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Semantic Field and Translation

Fcrouk A.N BOLTHÀilIBA
Aniversité rl'Orsn

The iclea of r.vriting a paper on the isstie of the semantic field and

translalion stems oul 1ïcm our contacts and rvork ',1'ith our postgradu:te

students in the Translation Deparimeni. AII in ali. they seem tc stress tt.tucit oit

the mental processes of language and holv thel,can be related tc rrleanin{ in

drllèrerrt IaneLrages than on translatiott proper.

lhis article altenipts to embark on a linguistic exp)oration of meaning

and avoid as much as possible an.v" mentalistic (or behav'iourist) talk on

nreaning.' \4'e shall first give some definitions of meaning. ihen see hcrv

meaning is related to transiation through the concept of '-semantic tle ld'
We assume that r.vords are rnirt'ors of realiiy as encompassed in our hutran
pasi. present and future exoeriences. We shail lhus leave the detlnitron of
reaiiti, to psychr:logists and pirilosr-.plters and u'ork on the basis that this reality
is rnoulded tiy means of lr'ords and sentences as dictated by'our own perception
of the outside u'orld.

ln fact, this article tries tii demonstrale that an approach to laneuage

tbr trairslaiion purposcs ',1'ould be more reu'arding wher ihe translator contlnes
himsclf to observable làcts. Relerence tc the very' intricaie inental process,-'s ci
ianguage in order to perfolin a "True" translaiion is. rve beiieve, a divelsion
f,rom the actuai goal of the translaior as well as a waste of Iiis tirne anci energl'.

We shall start ihe debate an lreaning and translation rvith Sapii and

Worfs hlr-pcrthesis on language and thougiit. "Lunguage shupe.; thoitght".this
hypothcsis claim-.. l-irus, rve conceivc of reaiitl' aceorCing to trur lanEuaqe.

Language is compareC tc 'a piece clcloth' iiom whicii difleient ciothes can be

rirade. Put cthEnvise, the saine reaiity'is cut diflèlentll'accoicling to rjilièr-ent

languages. This irypcthesis triggered oiÏin fact thc wliole dcbafr o:r rneaiiiirs.
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( l93l ). IJIoornllcid ettcrltpts a rigorous
as rnirclr as po.-.siblr artr i-elèrcncc to thoLight

ÿl/e ccn define the neaning o.f.a speech-ft;rrn
acarately when this meaning has to do with
some mafter of which we passess scienrific
knowlecige. Iÿe can define lhe names of
minerals. for example, in terms oJ' chenistry
and tninerttlogy. as y,hen ÿi)e sw that the
ortlinury nteaning eLJ the English u,ord salt is
'sodiunt chloride (NaCi1',, and we can define
the names of plants or animals by mettns of the
technical ternt.s oJ' bolany or zar.tlogt, butwe
have no preciseway of definingwords like love
or hale, which concern situatians that ltave nat
been acarçîely classiJ'ied - and these laTter are
in the greot majoritv (l-anguage, p. l3g)

This definirion .ray be regarded as a prelude to the difficulties the
transiator encounters when he tackles a text where ire has to extrapolate the
meaning of a piece of language irom St, (the Source Language) to express it in
TL (the Target Language). we shall see thar itwould perhaps be beiter if one
tried to map on the semantic field of sL onto that of rL anâ thus come to the
closest possible translation.

The basic assurliption behind the theory cn the semantic freld is that
the lexical items (let's cali them words) are not mere representations of
Çoncepls acquired by rnan through experience. 'l'hey involve more intricate
processes that we are not often aware oi. They constitLite areas or fields of
inter-relations beiween lingtiistic signs on the basis of which each and every
sign takes its "relalive val;:e". The case of coiour rvorcls is often cited as a
sound illusiration of the sernantic field. A colourword such as {blue} takes its
nreaning by virtue of its relation to the other colsur rvords in the spectrum. it is
only then that we demarcale iï sornehow from the other colour ..vords. put
rlifferently" one mav look at the nreaning of worcis in lerrxs of cor-npcnents
which are put Io contrasï with oth€r Çolnponents to lbrm oppositions within a
semantic fleld or "area of rneaning" dic:ated by our per.ception of realitv. A
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basic example would bethe sernantic held t'or {hurriarr race} 'l'his field covers

conccprs sLich as [man i woman i '0o1," i girl .. I Eaeh u,ord rvithin this fieici

r.i ouicl tIcit be irssigneci a nulnber of sernantic I'eatrrre S such as [+ r1ale" t

aduit...] to give it what \\.e refle, to here as a "relati\,e va1ue". lt is "relative"

beca,lse ir is si-rtretirnes dif{'icult to give a word "ils meaning" b-v haling
recourse to antonvms and s1'nonyms- As amatteroff'acl. lvhatwo''lidbethe
anton),lr fbr ir.l'oman.| in rerms of semantic ieatLrres? Boih [+girl] and [r63n1
stand as potentiai oppûneilts. and the choice is often very difficult to nlake.

