on one's ability to navigate or bypass a deeply unjust political system.

As one critic notes, "A passport, something most people take for granted, is, for
millions, an unattainable dream, further highlighting the stark divisions between the
privileged and the dispossessed in today’s globalized world" (Haddad, 2021, p. 37). This
paradox, which is vividly portrayed in the film, speaks to the broader inequalities that
shape the experiences of refugees, migrants, and the disenfranchised.

By presenting Sam’s plight within this framework, the film forces the audience to
confront the ethical implications of a world where movement is restricted based on
arbitrary lines and where millions are left without the basic tools needed to survive or
thrive.
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2.3. Elitism and cynicism in the art world
Elitism and cynicism in the art world

In The Man Who Sold His Skin, the art world is depicted as a space of profound elitism
and cynicism, where individuals are reduced to commodities to be bought, sold, and
displayed. Jeffrey Godefroi, the contemporary artist who "acquires" Sam Ali, represents
the global art market's ability to exploit human suffering for financial gain. As Sam’s body
becomes an art piece, it is no longer seen as a person with hopes and dreams, but as a
spectacle for the wealthy elite to consume and appreciate. The film critiques how the art
world, in its pursuit of novelty and shock value, often disregards the human cost behind the
works it consumes.

As one critic observes, "The art world is depicted not as a space for creativity, but as a
machine that turns human misery into cultural capital" (El-Masri, 2020, p. 26). The
wealthy patrons and collectors who view Sam's tattooed body as a piece of art are not
concerned with his past or the reasons behind his suffering they are interested only in the
aesthetic value his transformation provides. This cynical approach is representative of a
larger pattern in the art industry, where economic gain often takes precedence over the
ethical considerations of the artist’s subjects.

Exploitation of pain and despair as artistic ""Raw material"

The exploitation of pain and despair as the "raw material" for art is a central theme in
the film. Sam’s transformation into a living artwork is not the result of artistic inspiration
or collaboration, but rather the commodification of his suffering. His tattooed body, which
grants him mobility, is simultaneously a symbol of his exploitation. The film sheds light
on how the global art market often feeds on human misery, transforming it into a product
to be sold to the highest bidder. As the artist Jeffrey states, “Art reflects the reality of the
world around us, but it also manipulates it. In this world, suffering becomes the most
valuable asset” (Ben Hania, 2021, p. 84).

This brutal reality is not only present in the film’s narrative, but it is also a reflection of
the wider global system, where the pain of marginalized individuals is often exploited for
profit. In this context, Sam’s journey becomes a commentary on how people living on the
margins of society are often turned into objects to be consumed, their suffering used as the
basis for art and entertainment. "The transformation of Sam’s body into a 'work of art' is a
stark metaphor for how global systems exploit those who are already powerless, turning
their pain into spectacle" (Sami, 2019, p. 56).

By highlighting this dynamic, The Man Who Sold His Skin serves as a sharp critique of
the art market’s complicity in global injustice, offering a chilling portrayal of how the
exploitation of the vulnerable is normalized and celebrated within elite cultural spaces.
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3. A staging in service of social critique
3.1. Minimalist aesthetic and visual symbolism

Contrast between spaces: the cold and sophisticated art galleries versus the brutal
realities of refugees

The minimalist aesthetic in The Man Who Sold His Skin plays a critical role in
emphasizing the stark contrast between the art world and the harsh conditions of refugees.
The film uses the clean, impersonal galleries of the art world as a symbolic backdrop to
highlight the disconnection between the privileged elite and the suffering of displaced
individuals. These galleries, with their cold and sophisticated atmosphere, serve as a visual
metaphor for the commodification of human suffering in a world that seems detached from
the painful realities of refugees.

As noted by film critic Nadia Haddad, “The sterile and minimalist art gallery spaces are
juxtaposed against the harsh, oppressive environments that refugees like Sam endure,
creating a visual irony that speaks to the economic systems that exploit human misery”
(Haddad, 2021, p. 72). This contrast is not only aesthetic but also symbolic, showing how
the art world, in its pursuit of beauty and novelty, often ignores or even thrives on the pain
and hardship faced by marginalized individuals.

The film’s use of space as a contrast between the cold, white-walled art galleries and the
desolate refugee camps is a powerful commentary on the social inequalities that persist in
the global system. These spaces are not just physical locations; they reflect the moral and
ethical divide between those who control wealth and culture and those who suffer in its
absence.

Fig.1. A screenshot of the scene showing the contrast between spaces: the cold,
sophisticated art galleries versus the harsh realities of refugees

Source : https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G8gYhbdzYtE

The symbolism of the tattoo on Sam’s back: between imprisonment and liberation

The tattoo on Sam’s back is a central symbol in The Man Who Sold His Skin,
embodying both the physical and psychological consequences of his decision to allow his
body to become a living artwork. The tattoo represents a form of imprisonment, as it marks
Sam’s body as a commodity to be bought, sold, and displayed. This branding is a powerful

Critical Study of the Film The Man Who Sold His Skin B()uthayna Hammi
by Kaouther Ben Hania: Between Art,
Exploitation and Freedom


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G8gYhbdzYtE

doaill plel dugell élanll oé*\ . .
Arabic Journal for Translation Studies (8 A VOI: 4 / N O: 1 2 ( 2025) IOENSNAC-C :3750 6142

metaphor for how people are often reduced to objects within the global systems of power,
especially when they are marginalized or displaced.

However, the tattoo also symbolizes a paradoxical form of liberation. While it confines
Sam to a life of objectification, it simultaneously offers him the chance to escape the
confines of his refugee status. The tattoo gives him mobility and access to opportunities
that would otherwise be denied to him as a refugee. As the artist Jeffrey Godefroi remarks
in the film, "The tattoo is not just art; it is freedom. But it comes at a cost: Sam becomes a
piece of property" (Ben Hania, 2021, p. 65).

