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Abstract  

 

The MENA region has witnessed unprecedented political and social events that 

started with a youth revolt in Tunisia in December 2010 and was followed by a series of 

uprisings spanning the whole region in the following months. Historians, political scientists 

and sociologists have attempted to study this so-called ‘Arab Spring’ each from their 

disciplinary perspective; however, few, if none, of these perspectives has paid considerable 

attention to the linguistic dynamics of the peculiar nature of this conflict and the role 

translation has played in it. As a translation scholar and the translator of one of the very 

first accounts on the Arab Spring namely the anthology: Revolution, Revolt, and Reform in 

North Africa: The Arab Spring and Beyond from English into Arabic, I comparatively 

study the Arab Spring as a story drawing on narrative theory to advance recent research at 

the intersection between translation and conflict. This is an exclusive translator’s 

commentary on his work discussing the politics of translating ‘the Arab Spring’. The 

discourse of this scholarly work may be described as a descriptive, poststructuralist, and 

postmodernist study of translation. It argues for the role of the translator as a social actor.  

In writing this critical introduction for my translation, I have found narrative theory 

to be a dynamic, vigorous and disruptive approach. The conceptual framework of 

narrativity makes it possible to escape the limiting paradigm of considering translation as 

a linear and static expression in which the translator is invisible. Its lexicon also provides 

a sophisticated toolkit to investigate the translational phenomena more concretely than 
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most theoretical abstract methodologies. Moreover, engaging with the recent advances of 

narrative theory in translation studies is reciprocally enriching as it questions the traditional 

concepts in translation while it sharpens the theory’s tools and keep it in constant progress. 

While my work is not the first application of narrativity in translation studies, my 

dissertation is a response to recent relevant scholarship and an attempt to advance the 

theory itself. ‘The Arab Spring’ as a case study is also an unprecedented topic to be 

explored both in translation studies and narrative theory.  

My research concludes that not only was narrativity an inescapable means through 

which the world came to experience the Arab Spring, but also narratives were the guiding 

force in determining its actors’ actions. This import, which was largely political, made the 

role of translators and interpreters unprecedently critical as the agency of translation is 

argued to be responsible for the circulation and construction of narratives and for giving 

them currency and legitimacy. The real-life consequences of narrativity also turn 

translators into social actors whose role can be leveraged in the areas of activism and 

resistance of hegemony and authoritarianism. While the outcome of the uprisings in MENA 

fell short of the label ‘spring’, the unveiled power of translation-mediated-and-constructed 

narratives augurs well for a real spring to come in the region. It is when ordinary people 

take responsibility for the construction of their own stories and through mundane practices 

share them collectively and give them currency institutionally that the myths behind the 

legitimacies, whether religious, revolutionary or otherwise, of the post-independence 

MENA authoritarian regimes start to erode and eventually collapse. In reclaiming such 

responsibility, the agency of translation proves to be a catalyst of change.  
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CHAPTER I 

APPLYING NARRATIVE THEORY TO THE ARAB SPRING 
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Summary of the Book  

Summary  

The book Revolution, Revolt, and Reform in North Africa: The Arab Spring and 

Beyond is an anthology edited by Ricardo René Larémont, professor of political science 

and sociology at SUNY, Binghamton. First published in 2014, it provides “… an account 

of the recent revolutions or reform movements that constituted part of the Arab Spring…” 

as Larémont puts it on the book cover, and he considers it, “One of the first attempts at 

undertaking an analysis of possible transitions to democracy in the region…”. The book 

has eight chapters: chapter 1 as an introduction, chapter 2 on the background of the 

uprisings by Larémont, chapter 3 on Tunisia by Amira Aleya-Sghaier, chapter 4 on Egypt 

by Emad El-Din Shahin, chapter 5 on Libya by Youssef M. Sawani, chapter 6 on Morocco 

by Mohammed Darif, chapter 7 on Algeria by Azzedine Layachi, and chapter 8 as a 

conclusion by Larémont. There is also an index in the end of the book.  

The Arabic translation of the book entitled al-Rabī‘ al-‘Arabī, al-intifāḍah wa-al-

iṣlāḥ wa-al-thawrah (The Arab Spring: the Intifada, Reform and Revolution) was 

conducted by Lotfi Zekraoui and co-edited by Larémont and Sawani except the translation 

of chapter 6 on Morocco that was delegated to Khalid Bekkaoui to meet initial publishing 

deadlines. Published before the source English version in February 2013, it has an 

introduction and 7 chapters. The sequence of the chapters underwent a slight change by 

labelling the source’s chapter 1 an introduction and rearranging the chapters on Morocco 
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and Algeria (ultimate in the source and penultimate in the translation). Chapter 7 is the 

concluding chapter in the Arabic version and it was co-edited by Larémont, Sawani, Darif 

and Layachi. Moreover, this chapter was produced at a later stage and it was not the 

translation of the source’s concluding chapter 8. These changes in the Arabic version were 

not made by the translator, but they were not inconsequential nevertheless.  

Overall Thesis 

Larémont explained in his introduction that, “What has occurred in North Africa 

we define as political revolutions rather than social revolutions.” (2). Written three months 

after the translation of the other chapters, with the benefit of hindsight, his introduction 

managed to provide a clearer analytical framework for the understanding of the uprisings. 

His definition of political revolutions rested upon the three categories: revolt, coup d’état 

and mass demonstrations (3). However, neither the original chapters nor their translation, 

written in the thick of mass revolt, benefited from the luxury of hindsight and concomitant 

translation a couple of months earlier. So, the analysis of the five contributors in their 

accounts did not have such clear categorical distinctions because the outcome of the 

uprisings was still unknown; however, their lexical choices spoke implicitly in favor of a 

larger scale social change, which I perceived while translating as a sort of advocacy at least 

in the chapters of Tunisia, Egypt and Libya. Moreover, it could have been an unjustifiable 

disservice to the youth in revolt if the contributors adopted an attitude in their accounts that 

was too cautious to the point of downplaying the unprecedented uprisings while at their 

peak. Therefore, my translation needed to reflect these lexical choices and the sequence of 

the source’s production.  