Slmrlarll. tht rtrearring of a rvord mal somelimes be closel-v- related to

ihe posilion ii occLiiries in the strr-rcture o1'a sentcnce. Consequentlv. setrlatrf ics

lras lcn,i 1,.een a kincj of challenge to s-Yntax without necessarilr,taking orr-r'i.:

l-he lantous conil't)vei'Sÿ bet*een the genelatrrL' 5r'illdnticiSls anO the

irrterpretive senlanticisls tblicu'ing Chorasky's senerative nrodel ( 196-5) is a

clear indication of the iciioslncrasies resulling fronl theoretical persuasic.ns on

rneaning.

Chomskl"s approach to nteaning in S1'ntactic Structures (i957) tvas

trased on the assun.rption that syntactic rules were totally independent lronl

nreaning rvhich ivas then seen as a ''resi{iue". He stressed on thefactthat
si nie,ctic rules w'ere paraplirastic or mealling preserving rules, Thel' related

stirtàce stri.lclilre reprCseltistioi.t: to deep StructurC representations lviihoLit

aitering meaning.

Kaiz anci Fodor's famous article on "Tlie Structure of a Senlantic
'fheon," ( 1963) carne as a reaction tci Chorrsky's claini that sl,ntactic rriles

paraDhrase, l'he classicai case oi " Ni:ron ''oied Jttr hintse l.l" that boiis dowtr to
''Niron voted for Nixcrr" in the terrninal striilg' *hereas "E,trvbt'dt voreti 'for
himself' rvo,-rlL1 give *"ever)''hod'r' r'ii'.eci tor er.elr boCi'" (rvhicl-i ln iact ii not

useil irr a norrnal Olt.sq1r-rc). is a clear indic;rliotr ihdl Cl-rorxsk\'s t'ules aie rlol

alrvaYs paraphraslic.

-l'o l'ound Lrp this'nrief'talk cn the wide anrj r.iiid area oltreaninq,
rnention shculd be mac.lc ol s{.-rme theoreticai lratney'orks that attempt i()
caîeqor jse meaning tbl a be11er unclei'stanciins. oi this aspcct oi'iangitage.

l-inguistic contittunication 'nl nreans oT arliculatei i:inguage allo',1's Lrs lo

distinguish various shades of nteaning. A careful Cisiinctiorl leads îi; tirc
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catesorisation of areanins. into diffèrent ty,Dcs, 1"he conceptual nreaniliq,
sometimes refèri:ed to in the iiterature as "denoiative" or "co-s.nitivc" rneaniut:
is handled ! ia contrasting fèatures. Thus. the nreaning oi the rvoril {man } will
be spccifieci as [-human. -nlale. *aduitl as ooposed to {girl } x,hicli is

[+human. -maie. -adultj. -i'he 
connotative ineanins refers to the comnrul.ric.rrirc

values ol *'ords. If the rvord iniani is characterrsed by the features [-ltuntan,
I rnale. -adult]. then the three features (hulnan. ;na1e. adult) constitute the basis
of an acceptable use oi' the n,ord {rnairi and ihe meaning it entail:i. fhe
connotative tleanin.q is oftcn defined as peril;i:eral in contrast."viïli thc
conceptuai tneanjng rvirich is regar.dcd as a cociifled tvpe of rneaning. Thus. fbr
the conceptuai rneaning of lwcntani, olle sets l:huttan. -male. i ariLrlt] rvhich
reièrs to an)'\!o!.nan in the iioiicl.'l-he connotatire ir:eiining. on the ollier hanL1.

is peripheral in that the tèatures thal ciraracterist iitr'it,ord in questloll nta)
change lrorn one cultr:re to another. Thus. a \r,oman in Europc tnaY be
characterised a:; [+uentle. I emotiona]. +inonogarn0us...] ivhereas â \re11-1ii11 j,..,

the Arab World ma)' be characterised as [-, houseilii-e. -c()Lit.agcous.
- obcdient...]. 1he conceptLtal ine aning is r-.ften relatcd to linsrrisric refèr'ents
whereas the connotative meanirrg may take iiilirLiistic. visuai or auditul.l,
referents. It rna1, be represenied by a drarvinq. an advert, or a sound (a noise
such as a baby crl asking for milk. or water. or fboi. etc,).