This duality of the tattoo as both a symbol of imprisonment and a potential path to
liberation is a central theme of the film. It highlights the complex and often contradictory
nature of freedom in the modern world, especially for refugees who must navigate the
tension between personal autonomy and survival. The tattoo thus becomes both a literal
and metaphorical mark of Sam's transformation, serving as a reminder of how global
power structures exploit vulnerable individuals while offering them fleeting opportunities
for escape.

Fig.2. A screenshot of the scene showing the tattoo on Sam’s back: between
imprisonment and liberation

Source : https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=29df33Tzl1w

3.2. The role of costumes and sets
Sam's clothing evolution to reflect his transition from refugee to "Living Art"

Costumes in The Man Who Sold His Skin play a crucial role in the character's evolution,
symbolizing his transition from a displaced refugee to a "living work of art" in the
contemporary art world. At the start, Sam is dressed simply and utilitarian, reflecting his
status as a refugee and marginalized individual. His clothes are often dark and
unremarkable, underscoring his anonymity and lack of power in modern, globalized
societies.

However, as he becomes a living artwork, his clothing becomes increasingly elaborate
and stylized. This sartorial transformation mirrors his commercialization in the art world.
As film historian Michael Jones points out, "Sam's clothes are not just clothes. They
become symbols of his dehumanization and reification in a system where the individual is
reduced to a product" (Jones, 2020, p. 114). The evolution of his clothes visually mirrors
his transformation from refugee to an object of art, highlighting the price he pays in terms
of freedom and identity.
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This evolution of clothing echoes his status change: from a refugee in the eyes of the
world to an object of desire and admiration in art galleries. The contrast between his
simple attire and the sophisticated garments emphasizes the distance he has traveled, but
also the cost he must bear in terms of freedom and selfhood.

Fig.3. A screenshot of the scene showing Sam's clothing evolution to reflect his
transition from refugee to "Living Art"

Source : https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=29df33Tzl 1w

The use of minimalist sets to isolate characters in metaphorical spaces

The use of sets in the film, especially in scenes set in art galleries and spaces where Sam
is exhibited, plays a pivotal role in emphasizing themes of isolation and dehumanization.
The sets are minimalist, often reduced to stark white, impersonal spaces, which intensify
the feeling that characters, especially Sam, are trapped in cold and unwelcoming
environments. These neutral sets act as visual metaphors for the alienation the characters
experience in a world where human interactions are reduced to economic transactions.

As film critic Fatima Sidi notes, "The empty, minimalist spaces are not just an aesthetic
choice; they symbolize the emotional isolation of the characters, who are cut off from
human reality by an economic system that consumes them" (Sidi, 2021, p. 58). These
spaces represent a stage for the inaccessibility and separation between Sam and the outside
world, a world that now sees him as a work of art rather than a person with desires and
aspirations.

Moreover, the presence of empty, austere spaces accentuates Sam's loneliness, as he
finds himself in a situation where he is neither free nor truly human in the conventional
sense. These sets thus act as a visual reflection of his psychological and physical state: a
man trapped in a life he did not choose, where his humanity is reduced to a mere
commercial transaction.
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Fig.4. A screenshot of the scene showing the use of minimalist sets to isolate
characters in metaphorical spaces

Source : https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=29df33Tzl1w

3.3. The power of silent performance
Sam Ali as a silent figure of exploited humanity

The silent performance of Sam Ali in The Man Who Sold His Skin embodies a silent
humanity, reified and exploited by an economic and artistic system. His lack of vocal
dialogue accentuates his condition as a silent victim, reduced to an object of
contemplation. This silent dimension is a powerful visual force that contrasts with the
usual expressiveness of cinema, creating a deeper emotional impact on the audience. As
film critic Jean-Paul Dumont notes, "Sam, by remaining silent and still, becomes the face
of an exploited humanity, a body that speaks through its presence and silence" (Dumont,
2021, p. 102).

Sam's silence, his lack of voice, echoes how refugees and marginalized individuals are
often ignored in public discourse. He is reduced to a mere image, a consumable product,
and his suffering is expressed not through words, but through the isolation and lack of
freedom emanating from his body. This transforms his silence into a visual cry of distress,
amplifying the film's underlying social critique.

The tension created by his stillness before the audience's gaze

Sam's stillness in front of the spectators in the art galleries creates palpable tension,
reinforcing the idea of his submission to a system that objectifies him. The film plays with
the juxtaposition of his immobility and the constant gaze of others upon him, creating a
sense of discomfort and voyeurism. As film scholar Claire Laroche states, "The tension
arising from Sam's stillness before the spectators is a sharp critique of contemporary
voyeurism, where human suffering is exposed for aesthetic and commercial purposes"
(Laroche, 2020, p. 76).

Sam's stillness in these critical moments also symbolizes the paralysis of the individual
in the face of a global and merciless system. Every movement of his eyes or body seems to
reflect the anguish of imprisonment, underscoring the inevitability of his situation. The
audience's gaze, which perceives Sam as a living work of art, imposes a form of control
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and fetishization, reducing his humanity to an image in a showcase. This dynamic mirrors
how individuals and cultures are often caught in power relations that dehumanize them.

Fig.5. A screenshot of the scene showing the The tension created by his stillness
before the audience's gaze

Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=29df33Tzl1w

4. Ethical dilemmas at the heart of the narrative

4.1. Art as a mirror of injustices

Debate on the morality of contemporary artistic practices: where to draw the line
between artistic provocation and exploitation?

The man who sold his skin raises profound questions about the morality of
contemporary artistic practices, particularly concerning the boundary between provocation
and exploitation. The film shows how Sam Ali, a Syrian refugee, becomes a living work of
art, symbolizing the commodification of the human body. This transformation raises the
question: where should the line be drawn between an artistic provocation that questions
society and the mere exploitation of an individual for artistic purposes?