How it was collected  
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The sequence of my translation production started in May 2012 by translating a 

survey on the religious and political issues of the Tunisian youth from Arabic into English, 

which Larémont used in drafting chapter 2 on the background to the North African 

revolutions. The translation into Arabic of chapters 2 and 3 took place in June, chapter 4 

in July, and chapters 5, 6 and 7 in August. Chapter 1 is Larémont’s new introduction that 

appeared in late November of the same year. The Arabic translation saw the light with the 

addition of a concluding chapter, chapter 7 in the Arabic version, edited by Larémont and 

Sawani whereas the source English version came out with the addition of a concluding 

chapter, chapter 8 in the English version, edited by Larémont in August 2013. This 

sequence determined the production specificity of my translation insofar as it had to reflect 

the context of the source being produced in the midst of the ‘revolutions’. In other words, 

if the translation of the English version into Arabic has been conducted after the publication 

of the source, the translation would have inevitably framed the target according to new 

temporal settings that construct different narratives about the ‘revolutions’. This 

production specificity of my translation also demonstrates what Venuti called “the relative 

autonomy of translation” insofar as it represents the intricate network of connections 

among the contributors, editors, the translator and publishing requirements (815). 

Placement in time 

The writing and translation of the anthology took place concomitantly at a time the 

uprisings were fast unfolding. Without the benefit of hindsight and due to the uncertainty 

of the uprisings’ outcome at that time, the translation of the source was time-sensitive and 

agency demanding. While one may have expected the source authors to be cautious about 

describing what was taking place on the ground, the source was not necessarily so. Amid 
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the competing Arab Spring narratives disseminated by international media, the contributors 

of the source chapters were not disengaged from the process of elaborating the narratives 

that served most their writing agendas, hence, as a translator, I had to change hats to serve 

the contributor’s agenda in my translation.  

The challenge of translating a writing about a political event, particularly one the 

outcome of which is still uncertain, lies in the assessment of how representative the 

narratives are of the events on the ground. This is demonstrated by the different 

manifestations of ‘the real’ events across the linguistic boundaries, which highlights the 

relevance of this challenge in translation. The events of the Arab Spring were devoid of 

meaning without their narratives in international media and academic works such as the 

anthology at hand, so translating these ‘representative’ narratives or referencing an 

embedded historic event based on a specific historic moment were subject to my agency 

and assessment as the translator. My awareness of these implications made my translation 

a process of narrative construction, mediation and rewriting. I will illustrate this process 

after providing background on my narrative approach.  

Relevant Background of the Contributors  

Beyond the biographies of the contributors laid out in the book and their academic 

qualifications that can be found on the websites of the institutions they are currently 

affiliated with, it is worth to mention some aspects of their backgrounds that are pertinent 

to the argument of the critical introduction of my translation. The awareness of these 

aspects steered the process of my decision making while conducting the translation. Aleya-

Sghaier was a witness and an activist during the Tunisian uprising, so I did not take his 

advocacy of the Tunisian uprising for granted. Shahin’s unwavering pro-democracy 
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stances are internationally recognized and garnered the support of his international fellows 

when he was accused with many charges in 2014 and sentenced to death in absentia in 

2015 under the presidency of Egypt’s Abdel Fatah el-Sisi whose regime Shahin never 

ceased to try and delegitimize. Sawani is a Libyan with over 30-year experience teaching 

in the University of Tripoli. Darif is known in Morocco for his outspoken advocacy of 

social justice.1 Layachi is also an insider of Algeria whose education and early career took 

place at a turbulent time in the country, which he narrated vividly in his chapter. Finally, 

Larémont’s expertise in North African politics, political Islam, the Sahel region and the 

relations of the United States with the MENA region gave his analysis unique comparative 

dimensions. The consideration of these aspects was important in the elaboration of the 

narratives of my translation and informed my decisions down to the word choice. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 For the complete interview with Mohamed Darif see http://www.maghress.com/fr/financesnews/3563 

http://www.maghress.com/fr/financesnews/3563
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Narrative approach  

In writing this critical introduction for my translation, I have found narrative theory 

to be a dynamic, vigorous and disruptive approach. The conceptual framework of 

narrativity makes it possible to escape the limiting paradigm of considering translation as 

a linear and static expression in which the translator is invisible. Its lexicon also provides 

a sophisticated toolkit to investigate the translational phenomena more concretely than 

most theoretical abstract methodologies. Moreover, engaging with the recent advances of 

narrative theory in translation studies is reciprocally enriching as it questions the traditional 

concepts in translation while it sharpens the theory’s tools and keep it in constant progress. 

While my work is not the first application of narrativity in translation studies, my 

dissertation is a response to recent relevant scholarship and an attempt to advance the 

theory itself. ‘The Arab Spring’ as a case study is also an unprecedented topic to be 

explored both in translation studies and narrative theory.  

In her seminal work: Translation and Conflict: A Narrative Account, Mona Baker 

introduced the application of narrative theory in translation studies. Her monograph’s 

underpinning concept is that, “...narrative constitutes reality rather than merely 

representing it…” (5). She defines narratives as, “…dynamic entities; they change in subtle 

or radical ways as people experience and become exposed to new stories on a daily basis.” 

(3). Thus, the added value of applying narrative theory in translation studies is that it 

“…allows us to examine the way in which translation features in the elaboration of 
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narratives that cut across time and texts.” (4). This version of narrative, she claims, is 

“elaborated in social and communication theory, rather than in narratology or linguistics, 

to explore the way in which translation and interpreting participate in these processes.” (3). 

Applying narrative theory to the discussion of my translation of the Arab Spring refocuses 

my concerns from rendering factual accounts to the reconfiguration of the uprisings as a 

story through translation. Moreover, conducting a comparative study of the multiple ways 

the story of the Arab Spring could have been told or how it was told differently across the 

linguistic boundaries will unveil the specificities of the agency of translation.  

Baker structured her work around a typology of four kinds of narratives: 

ontological, public, conceptual and meta-narratives, and highlighted eight features of how 

narratives work drawing on Jerome Bruner’s work The Narrative Construction of Reality. 

These features are: temporality, relationality, causal emplotment, selective appropriation, 

particularity, genericness, normativeness and narrative accrual. In addition to this typology, 

Baker explained the broad notion of framing as “…an active strategy that implies agency 

and by means of which we consciously participate in the construction of reality.” (106). 

