
www.manaraa.com

Cahiers de Linguistique et Didactique, Numéro 6, 2016 

114 
 

 

Auto/matic Translation1 in Academic Discourse: 
The Case of Doctoral Dissertation Abstracts 

 
            HAMERLAIN Souâd 

     Université de Mostaganem 
 
Abstract 

The present paper builds on the metadiscoursal (interpersonal and textual) 
strategies and rhetorical moves (situating the research, purpose, method, 
results, and conclusion) as underscored in some scholars’ focus on cross-
linguistic differences in academic discourse (Santos, 1996, Melander et al., 
1997) to eventually link them to the translation activity. It, more 
specifically, takes randomly selected abstracts of doctoral dissertations 
defended between 2010-2015 at the University of Mostaganem and studies: 
(1) researchers’ self-translations of French (as their working language) 
into English and Arabic; (2) their attested mis/use of automatic translation. 
Toward these ends, we posit, after a number of translationese, that 
candidates do not attribute enough importance to the semantic layer when 
working out their Target Language Texts (TLTs).  

1. Introduction 
Language as our initial scaffold for thought and reasoning (as 
believed by the advocates of the Language of Thought 
Hypothesis (LOTH))2 needs to be stimulated in distinct 
contexts. The academic milieu is one of them. This one calls 
for a specific usage of language that would reflect learners 
understanding of what a researcher is supposed to do and how 

                                                
1. Here, we are concerned with both auto-translation (as the former 
appellation for self-translation) and machine translation. 
2. The American philosopher Jerry Fodor (1935- ) put forward the LOTH 
which stipulates that thought is represented in a “language” (as explained in 
his book: The Language of Thought (1975)), and demonstrates that thought 
follows the same syntactic logic as language. 
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s/he can write a scientifically traceable and comprehensible 
piece of discourse. Researchers usually exert themselves on 
issues related to their field of interest. They try to fill the dearth 
witnessed in some research areas through research papers or 
when reading for their Doctorate for instance. Admittedly, part 
of the academic traditions of writing a Doctorate is to precede 
it by an abstract, un résumé, and ملخص. Connectedly, it is the 
aim of this paper to capture the interplay between these 
languages in the translation process through a corpus including 
03 doctoral dissertation abstracts with a field variation 
(Littérature comparée et francophone, Sciences du langage, et 
Sciences des textes littéraires) and 03 working languages 
(French, English, Arabic).    

Usually, PhD supervisors/examiners read and correct 
candidates’ abstracts but scarcely examine the translated 
versions. Hence, some linguistic/translational mistakes and 
textual inconsistencies are likely to occur. These seem to vary 
from one language to another; from where the significance of 
teaching abstracts writing skills (as part of academic discourse 
genres) to doctorate researchers. In point of fact, there are 
different types of discourse. The common (generic 
interpersonal communication); the formal (specialized and rule 
governed communication); and the academic one. Yet, 
according to Bhatia (2002: 25-6), “To this date there has been 
very little research on a systematic investigation of what we 
mean by ‘academic discourse.’” For him, “…the existence of 
such an academic core is often assumed, rather than 
investigated and established.”  
Elbow (1998, cited in White & Lowenthal 2011: 21) claims 
that: 
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For students to find academic success at the 
university, they must at some point master the 
dominant discourse unique to this setting. Like most 
discourse communities, in the university there are 
rigid conventions for language use, in choice of 
words, genre, and style. To be successful in the 
university, students must understand and be able to 
employ these conventions. Learning the dominant 
academic discourse in the university requires that 
students learn style shifting or what other literacy 
and linguists have termed code switching. 

This means that students must know how to move from their 
common discourse to a more specialized one.  At this point, I 
would suggest that coming to the stage of writing a 
dissertation; they should also know how to switch from French 
to English and Arabic, which is not sometimes fulfilled in an 
acceptable way.  