As art historian Thomas Crow states, "Art must disturb, shock, but there is a crucial
difference between a creative provocation that challenges the status quo and the outright
exploitation of an individual or situation" (Crow, 2018, p. 72). The film highlights this
moral dilemma because Sam is reduced to a commodity, an object of art, raising questions
about the responsibilities of artists in creating such works.

Furthermore, contemporary art is often seen as a means to shock the public and
stimulate thought. However, when art exploits extreme human conditions, such as
suffering or dehumanization, it becomes difficult to justify these practices as merely
provocative. Ben Hania’s film critiques this approach, emphasizing the fine line between
art that prompts reflection and art that participates in the exploitation of individuals.

Comparison with real-world examples from the art world

The ethical dilemmas explored in the film resonate with several real-world examples
from the art world that have sparked controversy. Works like The Physical Impossibility of
Death in the Mind of Someone Living by Damien Hirst, a sculpture of a shark preserved in
formaldehyde, or Piss Christ by Andres Serrano, a photograph of a crucifix submerged in
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urine, have brought to light how art can cross the line between provocation and
exploitation.

Art critic Robert Hughes writes, "Contemporary art is often a playground for the most
radical ideas, but this radicalism can easily slide into exploitation when it uses human
suffering to create impact" (Hughes, 2017, p. 98). These examples emphasize that art,
when seeking to shock or disrupt, must be examined not only for its aesthetic value but
also for its moral and social impact.

In parallel, performances like Marina Abramovic's, where she spent several hours
allowing spectators to inflict physical harm on her in Rhythm 0 (1974), raise questions
about the relationship between art and consent. Such works, much like Kaouther Ben
Hania’s film, underscore how art can sometimes cross ethical boundaries by manipulating
human bodies and emotions in order to attract attention and provoke a response.

Thus, The Man Who Sold His Skin engages in a relevant debate about the limits of
contemporary art in terms of morality and exploitation, questioning the place of human
suffering in artistic creation.

4.2. The commodification of human existence

How the film critiques a world where everything, even dignity, can be bought

The man who sold his Sskin portrays a world where human dignity becomes a
commodity, and where even a person's soul can be bought and sold. The character of Sam
Ali, a Syrian refugee, embodies this transformation into a "living artwork." His body
becomes a commercially traded commodity, symbolizing the dehumanization that occurs
when humanity itself is reduced to market value. Through this narrative, the film
highlights the critique of the commodification of human existence in a capitalist world
where everything, even dignity, can be acquired.

The philosopher Arendt wrote, "Totalitarianism, like other forms of exploitation, does
not merely reduce man to an object; it eliminates the very capacity of man to be human"
(Arendt, 1951, p. 106). Indeed, The Man Who Sold His Skin critiques this ability to reduce
an individual to a mere financial transaction. By becoming a living work of art, Sam Ali
loses his freedom and humanity, raising a fundamental ethical question about how
capitalist exploitation can reduce a person to a consumable object.

Reflection on capitalist values and their impact on modern societies

Through the character of Sam Ali, the film invites broader reflection on capitalist values
and their impact on modern societies. In a world dominated by capitalism, humanity itself
is often judged by its ability to generate profits. The individual, far from being seen as a
being with intrinsic rights and values, is reduced to their power of production or
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consumption. This phenomenon is illustrated by the story of Sam Ali, who, by becoming a
living work of art, embodies this reduction of humanity to a mere product.

Sociologist Max Weber observed, "Modern capitalism i1s a culture of objectification,
which transforms the human being into a mere agent of production, devoid of any
spontaneity" (Weber, 1905, p. 234). The film highlights this transformation of the
individual, where Sam Ali is used for his ability to be "exploited" for artistic and
commercial purposes, raising questions about the place of humanity in a profit-obsessed
society.

The commodification of human existence is also a central theme in Karl Marx's
reflection, who stated, "Capitalism transforms man into a commodity, making him a slave
to the exchange value" (Marx, 1867, p. 39). In The Man Who Sold His Skin, the idea of
commodifying the individual becomes even more striking with the concept of art
exploiting the suffering and dehumanization of a refugee to turn it into a luxury product.
This treatment of humanity through a market logic echoes a sharp critique of the modern
economic system, where the human being is no more than a tool in a market-driven
process.

4.3. The question of consent
Analysis of Sam's choices: freedom or compromise?

In The Man Who Sold His Skin, Sam Ali's decision to become a living work of art raises
fundamental questions about consent and personal freedom. In exchange for the possibility
of travel, Sam sacrifices his autonomy, reducing himself to an object in a capitalist and
artistic system. His choices represent a complex moral dilemma: does he retain freedom by
making this decision, or does he give up his autonomy in a system that exploits him? This
tension reflects the broader dilemma faced by many in situations of extreme necessity and
powerlessness, particularly refugees who often have no choice but to compromise their
dignity in the face of survival.

As Jean-Paul Sartre wrote, "Freedom is what you do with what's been done to you"
(Sartre, 1943, p. 442). Sam’s choice to sell his body for the promise of mobility challenges
the notion of freedom in a world where the individual's agency is frequently dictated by
external circumstances. His decision could be seen as a compromise between the freedom
to move and the loss of his humanity, raising questions about whether freedom in such
conditions can ever be truly free.

The moral ambiguity of secondary characters, particularly the artist and his gallery
owner

The characters of the artist and his gallery owner further complicate the narrative of
consent and morality. While Sam is the one subjected to commodification, the figures of
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the artist and the gallery owner represent those who benefit from exploiting the suffering
of others for art's sake. The artist, whose work capitalizes on Sam's plight, and the gallery
owner, who profits from the commercialization of the living artwork, both exist in morally
gray areas. Their actions seem to question the ethics of using another person’s pain and
suffering for artistic or financial gain.

