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Argumentative Discourse: A Problem in English- Arabic Translation

Abstract

The translation of argumentative texts is not difficulties
free.Learners of English as a foreign language most often fail to
transfer the pragmatic content which is expressed to the target
language. This paper aims at highlighting the links between
pragmatic knowledge and the strategies involved in the
performance of EFL learners in translating argumentative texts.
In this connection, an experimental design has been opted for in
which an experimental group and a control group of third year
students of English,(40 students per each) take a pre-test and a
post-test. The testees of the experimental group show a
remarkable development in their translation performance after
theywere trained to translate four argumentative texts into
Arabic in addition to being exposed to theoretical background
about speech acts, argumentation and translation. On the
contrary, the respondents of the control group keep on
encountering the same difficulties in the pretest and the post-
test with no change in their performance. This proves that there
is a strong correlation between enhancing learners’ theoretical
knowledge about speech acts, argumentation and translation
and learners performance in translating argumentative
discourse.
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Introduction

Many studies have dealt with

pragmatics, speech acts, and
argumentation; but few of them
investigate the aspect of
translating argumentation as a
speech act or deal with the
performance of learners when
translating such type of texts.
Consequently, there is a need to
focus on the differences
between native speakers of
English and EFL learners in
terms of understanding and
inferring the exact intended
meaning either in written or
spoken discourse. More
precisely, there is a need to

shed some light on translating
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argumentative texts as a difficult type that contains argumentation as an illocutionary
complex act.

1. Speech Acts and Argumentation

Understanding a language means not only dealing with its semantic level but also
dealing with its pragmatic level. It is not enough to understand the literal meaning in
order to infer the underlying meaning of an utterance but rather to focus on the
pragmatic communicative interpretation of that utterance. Pragmatics, as Yule (1996:
3) states, is then “concerned with the study of meaning as communicated by a speaker
or writer and interpreted by a listener or reader.” It should be specified that what makes
an interaction fulfilled and successful is the context. This latter is very important, as
Sbisa® (2002: 421) argues, for it “enables us to describe speech acts as context-
changing social actions.” It plays a crucial role in the description of speech acts. In
other words, understanding the different contexts of utterances facilitates the
recognition of different speech acts. In his lectures, Austin (1962) introduces a doctrine
of three different acts: first, the act of saying something, technically called the
locutionary act; second, the illocutionary act is to produce an act which entails
conventional consequences and at the same timelet a hearer know that the act is
performed. In other words, the illocutionary act is the force that is performed after
uttering an utterance. The third dimension,the perlocutionary act, is typically performed
when words are issued, that is, it is the effect of the utterance on the reader or the
listener. From all these types of speech acts, the illocutionary force is widely discussed
and focused on by contrasting it with the two other acts,while Searle (1969) identifies
the speech act as an illocutionary act per se. The different types of speech acts depend
on the type of the illocutionary force which can be, in turn, determined by the
performative verbs used in the utterance; for instance, apology ‘I apologize’, complaint
‘I complain’, promise ‘I promise’, invitation ‘I invite’, and so on. These types can be
recognized at the level of sentences, other types can determine the type of larger
linguistic units, texts such as description, narration, exposition and argumentation.
Argumentation unlike other types is more difficult for EFL learners to be recognized,
understood and translated. Van Eemeren and Grootendorst (2004: 1) see argumentation
as both a process of arguing and as a product resulting from arguing. They state:

Argumentation is a verbal, social, and rational activity aimed at convincing a
reasonable critic of the acceptability of the standpoint by putting forward a
constellation of propositions justifying or refuting the proposition expressed in
the standpoint.

In other words, the act of arguing involves the use of the language which is directed
to other people; the arguer is a rational person who advances a standpoint which he/she
defends aiming to convince the reader/listener with the acceptability of that standpoint.