Finally, Baker drew on Walter Fisher’s The Narrative Paradigm: In the Beginning to 

address the issue of “how we assess narratives to decide whether we should subscribe to 

them, dissociate ourselves from those who subscribe to them, or even actively set out to 

challenge them…” (141). This structure proved useful in dissecting narratives elaborated 

in situations of violent conflict which were Baker’s main concern and served as a model 

for possible subsequent studies. Her model, however, was subject to revision in the work 

of Sue-Ann Harding’s News as Narrative: Reporting and Translating the 2004 Beslan 

Hostage Disaster and it is still susceptible for possible advancements. My application of 
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narrative theory to the Arab Spring aims at investigating its narratives as a situation of 

conflict and how considering the uprisings as stories influenced my decisions while 

producing the translation. My investigation also attempts to further revise the theory in 

response to the specificities of my case.  
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Introducing narrative typology  

Mona Baker drew on the works of Margaret Somers and Gloria Gibson to apply 

their elaborated four-category narrative typology to translation studies. While the purpose 

of Somers and Gibson was to “to outline the social functions and political import of 

narrativity” (28), Baker noted that their work, “p[aid] no attention at all to translation and 

interpreting, nor to discursive issues more broadly.” (28). Therefore, Baker’s Translation 

and Conflict: A Narrative Account was the first attempt to illustrate how the four narrative 

categories: ontological, public, conceptual and meta-narratives operate in the context of 

translation. In what follows, I attempt to explore the application of this typology to my 

specific case of translating the Arab Spring within the confines of the anthology I translated 

and discuss its discursive issues.  

Figure 1. Somers and Gibson’s Typology  

 

Ontological narratives  

The first category of narratives is what Somers and Gibson call ontological and 

Baker refers to as personal. These narratives, in the words of Baker, “are personal stories 
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that we tell ourselves about our place in the world and our own personal history.” (28). 

However, personal narratives and collective narratives are inextricable, which makes 

“…even a concrete personal story told in one language cannot necessarily be retold or 

translated into another language unproblematically.” (28). This insight motivated me to 

investigate the different expressions of the Arab Spring personal stories such as the 

protesters’ accounts between English and Arabic and explore their connections to shared 

and larger narratives. 

The interdependent relationship between personal and collective narratives is of 

relevance to the Arab Spring narratives. Baker observes that, “Collective narratives… 

shape and constrain our personal stories, determining both their meanings and their 

possible outcomes.” (28) At the same time, “… personal narratives can enhance or 

undermine the narratives that underpin the social order and hence interfere with the smooth 

functioning of society.” (28). This insight foregrounds the narratives of the Arab Spring as 

an exploitable landscape for political ends and makes narrativity a suitable approach to 

investigate the Arab Spring. For instance, studying the ‘official stories’ of the North 

African regimes to legitimize their authoritarianism at the personal level and uncovering 

the personal stories that shook the socio-political ‘order’ in North Africa during the 

uprisings since the North African regimes used official discourse and narratives as a 

political instrument to construct and reinforce their legitimacy in the region as Laurie Brand 

convincingly argued (Brand 2014). This interdependence also demonstrates that social 

order is not a static state, but a dynamic one in which social institutions constantly negotiate 

the shared narratives to keep personal narratives from diverging. A divergent individual 

may instigate contagion and a viral social movement, but just like in a biological 
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environment the whole organism may develop immunity to nip any divergent subjects in 

the bud, which has been the case of the Algerian regime in managing any form of dissent 

since the traumatic internal war of the 90s. 

One may revisit the phenomenon of social dissent as a linguistic act. It consists of 

the circulation of divergent narratives between the local and the global crossing geographic 

and linguistic boundaries, transferring their nature across multimedia platforms, and 

acquiring power and currency along the way. Therefore, one can explore the Arab Spring 

as a form of dissent that spread by circulating ‘revolutionary’ narratives and which heavily 

relied on the agency of translation for its global reach. 

Public narratives  

The second category in the typology is public narratives that Baker defines as, “… 

stories elaborated by and circulating among social and institutional formations larger than 

the individual, such as the family,6 religious or educational institution, the media, and the 

nation.” (33). The distinction between public narratives and shared or collective narratives 

is that public narratives gain currency within an institution with authority. Baker mentioned 

the public narratives of 9/11 and the war on Iraq as examples. Similarly, some of the Arab 

Spring narratives may qualify as public narratives and they can be investigated by 

answering the questions: What happened? Why and how did it happen? Could it have been 

avoided? And so on. Stories advanced in response to such questions differ depending on 

who issued them, when they were produced and who was circulating them… etc. The 

choice of individuals to subscribe to one version of these stories or dissent from another 

also depends on variables such as the living conditions of the person. When the North 

African uprisings took place, it was likely that a poor person would see the uprisings as a 
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true social revolution, while another person with better living conditions would subscribe 

to some conspiracy theory threatening his or her status. Since public narratives influence 

shared and personal narratives, the dominant versions of public narratives determine the 

course of a given event because individuals use their personal stories to think and act. For 

instance, the narratives of ‘a revolution’ taking place in Tunisia kept up the mobilization 

of its people, while both the Moroccan and Algerian regimes managed to keep their peoples 

paralyzed by spreading narratives of conspiracy theories, the risk of violent and bloody 

turnout of protests and the stories that idealized stability. The parties whose power relies 

on the dominance of a certain version of events have interest in keeping the status quo 

because “Public narratives circulating in any society can and do change significantly, 

sometimes within the span of a few years, even months.” (29) as Baker puts it. When the 

Arab Spring started, the circulating version of events was that they were potential social 

revolutions, but when they fell short of these expectations or when the people’s uprisings 

were highjacked by the army in the case of Egypt or led to a proxy war in the case of Syria, 

other versions of the uprisings emerged.  

Public narratives are also subject to change when they cross cultural and linguistic 

boundaries. While the North African youth expressed their demands in Middle Eastern 

terms, these very demands were negotiated in Western terms when reported in the 

international media. The purpose was to garner support and internationalize their cause by 

creating empathy. For instance, while public narratives of the Arab Spring in Arabic 

highlighted among other themes dignity, martyrdom, and the Arab Islamic identity as 

iconic features, the English encoding of the public narratives of the Arab Spring advanced 

democratization, human rights, and freedom as salient demands of the youth. This is a 
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discursive tool with political imports. It does not necessarily entail the translator’s 

manipulation of the source, but engaging in a process of selection and omission, even when 

it is practiced for other reasons such as formatting or publishing requirements, such 

reconfiguration of the narrative still has political consequences.  

There are five subsections that do not appear in the English version of the anthology 

that one may explain as ‘unfitting’ elements of the Arab Spring narrative in English (60-

61). For instance, Aleya-Sghaier mentioned in the fifth subsection that opposing Israel and 

supporting the Palestinian cause were among the relevant slogans of the uprisings, which 

does not appear in the English version. Although this element seems to be marginal in the 

Arabic text, its existence in the English version would have serious impact on the narrative 

that Tunisians for instance wanted to export to the western audience.  