The philosopher Arthur Danto, reflecting on the ethics of art, observed, "Art's
relationship to the world is a double-edged sword, for it reflects the world while
simultaneously being used to critique it" (Danto, 1981, p. 58). The artist in the film, by
turning Sam into a work of art, reflects the capitalist exploitation of human beings while
also becoming complicit in this system. The gallery owner, similarly, represents the
commercialization of suffering, profiting from Sam’s transformation. The moral ambiguity
of these characters highlights the inherent ethical conflicts within contemporary art,
particularly when it intersects with social issues such as displacement and exploitation.

As artist and writer Robert Hughes noted, "The commercialization of art and the
commodification of suffering is a question that challenges not just the artist but society at
large" (Hughes, 1990, p. 24). In the film, both the artist and the gallery owner embody this
dual role of both creator and exploiter, questioning the ethical boundaries of art and the
impact of the commercial art world on human dignity.

4. Conclusion

Kaouther Ben Hania’s The Man Who Sold His Skin offers a compelling cinematic
exploration of contemporary dilemmas at the intersection of art, ethics, and globalization.
Through the fictional yet realistic journey of Sam Ali, a Syrian refugee transformed into a
"living artwork", the film exposes the mechanisms by which human beings are
commodified under global capitalist systems. The narrative answers the central research
question by showing how cinematic tools, such as minimalist aesthetics and symbolic
imagery, can powerfully interrogate the ethical limits of contemporary art practices in the
context of migration and displacement. As James Smith aptly observes, “The
commodification of the human body in art exposes the tension between personal freedom
and systemic exploitation” (Smith, 2020, p. 132). This tension lies at the heart of the film
and forms the basis of its critical strength.

Among the main findings of this article is the realization that The Man Who Sold His
Skin operates simultaneously as a work of visual art and a socio-political critique. It
questions the boundaries between provocation and exploitation in the artistic realm and
brings attention to how the elite art world may instrumentalize human suffering. The film
further uses the contrast between spaces, refugee camps and pristine art galleries, as a
metaphor for inequality. The protagonist’s tattoo, functioning both as a mark of
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imprisonment and a ticket to freedom, becomes a central symbol in this visual and
thematic narrative.

This study also reaffirms Ben Hania’s place as a leading figure in engaged cinema,
capable of raising awareness and prompting reflection on global injustices. However, like
any qualitative research grounded in a single case study, this article is limited in scope. Its
analysis is based primarily on one cinematic work, and while it offers valuable insights
into the relationship between art and exploitation, it does not encompass the full diversity
of perspectives across different cultures and media. Future studies could compare this film
with others addressing similar ethical concerns in different geopolitical or artistic contexts.

In light of this, several research avenues may be pursued. Scholars might investigate the
representation of refugees in other forms of visual art, or the ethical responsibility of artists
who use real human subjects in their work. There is also room to explore the reception of
such films by various audiences and to examine how films like The Man Who Sold His
Skin might influence public discourse on human rights and migration. As Smith notes,
“Film not only reflects society but also has the potential to challenge and reshape the
narratives that define our collective experiences” (Smith, 2020, p. 145). Engaged cinema,
when paired with ethical reflection, remains a powerful tool for fostering critical thinking
and shaping more just cultural imaginaries.
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Abstract

This study highlights the environmental degradation affecting the forested area of
Tamtgarf Ait Ismail (Tagleft commune, Azilal Province, Morocco) by analyzing
natural and human factors. It aims to identify dominant plant formations, causes of
forest shrinkage, and assess the role of authorities in forest protection and
management. The research used observation, interviews, surveys, and GIS to
produce maps showing temporal forest cover changes, alongside SPSS for
processing and analyzing questionnaire data. Findings show that excessive human
exploitation and lack of environmental awareness are key drivers of degradation,
along with limited institutional intervention. Climatic factors like drought and
evaporation, and natural barriers such as rugged terrain, increase vegetation
fragility, hinder regeneration, and reduce resilience.

Keywords: Tamatgarf Ait Ismail Forest, Forest Degradation, Natural &
Human Factors, Environmental Interventions, Sustainable Development
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Abstract
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that fights for its independence.

Keywords: Translation, Loss, Derrida, Deconstruction, Gain

© 2025, Afkir, licensee Democratic Arab Center. This article is published under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International
(cC BY-NC 4.0), which permits non-commercial use of the material, appropriate credit, and indication if changes in the material were made. You can copy and
redistribute the material in any medium or format as well as remix, transform, and build upon the material, provided the original work is properly cited.

If I certainly lose in translation, Nawar Afkir
what I may gain?


mailto:afkir.nawar12@gmail.com
https://orcid.org/0009-0003-6964-295X

doaill plel dujell dlanll 03“ . .
Arabic Journal for Translation Studies \?A VOI: 4 / NO: 12 (2025) IOSSNC-C :750 6142

1. The Necessity of Translation Loss

No translator would deny that there is a certain moment that is painful for him during
the translation process; this ultimate moment of complete knowledge is when he realizes
that loss will inevitably occur in his translation, then when he doubts his abilities as a
translator for failing to achieve his main task to which he has dedicated himself from the
very beginning: producing as much cultural equivalence as possible.

This pain increases especially if what he is translating is dear to his heart and from his
mother tongue, as Jun expressed by saying that: “Translation is well- known, but its gains
and losses are only known to the translators.”( Jun, 2020, p. 172) Therefore, whenever the
translator tries to explain to the target reader the huge and inevitable losses that occur
during translation, especially literary one, he often fails. This failure is reinforced if the
reader is ignorant of the original language of the text, because no matter how much the
translator compares what is original and what is translated, the recipient will not fully
understand the comparison.