2. Studies on Abstracts 
Following Bhatia (1993:78), an abstract is a “factual summary 
of the much longer report, and is meant to give the reader an 
exact and concise knowledge of the full dissertation.” In fact, it 
was during the 90’s that the study of abstracts received full 
attention (Salager-Meyer, 1992, Nwogu, 1990, Santos, 1996). 
Besides, Melander et al.’s (1997) cross-cultural and cross-
disciplinary analyses of abstracts (written in English and 
Swedish) from Biology, Medicine, and Linguistics are, 
perhaps, the best epitome of the growing interest for this 
specific genre. Genres can have two kinds of variations. The 
first is variation in a genre across linguistic and cultural 
boundaries; the second is discoursal variation in a genre across 
disciplinary boundaries. Here, we are mainly concerned with 
the first type. Furthermore, this one splits into metadiscoursal 
(which refers to writers’ commitment or tentativeness) and 
rhetorical moves. The former denotes language used to signal 
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the organisation of the text, and the latter to language used to 
signal the writers’ “attitudes toward the propositional content 
of the text and toward their readers” (Crismore et al., 1993:40) 
Bhatia (1993) talks about 4 rhetorical moves that need to be 
provided by any abstract. These are the introduction (purpose), 
method, results, and conclusion. Salager-Meyer (1992) uses the 
same moves to assess the quality of Medical English abstracts 
but adds that of ‘Case presentation’ that should go with those 
of ‘Case reports’ and ‘Data synthesis’ in review article 
abstracts. Santos (1996) also proposes ‘Situating the research’ 
move which will be adopted in this paper (in addition to 
Bhatia’s). By this, he means the delineation of a problem in the 
issue being investigated. Its main role is mainly to attract 
readers’ attention.  

3. Machine Translation in the Academic Field 
During the 80’s, a new teaching tool named “MT as a Bad 
Model” was implemented in translation classrooms. 1 This 
pedagogical method consisted in fostering learners with the 
necessary software and allowing learners to look at the 
syntactic and semantic inconsistencies that are likely to occur 
when we opt for MT in an excessive or a blind way. Since most 
of the MT systems translate rather literally, a lot of conclusions 
could be drawn from this exercise. Besides, the role of post-
editing and revision acquires all its significance, here. 
According to Higgins and Johns (1984:95), this strategy 
“…might provide a teacher with an interesting peg on which to 
hang a discussion of grammar, asking the students to spot the 
machine’s howlers and account for them.” Similarly, Ball 
(1989:54) endorses the importance of this pedagogical means 
                                                
1 Cf. Dr Ana Nino’s "Machine Translation in Foreign Language Learning: 
Language Learners' and Tutors' Perceptions of Its Advantages and 
Disadvantages" ReCALL: the Journal of EUROCALL 21.2 (May 2009) pp. 
241-258. 
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by claiming that “… withholding the source text and inviting 
the student to reconstruct it from the raw translation. … This 
can be quite useful for drawing attention to half-forgotten 
points of grammar and usage.” 
Interestingly enough, this comparative way of processing 
contributed in attracting learners’ attention to the differences 
branding languages as it constituted a quick means that helped 
them consolidate their L2 grammar and vocabulary. It could 
well be implemented in Master’s or Doctorate degrees 
programmes so that candidates become aware of the 
importance of revising their abstracts after having translated 
them using specific software. 
4. The Corpus: Results and Discussions 
For space limitations, the corpus will gather 03 Doctorates 
solely and assess the meta-discoursal and rhetorical moves of 
their abstracts. Note that French is the working or source 
language (SL) whereas English and Arabic are the target ones 
(TLs). The 03 options for which the candidates read are: 
“Littérature comparée et francophone”, “Sciences du langage”, 
and “Sciences des textes littéraires”.  
a) Metadiscoursal Strategies 
Interpersonal                                               Textual 
1) Fr. 1st person plural (nous)   Notre projet de doctorat  
                                                a  pour vocation principale  
                                                d’étudier l’histoire… 
Eng.    1st person plural (our)  Our project of  
                                                   doctorate has the  
                                                   principal role to  
                                                   study the history…* 
Ar.      1st person plural (مشرو عنا)*…  ʄࢫأطروحةࢫالدكتوراه إڲʏٱڈدفࢫمشروعناࢫالمتمثلࢫࢭ
                                                           استكشافࢫوࢫدراسةࢫتارʈخ
 2) Fr.…depuis ses premières parutions dans les journaux   
              jusqu’à sa consécration en format d’album.  
Eng.…since its first publications in the newspapers until  
            its dedication in format of album. * 
Ar.* …لࢫالبوماتɢࢫشʄشرهࢫعڴɲسھࢫوࢫʉࢫغايةࢫتكرʄࢫالܶݰفࢫإڲʏࢫࢭʄشوراتࢫכوڲɴࢫمنذࢫالم 
 