Authoritarian regimes in North Africa have been using censorship to block any 

channels that could undermine their version of the Arab Spring public narratives while this 

very version was being challenged by dissenting public narratives. For the pro-Arab Spring 

narratives to escape the filters of the censorship machine, it required actors who first 

subscribed to them and had the necessary skills to transfer them in. Paramount among these 

actors were translators who made sure, for instance, to contest the western conspiracy 

narratives and promoted the stories that reinforced the narratives of the uprisings being 

social revolutions.  

Public narratives are elaborated within institutions, but depend on translation for 

their dissemination. It is the authority of the institution and its actors that give its narratives 

power. Government establishment, religious authorities and academic institutions are 

among the most producers of public narratives. However, with the ease of sharing that 
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comes with social media, one individual can contest a narrative of a prime minister, a sharia 

jurist or a think tank member. The individual’s contribution gains power by sharing it and 

if it becomes viral, it will attract the attention of other institutions that give it even more 

power. Anonymity is usually exercised in contesting public narratives for fear of 

prosecution.  

Conceptual narratives  

The third type of narratives is what Somers and Gibson called conceptual 

narratives, confining their definition to the field of social research. Baker called this 

category by extension disciplinary narratives and more broadly defined it as “…the stories 

and explanations that scholars in any field elaborate for themselves and others about their 

object of inquiry.” (39). Harding also called this category theoretical narratives in an 

attempt to escape the privileged limits of academia and “[focus] on the act of theorizing 

that these narratives involve, particularly with regard to their use of abstract terms to 

account for concrete events and situations…” (284). However, it is hard for any theoretical 

narrative to gain currency if its author lacks certain authority, so the ‘theoretical’ label is 

an unnecessary replacement of the ‘disciplinary’ label. I do find ‘authoritative’ a more 

encompassing term to label this category because authority is the main factor giving this 

type power and influence. The import of this type is much greater than that of the 

ontological narratives even in the case of it being issued by an individual such as a 

renowned scholar, a religious authority, or a monarch. More importantly, the label 

‘authoritative’ signals the involvement of the subjects on the receiving end for granting the 

person or the institution the constructed authority in the first place.  
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For a well-versed scholar on the Middle East, reading the accounts on the Arab 

Spring would reveal the embeddedness of its events with conceptual narratives in an 

implicit or explicit ways.  Paramount among these theoretical narratives are Orientalism, 

Political Islam, and Post-colonial theories. While this is not to claim that the reliance of the 

Arab Spring studies on these conceptual narratives is exclusive, this theoretical 

embeddedness gave the elaboration of these specific versions on the Arab Spring different 

political imports. 

Conceptual narratives underpin long-term meta-narratives and they become actual 

candidates for the meta-narrative status when the party responsible for its elaboration 

manages to sustain its authority for a sufficient time. In this sense, one may consider 

authority and time as factors of narrative status elevation. For instance, the power of the 

narrative of the Clash of Civilizations stems from the authority of its author Samuel Philips 

Huntington and Harvard University as an institution (Huntington 1996). One might think 

of the theory originating in English, perceived as a lingua franca, as another factor as well. 

While some conservatives still subscribe to this theory, it was subject to contestation by 

other authorities such as Edward Said’s attempt to debunk it as a myth (Said 1996). 

Furthermore, contesting conceptual narratives shortens their life-span and may prevent 

them from crossing the boundary into the meta level. However, the relationship between 

the conceptual and the meta level is more complex than the perceived flat model as one 

may argue that the concepts of time and authority are also potentially elaborated as 

narratives and are subject to deconstruction and contestation. On the complexity of time as 

narrative, Ricoeur explained that, “… temporality consists in the deep unity of future, past, 
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and present…” (176), which makes the temporal configuration of events in any narrative 

an important variable in the construction of its meaning and status.  

Baker argues that, “…the uptake and meaning of public and conceptual narratives 

are always influenced by the specificities of their production and reception.” (43 – 44). The 

specificities of the Arab Spring as being unprecedented in the region and the context of the 

production of the anthology and its translation informed the construction of the meaning 

of their embedded conceptual narratives. As a matter of fact, it is the intended political 

import that dictates a certain framing of the conceptual narrative as I will demonstrate in 

the case of the chapter on Tunisia. 

Meta-narratives  

Somers and Gibson proposed a fourth type: meta-narratives. They define this 

category as “… the master narratives in which we are embedded as contemporary actors in 

history… Progress, Decadence, Industrialization, Enlightenment…” (61). Somers 

described them as epic dramas of our time such as “Capitalism vs. Communism, the 

Individual vs. Society, Barbarism/Nature vs. Civility.” (605), and Baker evoked 

Bourdieu’s ‘the ‘myth’ of globalization”, Progress and Cold War as examples (44-45). 

Baker, however, described ‘War on Terror’ as “[an] obvious potential candidate for a meta-

narrative…” (45) only, which led her to raise an important question about this category of 

narratives, “… how a meta-narrative comes to enjoy the currency it does over considerable 

stretches of time and across extensive geographical boundaries.” (45).  Any attempt to 

tackle this question should not ignore the agency of translation in ensuring the multiple 

manifestations of meta-narratives cross-linguistically. For a meta-narrative to stand the test 

of time, it should also rely on the authority of global institutions that use translation for its 
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supra-national reach. One may ponder, for instance, the potential global circulation of a 

public narrative after its reference within the United Nations in five languages. The more 

weight the author of the public narrative has, the more power the public narrative gains. Its 

currency also increases based on, among other factors, the occasion on which it was 

elaborated and whether it was inscribed in a long-term international program. Since the 

publication of Baker’s work in 2016, the War on Terror is still gaining currency 

internationally and it is still evoked incessantly in international affairs as a basis for military 

action and as a justification for controversial policies that will stay in the history records. 

So, one can safely say that War on Terror qualifies as a meta-narrative. In this context, 

where does ‘the Arab Spring’ fit in the narrative typology?  

Answering this question would require asking more specific ones such as: does it 

qualify as a meta-narrative? Who invented it? Did the inventor have authority? currency 

and propelled its global circulation and geographical reach? How did the word choice 

‘Arab Spring’ discursively helped its spread cross-linguistically? And, finally, what role 

did translation play in all of that? These questions will be explored in the meta-narrative 

section of the Arab Spring narratives. 