Thc st'i,listic meaning involves the social settrngs in rvhicit langua_qe is
tused. At the ievel oi- prcnunciation. for instance, sty le ma1,, be stanciard.
dialectai. colloquial. locai, etc. (cf. Classical Arabic, Literary Ar-abic. Eclucated
Spoken Aiabic. ColloqLrial Arat.ric. etc.). It rral,also include rnale vs. l'erraie
speecli or "sexlecil".

Sl,listic variation is also categorised. Cr_vstiii and Dav;i (1969) gne
,somc suidc-lines tc st,vlistic variation. lt nray represeni a relativelt.penuanent
tlpe of si1 le as in thr case of iciiolccts (indil,iclual spee ch varietr,), dialccts
(social or legiolral ,,,arietie s) ûr ii siereol) perl st.,'ie {c.g. The stf,le 

'f 
Arabic

used ciu;-inr: lhe Nahilhtr) Discortrse a1sù ir!^l-iits part ol stl,iislic variation. be it
in soeech or in rr.'riiins, h iore letter. a inonoios.Lre or a dialoguc reprcsenl as

nrany str'listic va|iations JncLrLlnieied in lanuuage. Reiatrr,elY tdmp-iraiv
1èarures cistl, lc appear in the ianguaqe i-.f r:tedicine. Lrr eLivel-rislri-g

Finallr'. the rctlecti,,,e i.rreaning usuaiir.,i"elers to case-s cict-rnceptual
meaning. or r.iiurl ts lr-nor.r,n ,is sYnon'ÿill.,,. Â '"r,Lrrd niav "rei'lect" the _{ene|al
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nreaning of another u'ord. as in {rvonan} and {iady}, {chilCi an<i {infant}.
respectively. l-he collocativc nreaning. on the other hand. involves possihle

meaning associations that a u'ord may suggest (semantic relatedness). F-or

erantpie, the rvords {prett1,} and {handsorne} canberelatedtottreseprantic
lleicl rtf igood-looking) . ln cases of rneanins ol erlapping. the trteerning 9f a
word ma\, overlap with that of another. as in {a pretiv girlf and ia handsc:ne

girl]. Both are acceptable in L'.nglish brit theV re fer to diflèrent.iudgenle:tis o1-

{a girl} When one savs ''a prelt),,girl'' he is referring to her tàce Tèatules rrl tht:

lirst place. When he sa'is "a hancscnte gii'l" he tnav be reierring to the',\av
she's dressed. Quasi-synon-vmous verbs such as {lianderl alid lstroll} ai'e also

cases ot'coliocaiiv'c nteaning. Yc-t, one ttlay sometinles rvanrier r'vithout

necessarilv stroiling {or vice-versa). The thernatic rneanlnq generalll involt'es
tbcus. \&hen one locu:es his spcech on a pariicular event. he nral'use diTtelent

s1'ntactical corrstruciions (or stiategies) to gi.,'e a 'panicular' nreanin-g to ri'hat

he says. This is usually'done through the active,/passive coitstructiorts rvhere lhe

focu-s is either on Iht agent (active form) or the Datieni (passive tcrm). as in:

Agent: .lack drives a car

Patient: A car is driven by Jack

This overail picture on the various t1'pes of meaning is far from being

erhaustive. Ncverlheless. it presents a sound basis ibr lhe transiator ri'ho has to
be ali,are of these diflerences in SL in order to equatù thcm as besi as possibie

rvith nreaning differences in TL.