It is not only the translator who feels pain and can observe the damage, for the text itself
is obviously injured. Khatibi published his book “La Blessure du Nom Propre” (The
Wound of The Proper Name) which was translated into Arabic as “The Wounded Arabic
Name”; a weird translation that no nobody can easily accept, thus by reshaping the title of
the original, the translator is shifting the old meaning that the author may have intended.
By replacing “Proper” by “Arabic”, the reader would expect something totally different
making the original lost. Now, the “proper name” is really wounded after it lost its
meaning and was distorted, and maybe indeed bleeding after this treacherous shot.
Actually, translation cannot be likened to a quick shot for sure. It is a complex process that
requires time, and more importantly: decisions and choices, decisions a translator can
make on the basis of his personal grasp and motivations. Yet, my aim here is not to discuss
the ideological agendas behind translation, but rather to only shed light on the major
elements that are lost in the translation process.

If we take the above example of the translation of Khatibi’s book, we can obviously
notice the damage and the serious shift; however, the translator could change that as he has
multiple choices and alternatives, that is to say “La Blessure du Nom Propre” requires a
simple equivalent: The Wound of The Proper Name. Yet, the problem is when the
translator does not have a direct translation, that is the real tragedy! It is when the
translator lacks choices and thus resorts to one option, which is to change the form or to
alter the meaning.

The loss becomes more intense if the original text is a literary one, for literature is open
to multiple interpretations, and one faces obstacles as the language is connotative. And
also, the task of translating a literary text becomes more like a nightmare- this is of course
if the translator’s intention and concern is to remain faithful to the original text- when the
form is as important as the meaning, therefore, the translator finds himself in a weak
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position whether to sacrifice the form over the content or vice versa. That is why the loss
happens badly if the text is poetry, for poetry can never be translated as the same as the
original.

Texts and genres in general, include words, expressions and cultural nuances that are
exclusive to one culture and do not have equivalents in another language. These cultural
specificities do not exist in other languages, and whenever we try to translate these words,
we cannot grasp their original meaning, thus some parts are always untranslatable and lost
in translation.

Untranslatability in the work of deconstruction is caused by the limit of language,
because meaning first is not fixed since words are shaped by their relationships with other
words ( the concept of différence), and thus meaning can change depending on the context;
and second, it is always deferred, since texts carry within themselves traces of other texts
i.e. every signifying element “is related to something other than itself, thereby keeping
within itself the mark of the past element, and already letting itself be vitiated by the mark
of its relation to the future element” (Davis, 2001, p. 15) therefore, and since texts always
include traces of other texts, our attempt becomes more likely to be a translation of
translation instead of translating the original since there is no original in the first place to
begin with.

This barrier of language which hinders total translation is also “precisely what makes
translation possible in the first place, since this limit ensures that meaning can never be
absolute, close off, or shut down.” (Baker & Saldanha, 2020, p. 139) This “plurivocality” of
the text that dictates that part of the meaning is deconstructed and lost because for Derrida
translation can never be total or one hundred percent precise.

Derrida gives an example of the incompleteness of meaning in his work “Des Tours de
babel” (The Towers of Babel) when the “towers” evoke the image of human attempts to
reach a universal understanding or to construct a unified language:

“And they said one to another. Go to, let us make brick,
and burn them throughly. And they had brick for stone, and
slime had they for morter. And they said, go to, let us build
us a city and a tower, whose top may reach unto heaven;
and let us make us a name, lest we be scattered abroad up
on the face of the whole earth.” [Genesis 11: 3-4]
(Trowitzsch & Son, 1903, p. 15).

Such attempt would eventually fail when God intervened and confused their language
by destroying the tower:

“But the Lord came down to see the city and the tower
which the children of men builded. And the Lord said,
Behold, the people is one, and they have all one language;
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and this they begin to do: now and nothing will be
restrained from them, which they have imagined to do. Go
to, let us go down, and there confound their language, that
they may not understand one another's speech. So the Lord
scattered them abroad from thence upon the face of all the
earth: and they left off to build the city.” [Genesis 11: 5-6-
7-8] Trowitzsch & Son, 1903, p. 16).

And this is how God destroyed the tower after the people of Shinar craved unity and
univocality, however “Such a closed structure” that people of Shinar intended “would
dominate meaning, imposing an unequivocal relation between signifier and signified”
(Davis, 2001, p. 10) making translation impossible! Hence, the incompleteness of the
architectural structure of the tower stands for the incompleteness of meaning, making it
unfinished and always in need of complementation (context in this sense).

Derrida reflects on the nature of translation as something that is never fully faithful or
complete. The title itself is a symbol of linguistic fragmentation and the confusion of
languages: (Des Tours) and not (Un Tour), suggesting that translation is always caught in a
state of différence, reflecting the inherent instability of meaning and the impossibility of
total understanding between different languages and cultures.

In short, no translation can perfectly preserve the full depth of the original because
every language shapes meaning in its own specific way as Derrida expressed by the
“inadequation of one tongue to another” (Derrida, 1985, p. 165). So, the translation
inevitably involves some transformation or change in the way the text is understood (the
impossibility of perfect translation).

Actually, for Derrida translation can be perfect “relevant” if it does respect the
quantitative equivalence principle, that is to say that the translation must be quantitatively
equivalent to the original apart from any addition, explication, or analysis i.e. if the
original sentence has subject-verb-object, so should the target sentence. However, word-
for-word translation is not always accurate, especially if the text is literary, thus, “anything
is translatable if the translator is not limited in terms of quantity” (Kruger, 2004, p. 19)
which is obviously impossible. A relevant translation, according to Derrida, is therefore “a
translation whose economy [...] is the best possible, the most appropriating and the most
appropriate possible” (Derrida, 1999, p. 369). However, it is impossible to make a perfect
one-to-one equivalent of meaning, and there is always something lost or changed in the
process or as Kruger said: “It simply implies that it is impossible to produce the plurality
of the source text in a translation while obeying the law of quantity.” (Kruger, 2004, p. 19)
We cannot in this sense transcribe all the meanings of a ST upon a TT, unless we break the
“law of economy” which will not be a “relevant” translation in the end.