Typology revisions  

The typology of Somers and Gibson underwent revisions, but not to the extent of 

contesting the social functions or the import of their narrativity. For instance, Baker 

preferred alternative names for ontological, disciplinary and meta narratives as personal, 

disciplinary and master narratives respectively (Figure 2) while Harding’s revision of the 

same typology (Figure 3) resulted in further highlighting of the distinction between two 

dimensions: personal narratives and shared or collective narratives claiming more 
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responsibility and accountability in the former and pointing out that the types of the latter 

underpin the social order. Harding also substituted the names societal narratives for public 

narratives and theoretical narratives for disciplinary narratives arguing that the name public 

excluded the narratives that were not meant to be in the public domain so societal included 

the private one, and the name theoretical expanded this type of narratives outside the 

privileges of academia. A more noticeable revision in Harding’s application of narrative 

theory in her work was the invention of the type local narratives to foreground the 

specificities of times, places, people and events in the elaboration of these narratives, but 

categorizing local narratives as collective unjustifiably characterized personal narratives as 

less time and space specific. Just as much as the revisions of Baker and Harding were both 

informed by their specific cases, the specificity of the Arab Spring narratives motivated 

my own revision of this typology as well.    

 

Figure 2. Baker’s Revised Typology  
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Figure 3. Harding’s Revised Typology2  

 

My revision of the typology based on the Arab Spring narratives focused on the 

factors that contribute to the elaboration of each type namely: slogans, authority and time. 

It also deals with these elements as factors of narrative status elevation to discuss for 

instance how a personal narrative acquires the power of a meta-narrative. Instead of opting 

for a flat model as in the case of Somers and Gibson or that of Baker to highlight the 

distinction of the types or Harding’s two-dimensional model that further highlighted the 

                                                           
2 Harding’s revised typology reproduced as is from:  
Harding, Sue-Ann Jane. ““How do I apply narrative theory?”: Socio-Narrative Theory in Translation 
Studies.” Target International Journal of Translation Studies, vol. 24, no. 2, 25 Feb. 2013, pp. 286–309, 
10.1075/target.24.2.04har. 
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distinction between the personal and the shared, my model focused on a nested typology 

portraying the personal narratives underpinning the other categories. Since public 

narratives are elaborated by, within or about institutions from governments to academic 

establishments and even the family and society that can be considered institutions in this 

context and whose common denominator is authority, I preferred the label of authoritative 

narratives encompassing public, conceptual, and institutional narratives.   

Figure 4. Typology revision based on the Arab Spring case   
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The Arab Spring narratives 

Ontological narratives  

Tunisia 

The personal story that Tunisian individual in revolt was telling himself or herself 

during the Arab Spring can be examined from the profile of the revolution’s main 

protagonists sketched out by Aleya-Sghaier. In his words, “They were mostly young, 

unemployed, or informal workers; students; civil servants; itinerant peddlers; and 

marginalized and excluded individuals.” (39). These beliefs and feelings of being 

marginalized and excluded from the society were shared collectively creating a common 

cause: an infringed dignity that had to be reclaimed. These personal narratives were 

reinforced within a collective narrative that spread through different channels mostly social 

media. Just like any other narrative, this collective narrative could be challenged and 

contested to weaken the youth movement, but due to the unconventional channels through 

which it spread, the Tunisian regime was unable to contain it. It is worth mentioning, 

however, that this narrative stayed initially at ‘the dignity-restitution’ level and was not 

further re-constructed to question the legitimacy of Ben Ali’s regime.  

Authoritarian regimes such as the police state of Ben Ali’s Tunisia imprisons its 

peoples psychologically and normalize their dire living conditions in an atmosphere of 

oppression and fear. This state of mind paralyzing Tunisians originated in their normalized 

personal stories but the unfolding and the framing of the events after the self-immolation 
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of Bouazizi dissipated the fear and created a different type of personal narratives, the kind 

that called for action to reclaim an absent normal: dignity. The change in the personal 

stories did not occur by chance, but it was a process that mobilized external actors and 

engaged multi-lingual platforms such as non-Arabic newspapers, in which translation 

played a major role, and foreign officials of the United Nations and foreign governments 

who relied on translation to voice their positions regarding the Tunisian uprising. A major 

function of translating the Tunisian common cause was to imbue their movement with 

authority and having The New York Times for instance echo their collective narrative as 

exemplified in its early articles such as Robert F. Worth’s How a Single Match Can Ignite 

a Revolution fulfilled that end. Collective narratives also gain currency through their 

reiteration by foreign officials who enjoy institutional representative authority.   

Egypt 

Shahin attributed the success of the Egyptian revolution to mass mobilization 

highlighting traditional and modern techniques. A closer look, however, shows that 

ontological narratives were the fundamental elements in achieving such mobilization. It 

takes courage and conviction for any individual to join mass protests and this requires from 

each person to consistently tell himself or herself the same story that affirms these beliefs. 

Shahin quoted a protester’s self-affirmation story that supports this claim, “From the very 

first day we felt we could win because of the huge numbers of people involved, the masses. 

When you are at a protest and you see small numbers, you panic and you are afraid. This 

was different.” (53). This protester must not have been an exception and his or her personal 

story could not have withstood a competing larger narrative without an active engagement 
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of mass media and protest organizers to disseminate narratives that sustained mass 

mobilization regardless of whether they were the facts on the ground. 

This active engagement primarily targeted the ontological narratives of the 

protesters and facilitated their sharing to give them power. Shahin quoted another protester, 

“We wanted to project a positive image to the people at home, to maintain a positive spirit. 

If the people saw us clashing with the police they would be scared. But when we did not 

attack the police, we conveyed a sense of calm, and sent a message that we were not 

afraid.21” (67). This agenda dictated the approach of those in support of the Egyptian revolt 

in mediating the events on the ground. Whether this mediation was in writing or via other 

audiovisual platforms, the language used was subject to framing to fulfill it. On the other 

hand, those who were against the revolt, had an opposite agenda and needed to frame their 

language accordingly as well. In both cases, translators were among the main actors to 

sustain or contest the frame of this language while crossing the linguistic and geographical 

boundaries.  

Another case in which Shahin conveyed an ontological narrative that aimed at 

countering the Egyptian regime’s intents to frighten the revolting youth is the framing of 

the involvement of ‘the thugs’ in the uprisings in his words, “Some participants even 

informed me that ‘‘good thugs’’ from surrounding neighborhoods came to their rescue and 

helped overpower the ‘‘bad thugs.’’” (69). The story of ‘these armed thugs, who reportedly 

used excessive violence, helping protesters’ aimed at reassuring the protesters and even 

sowing doubt within thugs. These stories constructed and reconfigured the events on the 

ground and the protesters who came across those stories acted according to the stories and 

not necessarily based on what was happening on the ground. It is worth highlighting that 
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the discursive process used in the elaboration of this story is framing by labelling in which 

the lexical item ‘good thugs’ made a big difference as explained.  