It thus arpears lhat thir debate ittl illeatlitig is a i en inLriclte and

compler:, nratter^ thoLigh a l'ery exciting and interesting one . il becomes evett

rnore intijfesting rvhen one tiie s To relale this ic the prol-rlern c1'translation anci

ui'iether translation is possible taking into eccount the gaps (lexical. svntactii:,

semantic- cLrlturai eic.) thât rnay e;<ist Lretlleen,Jillèrent lansuages. lo illLrstrate

lhis, siifficc here to rnentiot.i thc classicai exantpie betir'een Gernran arrd

English" or cascs oi"'misl.ranslations" l-.etrveen ianguae.cs u itir thc same cLritur"al

backgroLrnds such as t3ritish Ilngiisit and.,\,niericari Eneiisir,

Ar-riong other.ihtngs. Cermitit has a pilrase iilil! reDra:tants a grp in

English and rviricir is olïer, citei in lhe iiieratur-e cir iat.ituaiie rraps. The conie!it
piane "brother: anClc;- sisler-s" tn C.;rrnati colllr'.lie s ',r'iili tlte crprcssion plrine

"Gesch."visti:r" r"irich ir, isolirtion is equiiteC ',-. rih ihe i-- nslisir e:lpr-cssict; ;:latie
"brothers andr'oi- sisters". Supoose nor.,, thaT ihe tlailslatcr cûires aci-oss a
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sentence in clerri;an like'lch kenne seine cesch*ister", I{ori.shall he translate
this into English? n*either "l knorv his brothers" nor "l knorv his sisters" will
satislactorill rlanslare the sentence of SL into TL. on the other hand.
iran:;lating it ir), "i knolv his brothers and sjsters,'u,ould give more information
th;rn needcd brcause he;rrav have no brothels or nr-- sisters. This ieaves us r.vith
the altei:native translaticn "I knou'his brothers or his sisters" r.r,hich asain is not
used in Engli,sh as ii reprcsents a nonsense.

Otirer tl'pes ol ianuuage gaps tna\ L:e se r-i.i in the se n.,antic fie ld oi a
rvorci or expicssicn used in closely relaied lans,.ra,g.s ihiis. irhiie "pavenrent,'
in r\nreiicatr l-.nglish rrltèrs to a oa.,ed ioacj or t..,il.j.,,ra\.. il reièrs in Ilr.itish
i:trgirsii to ii 'u'alkrng' r'ather ihrrn a 'diiviilu' or. 'c\ ciirrg' area. The lattcr. rs
i-cndered in ,,\uericiin Enelish b) "siciervaili", lhus, a slgn posi such as ..Ncr

cycling on Paverrent" in the united states takes air oppr-.siie meariing in
Britain because the semantic fields of the *ord "pavemeni" nrismarch rather
than nreet.

The translator should be aliare of these lreanins r-.risnra.ichcs Lrei*,een
sL and 'li- . lte shouid also '" i*v )anguage as inherentlr heterogeneous which
rruplies that riiifelences or rnisuncierstandings are bound to occlii.sirrce rrcanirrg
boils doivn tc a nrentai ilrocess to u,hlch ive haic- nrr access. It's onll,then that
he may as r"'ell try to iindersiand horv can the cô:lcepi of semantic fieid be
applied To translation and how'it can help hin ir',ap a nreaning tiom SL onto a
nreaning in TI- and vice-versa rather tiran go tli tlre wor,J-for-rvord t;,pe of
iranslatioir that rnost of our-students secir ic laro:il in theil.translatiorr 1asks.

For tiie sakc oi iilr-istraticn. let s take the cias,<rcal case of colours as ir
repre:lents ihe irost iieciucnili cired erar:rp!r i;r Ierii;lii eilli,,illence. Colours
and sirniiar contrnuolis chenorrrana are ofir-n Jil'ilc,,ilt tLr tralnsiate liorn onc
ianguage lo anothcr as the bofciellinc nrar Lr.'i1itl or i.li;lrcllt ro deiirrrit. i-ake
the casc of ther Lisiral Frer-tch shades oi blue * hrcrr arc: Breu []leu claii-, Blcu
ciei i Bleu roi r BleLr péiroler Bleu arcjo:st ilreu crnard, Bleu nuit Bieu
rrarine' illeu foncé. The shades oi Biue Êflcrri-rrriirêd rn Lnglish are Biuc , shv
biue i Light bh-ie/ Darrk blue ;'BlLre black,'. Supr:,o,,e *= haJ io rransiate- a rvorcl
Iike ''bleu néirole" in irneiish. "BieLi pi-itro1e" is e cai-i: bleu streichtng rcu,ards
the green. Let's sav a sreenish biue. i':oii if *e ccl,-ipaiei tne stntantrc fjelds
i'or "Biuc' characterised as Ircolourl ru thc tric laitguages.',\e set soijteiiitpg
likc:
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FRENCH:
Bleu + B.Cl. -+B.C .-+8.R.+ B.P.-+B.A. --+B.Cd.-+ B.N.-+B.M .-+8.F.