Table 1: Metadiscoursal Strategies in “Littérature comparée et francophone” 
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As regards the English version of the first sentence, the 
candidate presented an awkward literal translation in which a 
technique of transposition could have been of much help. This 
would have given “Our doctoral project” instead of “Our 
project of doctorate”. Additionally, the Arabic version contains 
a case of syndetic pseudo repetition in which “ࢫوࢫدراسة  ”استكشاف
come to substitute “…étudier / study”, by adding the verb 
“discover”. Semantic repetition, as an aspect of the many 
formal properties of Arabic texts, is a device which empowers 
sentences and/or phrases.1 Reduplicating verbs, nouns, 
adjectives or adverbs, by resorting either to full or partial 
synonymy, bequeaths any stretch of words with a sense of 
emphasis.   
Automatic translation is attested in the title: “Newspaper 
towards the album: the development of the Algerian comic 
strip of French expression”* by mapping it on “Du journal vers 
l’album: le développement de la bande dessinée algérienne 
d’expression française” Notice that no capitalization of the 
content words is attested, save for Algerian and French which 
seem to be automatically capitalized. What reinforces our 
belief that the summaries were done by a machine is the 
coloured strip seen on the 5 first lines of the Arabic version 
(See appendix); besides, the faithful translation manifested in 
the change in tenses from the present in French and English 
into the past in Arabic stops at this line. Now, we can notice 
that self-translation takes over. As far as the rhetorical moves 
are concerned, notice that situating the research is absent, the 
purpose and the method come successively one after the other 
but with an abrupt cut in which neither the results nor the 
conclusions are mentioned (as shown in table 2).   
                                                
1 Cf. J., Dickins, S., Hervey, I., Higgins, Thinking Arabic Translation, A 
course in Translation Method: Arabic to English, Routledge, 2002. 
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b) Rhetorical Moves 

Rhetorical Moves in “Littérature comparée et 
francophone” 
Situating the Research            0 
Purpose                                   1 
Methods                                  2 
Results                                    0 
Conclusion                              0         
Table 2: Presence/Order of Rhetorical Moves in “Littérature comparée 

et francophone” 
 

a) Metadiscoursal Strategies 

Interpersonal                                         Textual 

Fr.       1st person plural (nous)          (See appendix)    
Eng.  1st person plural (we)  we seek to clarify a 
representation that build some residents of this district, namely, 
that inhibit the “nursery” implies that one speaks French, that 
the practice (within the neighborhood), but that one is a real 
City (Hadri).”* 
Ar.      1st person plural (nous)  (See appendix)                                                               
                                                           

Table 3: Metadiscoursal Strategies in “Sciences du langage” 
 

The traces of automatic translation are clearly shown in the 
following abstract where many passages make no sense: 
 “This work focuses on…the area of nursery deemed “posh” 
apprehended in a post-colonial trying to identify through 
speech raised on it, the micro-social structure that produces the 
identity but also of otherness…we seek to clarify a 
representation that build some residents of this district, namely, 
that inhibit the “nursery” implies that one speaks French, that 
the practice (within the neighborhood), but that one is a real 
City (Hadri).”* 



www.manaraa.com

Cahiers de Linguistique et Didactique, Numéro 6, 2016 

121 
 

“…in which French is engaged in a process of upgrading the 
living space for some people becomes a territory of reference. 
Also acknowledge the weight of the representations. These 
representations highlight and maintain in force 
category/categorization and prioritization of social 
discrimination as mestgalmia…It also asks for the success of 
the urbanization process…”* 