Taking into account the nature of argumentation, Behrens, Rosen and Beedles
(2005:64) insist that writing is “frequently intended to persuade- that is, to influence
the reader’s thinking.” In order to succeed in doing this, the writer should follow a
writing structure that can have an effect on the reader. First of all, the writer should; as
they(ibid.) explain, “begin with an assertion that is arguable,” which is called the thesis
statement. Then, the writer must know how to arrange the arguments to be used as
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evidence to support the claim. Finally, the writer concludes the text by giving a
summary, solution or rewriting the thesis statement.

2.The Difficulty in Translating Argumentative Texts

Students of English as a foreign language encounter problems in understanding
argumentative texts and in translating them into Arabic. It is necessary for them to
study argumentation from a pragmatic point of view in terms of speech acts; or namely
the illocutionary act of arguing and the perlocutionary act of convincing. Learning
argumentation in relation to pragmatics helps students translate argumentative texts
more appropriately.

However, “success in persuasion requires more than a knowledge of the language”
as Kearns (1995: 49) mentions. Because of their cultural specificity,the translation of
authentic argumentative texts will be difficult for EFL learners; they would most
probably translate them according to their semantic meaning but without paying
attention to their pragmatic interpretation.Following the same line of thought, Al-Khuli
(2001: 8) insists on producing the same perlocutionary effect when translating from the
source language to the target one. He believes that obtaining equivalent source and
target texts is based on transmitting the same perlocutionary act. If the translator
succeeds to render the same meaning from one language to another, then the translation
will be considered equivalent, faithful and successful. However, as he argues, this
cannot be realized if the translator lacks the accurate and thorough knowledge of both
source and target languages. This ability to translate faithfully grows with the
possibility of having more practice and experience.

El-Shiyab (1990:331) raises an important point which explains that awareness of
rhetorical and cultural styles resolves many problems in translating argumentative
texts. He claims thatthe reader has to be aware of the intended meaning and of the
structure of the source text as he states:

Because of the fact that Arabic and English utilize different rhetorical style for
conveying their counter- argumentation, the Arabic reader is likely to
misapprehend English counter-argument, and vice versa. However, the
awareness of these rhetorical styles of both languages within the field of
argumentation resolves this communicative problem.

Behrens, Rosen and Beedles(op.cit.:69) assert that for the argumentative text to be
convincing, it “should be governed by principles of logic- clear and orderly thinking,”
which is at the same time biased, that is, as they explain, “an argument weighted
toward one point of view and against others, which is in fact the nature of argument-
may be valid as long as it is logically sound.”

The texts that require pragmatic equivalence in translation are those complicated
texts; argumentative texts are a good example of complicated texts. Aziz and Lataiwish
(2000:129) consider journalistic texts as texts in which the main function is “to convey
information”. However, the style of such type of texts has a great importance. They see
that the language used by journalists has developed especially in style. In other words,
the journalist tries to convey information in a dramatic way that attracts the attention of
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the reader just as the writer wants to influence his readers’ opinions. It is observed that
other types of texts like expository, descriptive or narrative textsare more or less
difficult than argumentative ones for EFL learners either in understanding or in
translating. Tirkkonen-Condit (1986) believes that argumentative texts are more
difficult to translate than other types. So in order to clear off such a difficulty, he sees
that what facilitates the students’ task when translating argumentative texts is to
provide students with the whole text and not only an extract of it, for the contextual
situation of a text is very important to determine the ability of an EFL learner to
translate it with less difficulty.What follows is a description of the research design
which explains the procedure of the experiment this paper is based on.

3.Research Design
3.1.Subjects

The subjects are selected randomly from a target population of third year students
of Applied Language Studies, University of Constantine 1. Taking into consideration
that this population is huge and cannot be easily controlled, a random sample of two
groups (80 subjects) is selected representingan experimental group and a control group
(40 subjects per each). The choice of this intended population is due to the fact that
third year students of English are assumed to be exposed to English for an adequate
period of time and the reason behind selecting ‘Applied Language Studies’ option is
that they study argumentative texts in the Written Expression module and speech acts
in the Pragmatics module in addition to the Translation module (3h per week).