Libya 

Ontological narratives have little power on the society unless they are shared and 

channeled through mass mobilization, but the study of the Libyan chapter shows a peculiar 

case. Qaddafi’s ontological narrative had been steering the fate of all Libyan people for 

decades in the words of Sawani, “Because Qadhafi [sic] wanted to build a state in a way 

that satisfied his personal aspirations and ego as a self-acclaimed visionary or ‘prophet’ 

whose ideology or philosophy could resolve all human agonies, he took Libya on an 

exhaustive odyssey, claiming the application of ‘direct democracy’” (82). Authority when 

abused makes it possible to impose one’s ontological narrative on the group and in the case 

of Libya, an ontological narrative had been imposed on an entire nation. Qaddafi, in the 

words of Sawani, “…was driven towards personal glory and the building of a personality 

cult around himself…” (82), which turned his personal narrative into what I call an 

authoritarian narrative. It is still a personal narrative, but its echo is larger than the person 

encapsulating public narratives and appropriating even conceptual and institutional 

narratives. Qaddafi used the public narratives of pan-Arabism, anti-imperialism and the 

Cold War to impose himself as a “Third World leader” (82) and used conceptual narratives 

from the communist ideology to legitimize his regime. His personal narrative became a 

super-narrative, but it was not accepted as such, it was imposed on his people.  

The authoritarian regime of Qaddafi and his repressive policies perpetuated the 

culture of fear in the form of self-imposed personal narratives, which were the first barrier 

the Libyans had to break for their uprising to gain momentum. For this purpose, there was 
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a need to portray ‘the revolutions’ of neighboring countries as successful and frame each 

policy taken by the regime of Qaddafi as yielding to pressure so that the youth become 

more confident. This process required a great deal of linguistic agency including that of 

translators.  

The Arab Spring experience in Libya demonstrated that narrativity is an effective 

paradigm to disentangle gender issues whose complexities remain underexplored and 

undertheorized in the MENA region. Through the prism of narrative typology, 

investigating the politics of gender issues in MENA result in a spectrum of facets whose 

interpretations can be found in religion, culture and the inherited memory of the region’s 

peoples. Sawani explained that in the Libyan political sphere, “Quite often women were 

unwelcome psychologically and socially” (93), which of course did not make Libya an 

exception among its neighbors or most of the Arab World. Aleya-Sghaier, similarly, 

pointed out in reference to the Tunisian revolt that, “Generally, in Muslim countries, the 

public sphere and political action are restricted to men.” (41). This state of gender relations, 

when projected through the prism of narrativity, breaks up into its constituent issues. 

Narratives normalize and stabilize gender relations in the form of accepted 

ontological stories, compatible public narratives and encapsulating authoritative (mostly 

religious) conceptual narratives. Eventually, the dominant meta-narrative assigns different 

functions to different genders, which becomes the norm. Only standing outside the meta-

narrative that one is able to critically observe this ‘norm’. The Arab Spring, as a master-

narrative, disrupted the ‘norm’ and relatively facilitated the participation of women in the 

revolts as demonstrated in each country case. Therefore, the experience of the Arab Spring, 

as understood from the perspective of narrative theory can serve as a model to advance 
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gender equality and women’s rights in which translation can play a major role in disrupting 

the norms by either contesting or promoting one narrative or the other. It is worth 

mentioning that translators as social agents must have been implicated in the circulation of 

the very narratives normalizing the current gender relations in MENA and this is to rebut 

the myth of translation being exclusively an agency for the common good.  

Narrativity is equally effective in exploring the complexities of the politics of race 

in MENA. Libya provided an illustrative case during the Arab Spring in which a narrative 

was behind discriminatory acts that can be misconstrued as a racial discrimination. Sawani 

pointed out that, “Though no conclusive evidence has proved the exclusive involvement of 

Africans, there is widespread belief amongst Libyans that they constituted the bulk of 

mercenary forces resorted to by the regime.[82] Given that Libya was host to more than two 

million African migrant workers, this led to the deterioration of their conditions during the 

revolution.” (97). Narrative theory assumes that people’s behaviors are ultimately guided 

by the stories they come to believe and that is despite of their veracity. As a matter of fact, 

ordinary people are most vulnerable to the uncritical ‘consumption’ of reductionist and 

overly-simplistic narratives, hence their great potential to cause harm among which racial 

discrimination. Thus, advancing major racial causes can rely on the active targeting of the 

narratives that motivate and construct them. A process that can arguably call upon the 

agency of translation.   

Economic behavior of individuals in post-independent MENA countries can be 

understood in the form of ontological narratives as well. Sawani observes that “… the 

rentier economy arguably engendered contempt for work and effort as social values.” (98) 

in Libya, a revelation that applies to Algeria as well, although to a much lesser extent. From 
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a narrativity perspective, this contempt originates from the personal stories people tell 

themselves about work and effort. In other words, the economy contributes to the 

elaboration of certain personal stories and is shaped by specific personal stories. This 

insight of reciprocity raises the question of how can personal stories be changed through 

mediation to eventually influence the economy. For instance, initiating nationwide 

programs to promote work and effort as social values from children stories to different 

forms of art, a material that is available for translation across the borders or to dig from a 

nation’s past.  

Morocco 

Another peculiar ontological narrative can be found in the Moroccan case. The 

story around the status of the Moroccan king is a personal story that constructs his 

legitimacy to rein and rule. The king does not only tell himself that story about the world 

around him, but his legitimacy requires from his subjects to collectively believe in it. Darif 

explained that Mohamed VI inherited his ‘status narrative’ from his predecessor “… as the 

amir al-mu’minin, or Commander of the Faithful, an identity that has provided religious 

legitimization of the monarchy’s rule, as expressed in Article 19 of the constitution.” (106), 

and he added, “Like his predecessor, King Mohamed VI urged everyone in the kingdom to 

pledge their allegiance to him (bayaa) as king of the monarchy.” (107). The specificity of 

this personal narrative is that it is constructed on two pillars: the status name ‘amir al-

mu’minin’ and the collective participation of his subjects ‘bayaa’. Although both 

‘Commander of the Faithful’ and ‘oath of allegiance’ as English translations convey the 

meaning of the Arabic terms, the English terms are stripped of the religious dimension 

through translation. The Arabic codification uses the Moroccan people’s emotional 
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investment in Islam and projects it on the King while the royal family reaffirms this 

legitimacy by preserving this investment. One threat to this investment and by extension 

the royal family’s legitimacy to rule is not street protests, but the narratives that contest the 

religious legitimacy construct.   