This “law of economy” (Derrida, 1999, p. 369) has two main aspects: first, a
quantitative aspect that dictates the word count in the ST be the same as in the TT, and
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second, a “property” aspect that requires the usage of the most appropriate, best possible
translation of any word. Herein lies the imperfectness of translation: in order for the
translator to provide “the most right, appropriate... translation” (Derrida, 1999, pp. 177-
179) the translator has to either add alternative meanings of words in parenthesis or
provide explanatory notes on his translation strategy. For example: if a source text talks
about psychoanalysis and mentions Freud in the corpus, some translators that wishes to
translate this passage, instead of translating ‘Freud’ as Freud, they can go with ‘The
inventor of psychoanalysis’ and thus the translation loses economy in the process. If the
translator does this, it again obviously violates the law of economy which demands a “one-
word-by-one-word” rendition.

Freud is a proper name, and so we have the choice whether to keep it as it is or to use
‘The inventor of ‘psychoanalysis’ instead; there is a big problem however, when the term
is not a proper noun. My initial project of research, as a dissertation, is about collecting
Moroccan folktales, especially Amazigh ones, and translating them into English, of course
with an analysis at the end. Yet, what [ am trying to focus on here is only the first section
of translation to provide a vivid example of what does Derrida means by this loss that
happens due to violating the law of economy. Actually, there was a tale that talks about the
manipulation of two men that pretended to be kind of wizards that have a transcendental
ability to heal people. The story goes on as they tricked a poor woman that was hoping to
get better because she was ill in exchange of food (the woman did not know that they were
only beggars), therefore, she trusted their power of healing. I will not mention all the
details; however, the essential thing is that in the end the woman recovered from her
sickness using "4:3l\" despite the conspiracy of the two men.

Now, the title of the tale was "4l" itself, and I really had difficulty in finding one
simple equivalent in English, why? Simply because the concept of "4ill" does not exist in
all language or other cultures. Let me first try to explain-if I can manage-what do we mean
by this concept. As a term, "4" would literally means: intentionality or intention;
however, as a concept it means something different even within its language that is uttered
with. "4l in the context of the tale and in other contexts is linked to spirituality and
belief, it is when you ‘trust’ God that he will always be by your side and you trust that he
will always protect you from any danger, thus, your intention from the very beginning is
that you are ‘certain’ that God will not betray you, but it is not certainty at the same time
because you do not know the consequences! So it is kind of believing that, no matter what
the result is, maybe it is for the better. Thus, when the poor lady put her faith in God, and
intended from the beginning that God will not betray her, she was indeed healed not by
the beggars, rather by her intentions that come from inside.

The concept itself is fused with trust, naivety, good intentions and good versus evil,
which makes it hard to explain and to translate, and I believe this is classical in tales and
stories, when the bad guys try to harm the hero for example, and the hero without even
knowing about the conspiracy nor trying to do something to fight it, he eventually wins. Is
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it what we call nowadays: trust the process? But which process are we referring to? I really
cannot be definite.

In all cases, when I tried to translate "43" into English-and bear in mind that it was a
title- I could not find an exact equivalent or even a closer one, I was stuck. Then I
contacted professor Schulthies'— an American professor that speaks Darija and is familiar
with the Moroccan context. After deep thought, professor suggested that -maybe-1 can use
the following expression, since it was impossible to use one term or equivalent such as
trust only, which is Divine Trust. Let me confess that was relieving to find a solution of a
research problem, even if it was not satisfying. And we concluded that "4:11" can be Divine
Trust or Spiritual Trust even though it was not the exact meaning of the original concept.

The law of economy was obviously violated here, first we broke the “quantitative”
aspect where one term shifted to become two terms, and second the “property” aspect that
altered the meaning by only adding an explanation to it instead of translating it, and in
these very simple steps we lost the original.

Therefore, we cannot render the same features of the original to the TT without
something of the original being lost. Derrida calls this “the insolvent debt” (Derrida, 1999,
p. 366) that the translator owes the original. It is the unpayable debt, the unfulfilled oath
that the translator failed to pay. Derrida talks about the story of “The Merchant of Venice”
where the merchant failed to pay the amount of money that he owed the Jew, and thus
ending in exchanging a pound of his flesh instead. Derrida in a way is liking this exchange
to the very act of translation. Both the translator and the merchant made a deal, an oath, a
promise, a pretend to which they failed to accomplish, which cost them loss. The merchant
lost pound of his own flesh and the translator bears the loss of the original, in both this
exchange there is no total winning, you always lose something. The merchant here carries
the loss with him, it is part of his skin, it is marked on him, it is on his body, it will be
always there as a reminder of how much he has lost.

Derrida therefore expressed a very strong argument in the same publication “what is a
relevant translation?” when he concluded that translation is actually possible if we bear the
loss that can occur. Thus, to let the translation happen, one must sacrifice some aspects of
the original that must be missing. The translation then becomes more like a ship, so when
the captain feels the need to throw whatever it may take to survive from drowning, he gets
rid of the unnecessary- even necessary- stuff if that was what it takes to be out the
perdition and death. Then, in the midst of victory and celebrations-especially if the victory
is great and its reputation is resounding- the captain is silent and alone all the time, hiding
within himself the enormity of what was lost throughout his journey, living in state of
confusion between either telling what had happened on the journey and being honest how
much he had lost bearing people’s blame and criticism, or even worse: their lack of
understanding; or keeping silent and holding the ember of the secret alone in his grip.
Captain, the success he has today, stands behind ruins.
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That is why translation is like a successful and comfortable play, but no one knows what
is happening in the backstage.