ENGLISH:
Blue -+ Sky blue + Light blue -+ Dark blue + Blue black BIeu Clair

The pie chan abor,e shoris that when the s,b-semantic fieicis (or-
ingredients) xitl.rin the seûranr;c fielc f-or Fi-ench Bleu vs. English bjrie rnatch.
the tiansiation i'rorn Si, cri to TL is quite straighiicr,.rar.d. l.ie,,,ertheless. a ii.crd
Iikc "BleLr Pdtroie" ciccsn'i srenr io ha.,,e an e,.luiialeni in Ergiish and thrs is
where the prcblem iies lor il:c tr.ansiator. ile nrisirt be ieiilprrd ro trausiate it b.i
"Dark Blue", bur dark hilrr' in Englisri dcesirot invoi',,e er.jl, sreen in it,'ihe
aite;:natiVe rvould be "Blue Black" bLit blLie blacir appc:irs tr; ii:lve an eclu;raieni

in cur scl.iemetised scmarilic fiei<i for blue. He's ihus leii rvith either rhe
globai terin Blue or a parapirrase usi*g the Engiish sïructitres ,,grcenisi.r 

bieii,,
or "Lriuish green",,r,here the choice of the ilrst one is. r.r,e beiic.ve. the cit-.sesi !ir
meaning io the French construct ,,BieLr péri.cie',.

we rna','push the case iir'thcr. "BieLl Roi" reic.s specilicaily 1o thc biue
colour of the French FIag. Thercfcre. e seritcnce lii.:e.'Je vcirdrais lir i.obe en

Illcu clair
t,ight lJlue

llleu RoÉ

Rlcu Ardoisc BI-ll
Bleu Canard
BIcu i[Iarinr

BI,TJE BIeu F'oncé.
Blue Black

lllcu Nuit
I)ark Elrrc
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bleu roi" rnal' be translated as "l'd iike iprefer(?)J the blue black dress" rvhich
is not eraciiv the sarne colour as the Frcnch corinterparl. 

.i-hese 
are but basic

instances ofscrlantic rnisntatches that thc translatc,r oùcn clcounters.

Other contiituor-is phcnomena srich as rctllL)eratut-e ilar, also bc a source
o1'transiation diïIcr.rlties. If this i..s tht case. .,rù ,,,rr cni_r approl.intate tlte
nreaiiing iir il- b.v Iooking at the se!r'lantic lleiris i:l botir lansuai:es and ripi fbr
the closest pcssible meaning. The Engiish iemperrliuic ,vcrils liot -) \!ann -»
cocl -> coid characrerised as I ite mpriatlirel rjo ncl al*.a',,s match cn a one-t0-
onr relationsiiip rlith le;iical terms frorn other lanrrra:les. f'he senrantic fieliis
fbr Eneiish;ind Spaiiish intlicate that rhe cholce is a Liiil'lcrik r:ne ai iinres:

ENGI-ISH : hcr -> cooi -; coid

SPANISFj :caliente, caiido, caluroso (hot) *+ fibro, templado (rvarrn) -+ fresco^
(cool) -+ fiio (cold).

A one-to-one reiationship (or a x,orc-t'or-rvorrl translaiion) does not
often seem to i-:e possibie and the tasi,r of the ïransiator riorilil be to lnap
someliou, the senrantic fleids in both lansLiages in orurrr ru com(- up r.r,ith
transiatabie ter;tis.

other cascs exi.st in terrn:i of colour niisrnatch 'l'hc French c,.rlctir.,r,ord
'tur.qois(c)' is ii ciise in point "TurqLrois(e)" ;s eclLrated in Iinglish rlictionarie-c
to a "bluisli-grecn" or a "greenish blire''. Locatuig this w,ord (ancl tlie rirear:ing ir
bears) irr rclatic;ir ïo tire spcctrum olcclours in Eiiglish ar:d ue get sonrething
tiL..

Red + O;'ange + Yeliorv -> Creen + Blue -> pui-pie.

----- /'
Salfian

we rl:.s see th;'lt unlike the ilefririiions ci'ihe dictionaries. the cognate
lor 'iuiquoisie ) jies some'.,.hci-e be iir,een Cre,:n irnd pr-rrplc in thc Erglish
spcctrum cf cole.rurs. \r e sha.li leave this issiie ope n ro debate and iïriher
in vcsiigation.
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