Public narratives 

Tunisia 

The first public narrative that Aleya-Sghaier put forward in his chapter was in his 

attempt to define the Tunisian uprisings in his words,  

The Tunisian revolution is also particular to Tunisia. It was not a classical revolution like 

the French Revolution, with a transition from a feudal to a bourgeois regime. It was not a 

communist class-driven revolution like the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution in Russia. Nor was 

it a national liberation revolution like that of Vietnam or Algeria, or a revolution for human 

rights like the Eastern European revolutions of the 1990s. The Tunisian Revolution was 

unique. It was neither red nor orange nor jasmine; it was a ‘‘revolution of dignity.’’ It is 

special because it was spontaneous, lacking a centralized leadership, a clear ideology, and 

any preestablished [sic] political program. Nonetheless, it was not a ‘‘blind revolution.’’ It 

was a revolution of all the Tunisian people and the whole country. It was also the first 

revolution of this century that employed the Internet and television on a large scale. (30)  

The emphasis on the Tunisian uprisings being a revolution here should not be taken for 

granted. Despite the need that Aleya-Sghaier saw to differentiate it from other revolutions 

in the past, the time of the writing and his active involvement in the events made his choice 

more political. Having expressed any caution from his part would have undermined a 
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shared public narrative in Tunisia whereby the people’s uprisings must have been more 

than just a revolt and the outcome of which would have to be that of a social revolution. 

Although Aleya-Sghaier did not refer in his chapter to this ‘revolution of dignity’ as ‘a 

social revolution’, he did not call it ‘a political revolution’ either. Larémont’s assertion in 

his new introduction, written in late November of 2012 and almost three months after the 

translation of the other chapters, that the Tunisian uprisings were ‘a political revolution’ 

could not have served as a suitable public narrative for the Tunisians who were seeking a 

social change then. The question here is not which public narrative is ‘accurate’, but which 

public narrative served that purpose at that specific time.  

Another public narrative which is directly linked to the personal narratives of the 

uprising youth in Tunisia is about “… the degree of luxury in which the privileged members 

of the regime lived (villas, private jets, palaces, luxury cars, private clubs, bank accounts 

in Tunisia and abroad) …” (32). These are stories that individuals shared across different 

multimedia platforms to nurture their own personal narratives of injustice and inequality 

of wealth distribution. The way these stories were framed mattered more than their 

veracity. While the frame was to a far extent under state control through censorship and 

institutional channeling such as the justification of inequality with other authoritative 

religious narratives in mosques, social media disrupted the traditional ways of 

communication and made it possible to escape the imposed authoritarian prison of thought 

control.  

As much as public narratives served the development of the Arab Spring, the 

stagnant status of the pre-Arab Spring period rested upon other public narratives as well. 

Aleya-Sghaier mentioned that, “With the complicity of Western countries and under the 
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pretext of combating fundamentalism, Ben Ali had turned his country into a large prison.” 

(33). ‘Combating fundamentalism’ is a public narrative that has not been an exception to 

Tunisia, its effect has served as the basis for the perpetuation of many authoritarian regimes 

in the MENA region even human rights violations sometimes such as the Algerian Black 

Decade and the current Egypt’s Sissy regime. To understand the exploitation of this type 

of narratives in a Western context, one may ponder a similar yet not less dangerous public 

narrative that is currently gaining currency in the West with the rise of the extreme right 

and populist movements that fuel islamophobia and hate crimes. It is constructed through 

‘the Islamization of fundamentalism’ and sold as “fundamentalism promoted by Islam”. 

As mentioned in my typology revision about slogans being a narrative elevation 

factor, they elevated the Tunisians’ personal stories to the collective status and served as a 

powerful cognitive channel for public narratives. In Aleya-Sghaier’s description of the 

demonstration in Mohammed Ali Square of January 14, 2011, he reported that, “… tens of 

thousands of Tunisians, young and old, unemployed and employed, and from all social and 

professional groups, including teachers, students, pupils, lawyers, merchants, employees, 

and civil servants, cried in unison in front of the Ministry of the Interior: ‘‘Step down! Step 

down!’’...” (34). ‘Step down!’ was only the first version of a common slogan that spread 

across the Arab Spring countries unifying protesters public narratives across the borders. 

However, this slogan did not find much of an echo within the protests in Morocco and 

Algeria because both regimes managed to divert their demands into apolitical directions.   

A great example of how the dynamics between shared and personal narratives guide 

the behaviors of individuals and eventually mobilizes the masses is in the words of Aleya-

Sghaier reporting that, “According to the perpetrators, looting consumer goods was not 
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stealing; rather, it was a way of taking the law into their own hands and regaining those 

things of which they had been unjustly deprived.” (37). ‘Taking the law into one’s own 

hands’ makes the once illicit act justifiable and mobilizes the masses by sharing it. This 

shows the powerful effect of a collective narrative on individual behaviors and with real-

life consequences.  

Aleya-Sghaier romanticized the role of the army and wrapped it in a public 

narrative in his words, “… [The] soldiers had fraternized with the demonstrators, 

exchanging hugs, flowers, and kisses. Frequently, soldiers prevented the police from 

attacking youths.” (47). While one would argue for the positive import of sharing such a 

story in Tunisia, exporting it to neighboring countries would have been gifting Egyptians, 

Algerians or the Syrians for instance a time-bomb due to the military nature of their 

regimes. The brutal intervention of the Algerian army during the Black Decade or the 

crimes of the Syrian army attest to this claim. Public narratives are highly contextual and 

stripping them of their context may result in dire consequences. This context-stripping is 

not an unusual outcome of the agency of translation.  

Egypt 

As we have seen with the Tunisian uprisings’ slogans, the Egyptian revolution had 

its share of slogans as well. Shahin argued that second to mass mobilization, the peaceful 

nature of the protests in Egypt was a major factor in its success in toppling the president 

(54). ‘The Egyptian revolution is peaceful’ has been a public narrative that protesters kept 

alive in their chants. In this context, Shahin described this scene, “They avoided clashes 

with the security forces in order to not alienate potential participants and to raise sympathy 
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for their cause. Their main slogan, particularly when confronting the brutal crackdowns of 

the security police, was ‘‘Peaceful . . . Peaceful.’’” (54). 