3.2.Research Method

This paper is based on an experimental design and as a first step, both the
experimental and the control groups takea pre-test in which the respondents are
provided with an authentic argumentative text that is followed by specific questions
about its form and the translation of its thesis statement and arguments. Then, only the
experimental group- who receives the experiment gets a special treatment raising the
testees’ awareness about the link between speech acts and argumentation when
translating four argumentative texts: 3 editorials from(The Guardian,The Observer and
The Washington Post) and a text from a book. After translating four argumentative
texts and in addition to being exposed to extra information about pragmatics, speech
acts, argumentation and translation, the experimental group subjects are supposed to be
more aware of the link between what they study in the different courses previously
mentioned and how they deal with the translation of English argumentative texts. As a
final step, both experimental and control groups take the post-test in which the testees
are provided with an authentic argumentative text followed by specific questions about
its form and the translation of the thesis statement and arguments.

3.3.Resultsand Discussion

The results of the pre-test and the post-test are summarized in the following tables
that indicate the testees’ scores, the scores’ frequencies and the scores’ percentages of
both experimental and control groups in the pre-test and the post-test respectively.
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Scores x Frequency f Percentage %
1 2 5
2 11 27.5
3 1 2.5
4 6 15
5 7 17.5
6 1 2.5
7 2 5
8 5 12.5
9 2 5
10 2 5
11 1 2.5
N 40 100

Tablel: Scores Frequencies and Percentages of the Experimental Group in the

Pre-test

The above tablepoints out the scores of the experimental group in the pre-test which
are almost below the average with only two scores 10 and 11 (only 3 subjects) above
the average. It is clearly observed that the most frequent score is 2 as it occurs 11 times
with a percentage of 27.5% which reflects the poor performance of the subjects in
translating argumentative texts. More precisely, it reflects the testees’ ignorance about
recognizing the thesis statement and the arguments. It is the same case for the control
group as its scores are similar to the results of the experimental group in the pre-test.
As illustrated in table 2, we notice that 7 scores are below the average and only two

scores are above the average (10 and 11) and the most frequent score is 2 with 27.5%.

Scores x Frequency f Percentage %
1 3 7.5
2 11 27.5
3 4 10
4 4 10
5 8 20
6 4 10
8 3 7.5
10 1 2.5
11 2 5
N 40 100

Table 2: Scores Frequencies and Percentages of the Control Group in the Pre-test

It is believed that the reason behind this poor performance ofeither the experimental
or the controlsubjects in the pre-test is due to:

[ ]
>
>

The ignorance of the type or argumentative genre of the text to translate.
The lack of accurate knowledge about argumentative discourse, mainly:
The thesis statement

The standpoints
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»  The arguments

»  Types of argumentations

e  Thelack of knowledge about pragmatics, especially about the speech acts to be
used in argumentative discourse.

e The lack of awareness of the relationship between argumentative discourse
and speech acts in translating argumentative texts.

The respondents reflect their poor performance in the pre-test when they choose the
wrong type of text (e.g. expository) instead of argumentative; the wrong thesis
statement instead of “There is bitter dispute about where to strike this balance,
partly because of competing economic and ideological interests, and partly
because it is inherently difficult. But no one seriously denies that, at some point, a
balance must be struck” and even those who choose it did not give an adequate
translation. The majority of respondents provide the following translation:

Cilalaia ) (udlis o 35U ¢ ) 93l 138 Eilas) (S cpl Jsn Als (38 s o g
4 _)S.\:\J;\ Y s .1:5\_)‘3;.\:..44_'1‘ u.u..uL;_);\ BJUJQ\:\;}lﬁJY\ 5 by
e (5 st (8 () 5l Sl

Instead of:
5 AlaBi) mllaall adla Cu dga 0,000l Gilaa) AS J g adine Gilail)
adl Sy aal Y oS Leald (el dapla (e il adadl) s dea o 5 dun sl )
(e G stme o) S LS )5l Slas) g