For Derrida as explained by Baker “each language or culture has a singular way of
meaning due to its particular set of differential relations, and this singularity precludes
perfect translatability” (Baker & Saldanha, 2020, p. 141) that is why it is impossible to
render the same meaning in translating a text because this text is independent in one way
or another, therefore its features of independency are absent in another language or culture,
so loss happens. Actually, if we look closely at these ideas, we can see that they are
making sense in one way or another, because if a text were totally translatable, “it would
simply and purely repeat what already exists, it would have no singularity and thus no
identity” (Davis, 2001, p. 22). A text identity cannot be repeated twice even during perfect
translation for identity cannot be duplicated, otherwise it would not be called identity. This
process of “saving the idiom” (Derrida, 1985, p. 165) is what preserves the singularity of a
text.

However, if one meaning does not exist; how do I know which meaning to translate?
and if [ am concerned about not betraying the author’s intention in translation, what if [ am
betraying him by getting him wrong in the first place since literature is about
interpretations and ambiguities are more common since language is connotative as I
mentioned earlier?

Thus, a translator may then stop worrying about perfect translation since it is
‘impossible’, and start observing what things do emerge in parallel, and instead of focusing
on how to shadow the damage that will inevitably in an obvious way occur, he may begin
to observe and analyze this side damage, and since he cannot hinder or cover the loss, he
can make gain out of it.

2. Translation Gain

If the work of deconstruction focuses on how impossible and imperfect a translation can
be, it also sheds light on the necessity of translation in relation to the “survival” of the
original, that is to say and in order for the ST to survive and live, it needs translation. In
fact, the survival of the ST is relying on the very act of translation.

We discussed earlier how a text can never be totally translatable since each text has its
own identity that defines it, but the same text cannot be also totally untranslatable, because
if so this text “would bear no relation to any meaningful system: fully self-contained”, and
so it “dies immediately” (Davis, 2001, p. 22). Here lies the importance of translation in
keeping the original alive, I mean and without a translated version of a text, we would not
have heard of this text in the first place.

Derrida famously critiques the idea of “presence” in Western philosophy. Thus, the
concept of an original text being fully present after translation is problematic, since in the
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work of deconstruction, meaning is never fully pure or present, it is always deferred, in
change, and subject to context. Hence in translation, the original text does not survive in its
pure and original form, rather it is always altered, meaning that it is not simply replicated
or preserved but re-interpreted, re-contextualized in some way. Thus, if the meaning is
always “deferred”, the survival of the original text happens through the “traces” that we
mentioned earlier. The original text leaves traces, but these traces that we translate are
never an exact copy of the original meaning; therefore, what survives is not the original in
its full presence, but an echo of it. Much like catching a vibration of an earthquake only.

Whether a text survives totally or partly does not matter as long as it just survives and
lives since there is nothing original in the first place: the origin of the myth is only a myth
or as Derrida says: “In this sense it would be the myth of the origin of the myth, the
metaphor of metaphor, the narrative of narrative, the translation of translation and so on.”
(Derrida, 1985, p. 165)

Therefore, the original must be merciful and accept the opportunity presented to it by
the translator to survive in another environment. Even Derrida initiated his article by
saying “Then must the Jew be merciful” (Derrida, 1999, p. 365), that is to say, even if the
unbroken deal was violated and the merchant failed to pay his debt, the Jew in this case
needs to be merciful. This mercy is represented with implicit torture which a pound of
flesh near to the heart, maybe as a reminder of the necessity of the loss or again “the
insolvent debt” that is always unpayable. The translator carries this failure, this ordeal, this
anguish with him all the time, that is why the ST must be merciful and tolerant and accept
this chance that the translator offers.

“Babel” lives and continues to live through this process of imperfect translation and
non-final interpretation, “Babel: first a proper name, granted. But when we say ‘Babel’
today, do we know what are we naming? Do we know whom?” (Derrida, 1985, p. 165).
“Babel” here have multiple interpretations, is it only a proper name? Is it “confusion”? Do
we refer to the limit of human ambition or to the symbol of multiplicity of languages? Or
maybe it symbolizes the divine intervention and the collapse of unified singular
understanding of the world? It is due to this “undecidability” that makes the story survives
over times and places and continues to influence our understanding even though the
original event is no longer directly accessible to us. It is the lasting impact that the story
has on us as the text continue to evolve across generations.

The survival of the story of Babel as a “legacy” (Derrida, 1985, p. 165) is of which the
myth of tower, not only as Biblical story, is interpreted across time. The survival of the
text is the way the story continues to shape and influence our ideas even as it takes
different role, far beyond its initial religious context.

This is one gain that we benefit from the very act of translation: the original lives on and
survives through times and places. Now, many people can view translation as a passive
act, that is to say, translation just as a repetition process, which means we only copy or
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repeat what the ST says without contributing to the field of knowledge. Translation in this
sense, and if we follow this hypothesis, becomes the shelter of shelterless researchers that
have no idea what to do nor what to add to the field. However, without his knowledge-the
translator, the translated text emerges as a new product that no one has produced before.
Translation here becomes no more a copy nor a repetition, it is a new text that evolves and
becomes the original that needs another translation itself.

Derrida says that “the translation espouses the original” (Derrida, 1985, p. 190-191) and
with this amalgamation, the original which is weak and fragmented-I mean incomplete,
joins translation which is imperfect giving birth to a new text which Derrida compared to a
child. With this “marriage” (Derrida, 1985, p. 191) contract, translation creates a new text
that did not exist before, and this text/child will also produce another text that is not similar
to the original. Derrida explains:

It is what I have called the translation contract: hymen or
marriage contract with the promise to produce a child
whose seed will give rise to history and growth. A marriage
contract in the form of a seminar. Benjamin says as much,
in the translation the original becomes larger; it grows
rather than reproduces itself and I will add: like a child, its
own, no doubt, but with the power to speak on its own
which makes of a child something other than a product
subjected to the law of reproduction (Derrida, 1985, p. 190-
191).