“The area of the nursery, taken from this point of view as… 
(and by extension society Maghreb), and re-asked questions in 
force then, the terms “urban” and “city dwellers” in that it 
admits the first and the second does not.”*  

b) Rhetorical Moves 

Rhetorical Moves in “Sciences du langage” 
Situating the Research      2 
Purpose                              1 

Methods                             3 
Results                               4 

Conclusion                         5 
Table 4: Presence/Order of Rhetorical Moves in “Sciences du langage” 

This time, the researcher launches his ideas with the purpose of 
the study before moving to situating the research and 
explaining the method followed. As opposed to the first 
candidate, all of the rhetorical moves seem to have been 
exhausted in the sense that results and conclusions are clearly 
mentioned. The length is constant with 9 sentences in each 
summary. 
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a) Metadiscoursal Strategies 

 Interpersonal                                       Textual                

Fr. Absence of the author/1st person plural (nous)  (See 
appendix)          
Eng.    Absence of the author        This these is about 
the 

                                                   of the writer Works   
                                   …ispsychanalysteand   

different from the 
other writers of 
immigrants “beur” 
literature in France: 
because…he is not 
attached to his origines                                                                                                                     
…his attitude towords                                                                                    
integration within frensh society.* 
Ar.   Absence of the author (See apendix)                                                   

Table 5: Metadiscoursal Strategies in “ Sciences des textes littéraires” 
 

Here, the length shows a certain fluctuation with 6 sentences in 
French, 2 in English, and 1 in Arabic (with an absence of 
punctuation). Even keywords have been truncated (6 in French, 
5 in English, and 4 in Arabic). Additionally, what the Arabic 
version exposes is neither faithfully reproduced in the English 
nor in the French abstracts. Actually, the French version is 
more detailed and explanatory. 

b) Rhetorical Moves 

Rhetorical Moves in “Sciences des textes littéraires” 
Situating the Research         0 
Purpose                                1 
Methods                               2 
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Results                                 3 
Conclusion                           0 

Table 6: Presence/Order of Rhetorical Moves in “Sciences des textes 
littéraires” 

As far as this abstract is concerned, the purpose, method, and 
results of the study appear from the outset. However, there is 
no hint at situating the research or to the conclusion. What is 
more captivating is that the method appears only in the original 
version. It is absent in both the English and Arabic ones.   

Conclusion 
While we agree and acknowledge the importance of abstracts 
in academic discourse, these remain meagerly scrutinized. 
Sadly enough, many of the discoursal strategies and rhetorical 
moves get affected by non-proficient and, at times, ‘careless’ 
translations. Abstracts “are significant carriers of a discipline’s 
epistemological and social assumptions.” (Hyland, 2000:63) 
Therefore, candidates should be more alert to this very aspect. 
True, one writes his abstract when one has finished the whole 
work. This means that the researcher has already deployed 
much effort on itemizing and analyzing the different building 
blocks (chapters) of his work. We can guess that for the last 
aspect which is that of abstract writing, he will look for easy 
going solutions to cover it. Among these is automatic/machine 
translation. Yet, because its use is fraught with semantic 
limitations, the outcome is not always up to standard. The 
obtained versions are usually awkward especially when they 
are not post-edited and/or revised. This demeanour, we trust, 
stems from the pre-existing belief that examiners do not 
usually concentrate on the translated versions of their abstract; 
specifically when they do not master one of the TLs. However, 
it would be a blatant mistake to start a good job and end it 
poorly, from where the importance of underlining this very 
issue in academia.   
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