The testees make the same mistakes in translating the arguments; for instance, they
translate this argument:... some of his administration’s actions had led the business
community to conclude that the president recognized no cost-related limitations
on federal regulation. There have been 132 regulations with benefits or costs of
more than $100 million created since Mr. Obama took the oath of office, with the

rules implementing health care and financial legislation — and, possibly, carbon
limits — still to be written,as follows:

a8 Y adly o yia Gl O it (5Ll aaiaally al 4y 510y alladl any )
O S Lgiad 2l say (0l 58) LsiE 132 amsy Al el o gl il gé e agaa
Ao Hl Glati Gl 8 XSy 35V ale) bl ) 22 3 V50 ¢ sle 100
LY S (8 g A g9 S 3 g3 Jalisal) (g (Al oyl g Al

Instead of:
D& ool b sy Jlee V) Glaal adine cilaa 30y Slajlaad) s ()
Gl Lsld 132 i 8 5 41 jadll il sl (e 0 sl Bleti 298 2 ga adea
Ao sl Gpad) Wbl adl sl 2 Y 53 Gsle 100 e ST Lt Al sl
Al il g daal) dleall (il g8 LiaY Coiin Lials @l 83 il
The following table concerns the scores of the experimental group in the post-test
starting from the score 9 with one frequency and the percentage of 2.5% and it is the

only score under the average. The six other scores are above the average with the most
frequent one is 14 that occurs 16 times with a percentage of 42.5%. The highest score

10
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16 occurs 8 times (8 subjects) with a percentage of 20%; 9 and 10 are the least frequent

scores as they occur only once.

Scores x Frequency f Percentage %

9 1 2.5
10 1 2.5
12 5 12.5
13 7 17.5
14 16 42.5
15 2 5

16 8 20
N 40 100

Table 3: Scores Frequencies and Percentages of the Experimental Group in the
Post-test

These high frequencies and percentages reflect the importance of the treatment and
the role it plays in influencing the subjects’ performance as this treatmentattempts to
shed some light on argumentative discourse and its translation into Arabic. This
progress of the experimental group was clearly noticed in choosing the right thesis
statement and arguments; and in providing more or less the adequate translation for
each. They choose the statement “But I believe that we have no right to use force,
directly or indirectly, to prevent a fellow man from committing suicide, let alone
from drinking alcohol or taking drugs” as the thesis statement and the majority of
the respondents give the following translation:

qﬁysﬁmﬁjisﬁm@ﬁ‘z)ﬂ\d@u\@@\%Yuiﬁciqﬁ
il alad gl jeddl G pd (e axia e lial ety g

For the translation of the arguments used in the post-test, the majority of the
respondents were much more effective as they select the right arguments and provide
an adequate translation for each. For instance, for the argument: Prohibition is an
attempted cure that makes matters worse for both the addict and the rest of us.
Hence, even if you regard present policy towards drugs as ethically justified,
considerations of expediency make that policy most unwise, the testees provide this
translation:

A a5 Ghbaiall il o g ST 5aY) Jaad 2 3le A glas s adall )

LA B ) j0e < sl Ay e Aalad) i) Ayl U i) o Jiad | adinall

AaSa e Bl Lgia Jrad o5l Ailasd

On the contrary, the following table reveals the importance of the treatment in
making the difference in respondents’ performance.

Scores x Frequency f Percentage %
1 2 5
2 7 17.5
3 9 22.5
11
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4 10 25
5 6 15
6 1 2.5
8 3 7.5
10 1 2.5
11 1 2.5
N 40 100

Table 4: Scores Frequencies and Percentages of the Control Group in the Post-test

Table 04 shows the difference in performance between the testeesof the control and
the experimental groups. They recorded approximately the same scores in the pre-test
as the frequent score is 4 (11 times) with a percentage of 25%. All the scores are below
the average except for the score 10 and 11 with the same percentage of 2.5%.The
performance of the control group did not change in the post-test in that they still make
mistakes in choosing the thesis statement and arguments and in providing the most
appropriate translation. For example, for the testees who choose the right thesis
statement, they translate it as follows:

O sl aial 3 pilaa e ol 5 il 558 aladiul A Ga gl ellar Y Wl agief <
el AT o Jgasll o pd 8 s 548 5 g HlamiV] GISS )

In translating the argument mentioned before, the respondents of the control group

give the following translation: ) )
S im0 5 ln L 5 Gpaall SS1 581 e Jams o Jsba e 5 gl
Jaas Cﬁ\)l\ Gl Hlield (LEMAT 3 )y Leal il jadiall sla) Adlad) Aol ) U ylas
Aafa e dubudl oda (e

Hence, we notice that the testees of control group make mistakes at the lexical,
grammatical and semantic level, let alone the pragmatic level as the meaning of the
source text is distorted.

The following table and figure illustrate the overall performance of the research
sample third year students of English in understanding and translating English
argumentative texts. For the pre-test, the table points out the representativeness of the
sample on the one hand and the existence of the difficulty or problems for EFL learners
on the other hand. However, the results of the post-test show the effectiveness of the
treatment for the experimental group and at the same time confirm the results of the
control group in the pre-test. E

— X

X==
The mean is calculated as follows: Ly
Mean X Experimental group Control group
Pre-test 4.88 4.2
12
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Post-test 13.80 4.1

Table 5: Experimental and Control Groups’ Means in the Pre-test and Post-

test
14 f/f
12 /
10 /
8 -
6 / B Experimental
Gr.
4 -
2 -
0 T f
Pretest Post-test

Figure: Subjects Overall Performance in the Pre-test and Post-test

Comparing the results of both groups in the pre-test and the post-test, we come to
the following interpretations:First of all, in the pre-test where the testees are under no
influencing variables; that is, they were equal in having the same information,
instructions, time and place; the results show approximately the same mean Xin both
the experimental group and the control group who score a mean of 4.88 and 4.2
respectively. These scoring scores reflect two important issues: the first is that the
sample is representative of the target population in that the students are more or less
homogeneous, and the second is that they have poor knowledge about the current issue
under discussion which is ‘translating argumentative texts’ since they are not aware of
the link found between pragmatics, speech acts, argumentation and translation. Second,
after finishing the treatment directed to the experimental group, both groups took the
post-test, a text to translate and with specific questions to be answered. The results
show significant interpretations in that the experimental group scores a mean of 13.80
while the control group scores a mean of 4.1. These two means point out the positive
influence of the treatment on the subjects of the experimental group because the
difference between its mean in the pre-test, 4.88, and its mean in the post-test, 13.80, is
significant and remarkable. However, the control group shows no improvement but
rather the mean of the post-test, 4.1, is lower than that of the pre-test, 4.2.

So, we conclude that after having the treatment, the subjects of the experimental
group became more aware of the link between different modules in translating
argumentative texts, something which remains difficult for the subjects of the control
group with no treatment. Third year students of English did not have a crystal clear
idea about argumentative texts and how to translate them being aware of the
relationship between what they study in Pragmatics, Written Expression and
Translation courses. For that, it is recommended that:

13
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v' Teachers should make third year students more aware of
therelationship between argumentation, speech acts and translation when
translating argumentative texts in order to ameliorate their performance
in translation.

v At the same time, third year students of English should enrich their
knowledge about English and Arabic in the different genres and mainly
argumentative discourse in order to ameliorate their performance in
translating such types of texts.

Conclusion

From what has been dealt with so far, it is clear that EFL learners need to become
aware of how to deal with argumentative texts in translation. More precisely, in order
to deal with such texts, 3™ years need to identify all what is related to this type of
discourse and recognize the link between the different aspects ofpragmatics, speech
acts, argumentation and translation. In doing so, EFL learners will succeed in
ameliorating their level and perform an adequate translation of the English text. They
will also be able to understand the intended meaning after dealing thoroughly with the
pragmatic context and speech acts used in argumentative texts.
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