This marriage personification links two things as a “symbolon” (Derrida, 1985, p. 188-
189) which is “originally a physical object, intended as a material indication of
identification or agreement. What may have begun as a private practice as a reminder of
xenia or ritualized friendship” (Hopper & Millett, 2016), i.e. it is a token split in two and
shared between people, each one keeps one half. When brought together, they signify a
bound or unity.

Thus, translation in this sense is the “symbolon” that joins the original and the translated
all together. It is not producing the same original, instead, translation is creative, it does
not reflect fixed meanings, rather it invents new ones “It essentially commits neither to
communicate nor to represent nor to keep an already signed commitment, but rather to
draw up the contract and to give birth to the pad” (Hopper & Millett, 2016, p. 188)

Let me provide vivid example of this. If we go back to the first example of Khatibi’s
book “La Blessure du nom propre” that we mentioned was translated into Arabic as “ awY!
ol 221)” Now, let us translate this Arabic translation into French again: (2l s
=)l would become for example “La Blessure du Arabe Nom”, and again let us translate
this into Arabic, “La Blessure du Arabe Nom” becomes: 2! au¥) = y». Then I put this
latter format of the Arabic translation into Al, = ~¥) = )» becomes “Le Nom Arabe est
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blessé” and this one would be again ¢ s 22l as¥land so on in an unstoppable chain of
creation. We can see that each time we translate the sentence we produce a new sentence,
that is if translated again, will also create a new sentence itself, thus, the original is
translated and then the translated becomes original. Therefore, “The Wound of the Proper
Name” becomes in the end “The Arabic name is injured/hurt” and so by translating and
retranslating we can not go back to find the same original that we started with as it keeps
changing and altering itself. And so, we can never catch the original in its pure form-in its
essence, we only jump on its shadow or its trail that it leaves behind.

Some would say that this process is predictable since the translation was incorrect in the
first place, that is why I will provide a random example away from Khatibi’s publication.
Let me imagine a paragraph in Arabic and then translate it to English. For example, and let
us suppose the following paragraph:

Original Arabic:

Jsb e Ludeas . lia Gaaay caadly dagdad 08 sl .clgpaslly aSlsall pany eyl blus Gsudl (I cuad
Ladly pss ovo by oy ol G0l Ay Lo colS yaad) B1LLT Jalds iy JAl) ) Wisge 35k @ Las g5Lad)

English Translation:

I went to the market this morning to buy some fruits and vegetables. The weather was nice,
and I met my friend there. We walked along the street together on our way home, chatting.
It was a wonderful coincidence that I met him. What a wonderful day!?

Now let us translate this back into Arabic, and to avoid subjectivity, I shall not translate
it this time by my own, rather I will adopt two methods: the first one is to use Al, and the
second method is to take two translations done by two of my colleagues and then to see if
the three results will correspond the original Arabic text.

Back-translated Arabic:

I put the English translation into Al, the result is the following:

& bo Litdin . acim Eeatll lling Sz (bl 08 .culglyaielly aST5all (amy ¢l id 7 Luall i Gudl ) Euad
2 pss v 4y Saanll of &l Bslas colS Liuxgy (JAll ) Wisse §obo § gyladl

The first colleague translated as follows:

Sso! e algy cudtl (Jpaedl (el ) L8LSYL g puasely 4S5l s, Ul (e God! Y psadl 7l cund
2 pse oo ALy Loand! LT Aar Ao S JHLI ) Bagall 3syko (§ Liduxig Las L . 0L cne 3

If I certainly lose in translation, Nawar Afkir
what I may gain?



doaill plel dujell dlanll 03“ . .
Arabic Journal for Translation Studies \?A VOI: 4 / NO: 12 (2025) IOSSNC-C :750 6142

The second colleague came with this result:
a8 ol Jlisiis Gatll ol H1u8Y1 ciels Slaas g2l 0 dBs aSTealls g nsdl pany shyid yzall 3 asddl coad
Aadly Ve Adie 4 Gt oS @bl Job (aadl Luasy ) Sguslly caaieius ¢aluddl e Lde ALl ) Gas
lico )l Ale 3 Loy O 2o
Now let us compare the translation to the original:
. original: alua
. Back translated: ssdll zlasa/ a5l / zluall 128
. original: k! ¢S 52l
. Back translated:Jseall udlall ) 8Ll Slaes sall (IS 3 5 /Shaa Guiall o\S
. original:&lia Anay ol

. Back translated: <l ‘_A (FTRVOS @ﬂ\ u\ J\ﬁy\ Gl &l e ‘;A @GM\ Cre a0 Cuail)

And other examples that are obviously clear in the texts. Now, the meaning is preserved
in a way, but each time a different translator introduces new words to the original and the
back-translation loses the original flavor and some of the author’s stylistic and semantic
choices

When you translate a paragraph from Arabic to English, you are going through a
process of interpretation. Since language do not map one-to-one, some expressions,
idioms, cultural references, or even sentence structure might change to make sense in
English. Then, when you translate that English version back into Arabic, you are
essentially translating a translation, not returning to the original. That is to say, the
translation might still make sense in Arabic, but it is unlikely to be identical to the original.

In trying to translate any word, the translator needs to accept that he will inevitably
introduce new nuances to it and through the translating text, the translation becomes an
original itself. In this way the original has now become the translation and the translation
in is now an original because it is a new text.

This i1s how a new text is born enjoying its own independency. Actually, it is through
the process of translation that we know the hidden and the other faces of the original, what
the original did not say? We know the original through translation, and thus we make it
free, we liberate the original from being final and we open it to multiple possibilities.

Notes

1. Becky Schulthies is an Associate Professor of Anthropology at Brigham Young
University. Her research interests include language sociality, plant-human semiotics, and
cross-cultural ethnographic collaborations.

2. Translation mine.
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