Buzzwords and mantras play a similar role to that of slogans in both voicing and 

sustaining the public narratives of protest movements as we could see in the adopted names 

of Egyptian protests “… the National Rally for Democratic Change, Journalists for Change, 

Doctors for Change, Intellectuals for Change, Writers for Change, and Youth for Change.” 

(58). Not only the transmission of public narratives in the form of slogans, buzzwords and 

mantras perpetuates a unified public spirit, it also works at the individual level such as 

“end[ing] the culture of fear that was prevalent among Egyptians.” (58), the origin of which 

is ontological narratives that authoritarian regimes reinforce through larger narratives in 

order to keep their subjects paralyzed. The dynamics of slogans in protests is usually 

managed by framing them in some context and the religious one is the most effective 

among all due to the personal investment of ordinary citizens in religion, but adopting such 

approach could have given Mubarak’s regime a pretext to crack down on the protesters 

with the West’s blessing. It is for this reason the Muslim Brothers resisted the religious 

framing. The leadership of protest movements used these slogans to articulate their 

demands and mark a change in public narratives as Shahin observed, “The list of demands 

began to escalate from ‘‘Bread, Freedom, and Social Justice’’ to ‘‘The People Want to 

Change the Regime,’’ to ‘‘The People Want to Try the Butcher,’’ to ‘‘The People Want to 

Clean up the State Institutions.’’ (70).  

The utility of slogans sometimes exceeds the mere transmission of public 

narratives: slogans may initiate them. Amid the fear of a military brutality in the case of 
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Egypt, chanting “The army and the people are one hand!” (71) during protests provided a 

relief and a morale booster at the personal level.  

Public narratives change according to the advanced agendas or cumulate into a 

larger narrative to be candidates for a super-narrative. In that process, several actors 

including international media networks with their advanced technological tools create an 

idealistic aura in which certain events become iconic such as the so called “Spirit of 

Tahrir”. This shared spirit that Egyptians came to experience directly or mediated was 

symbolized for instance in the scene reported by Shahin, “Photos of Copts protecting 

Muslims during their Friday prayers and then being protected by Muslims during their own 

Sunday services…” (55) (Figure 5). The spread of idealistic spirits, the elaboration of 

iconic scenes and the construction of social symbolism around public narratives contribute 

to the elevation of these narratives from the public level to a larger one and may qualify 

them for a super-narrative even for a short period.  
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Figure 5: Photo 1 Photo 2 

 

 

 

 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1353330/Egypt-protests-Christians-join-hands-protect-Muslims-pray-Cairo-protests.html
http://www.nydailynews.com/news/world/muslims-return-favor-join-hands-christian-protesters-mass-cairo-tahrir-square-article-1.137961
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Libya 

A distinctive public narrative in the case of Libya is the framing of the foreign 

intervention, specifically the shared stories around NATO and how it impinged upon the 

larger story of the Libyan revolution being a youth, popular and somehow spontaneous 

uprising. One such framing is expressed in opposition to NATO’s invasion of Iraq as 

Sawani put it, “the Libyan case can be distinguished from Iraq because from the standpoint 

of the Libyan rebels, their decision to resist the regime had the support of the Arab League 

and it was the League that requested Western military intervention to protect civilians and 

to disable the regime, which was eventually overthrown.” (76), but one could raise other 

questions to elaborate competing stories with this standpoint such as this question: could 

have the Arab League stopped the invasion of Iraq? If not, then the Arab League’s request 

for a Western intervention in Libya did not necessarily mean that the intervention was 

justifiable. Legitimate or otherwise, at the time of the Libyan uprisings there was a need to 

both legitimize NATO’s intervention and keep the larger story of the uprising in Libya 

within the Arab Spring meta-narrative. 

The Libyans needed to believe in a story similar to Tunisia’s and Egypt’s that a 

youth uprising led to the toppling of a dictator. Any other competing story could have 

negatively impacted the outcome of their revolt. Sawani narrated how the Libyan ‘intifada’ 

started in his words, “On 15 February 2011 when security forces arrested young lawyer 

Fathi Terbil and subjected him to interrogation, a spontaneous gathering of people from all 

walks of life took place in front of the security headquarters in Benghazi. Among those 

who participated were human rights activists, lawyers, judges, academics, journalists, 

doctors, educated citizens, and students.” (76).  The parallels between this story and what 
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Aleya-Sghaier narrated about the Tunisian uprising trigger are hard to ignore: the self-

immolation of Bouazizi with the arrest of Fathi Terbil and the spontaneous eruption of 

protests in both scenarios. Despite of how representative this story was to the facts on the 

ground or the other possible ways it could be told, “[it] spread swiftly throughout the 

country when a Libyan journalist (Idris Al-Mesmari) broke the story in a telephone 

conversation with the Aljazeera [sic] news channel.” (76) and created the desired collective 

narrative that “[p]eople sensed that the regime was in a state of fear…” (76) as Sawani 

explained.    

Another public narrative that helped prepare for NATO’s intervention in Libya 

centered around the probability of Qaddafi “…[carrying] a war of extermination in 

Benghazi.” (79), and as Sawani put it, “[there] was a realization that if his forces remained 

unchecked, they would quite possibly commit a barbaric massacre of the sort that 

transpired in Srebrenica. Mass slaughter in Benghazi seemed a likely and horrific reality.” 

(79). Such narrative would create empathy with the Libyan people in the West by reviving 

the scenarios of past crimes against humanity so that NATO decision makers would face 

less resistance to intervene especially after its misadventure in Iraq. For this public 

narrative to circulate in the West, it needed translation and framing and most likely by 

entities in favor of the intervention. There was also a need to prepare the Libyan people for 

the intervention and this public narrative must have convinced the Libyans that NATO was 

their salvation. Framing this public narrative in Sawani’s terms as the result of “[the] 

coordinated efforts of Western, Arab, and Muslim leaders…” (79) was a politically 

motivated linguistic act in this sense. 

 



www.manaraa.com

 

38 
 

Morocco 

Darif claimed that, “The Arab Spring that began in Tunisia and Egypt during 

December 2010 and January 2011 spurred the creation of the February 20th, 2011 

Movement in Morocco that demanded the acceleration of real political and constitutional 

change.” (110), but February 20th, 2011 Movement did not call for the dethroning of the 

king, which was among the demands and celebrated outcome of street protests in Tunisia 

and Egypt. The Moroccan regime managed to hinder the demands from escalating to the 

point of questioning the legitimacy of the king by constraining the movement demands 

with public narratives, for instance, allowing and steering “…the formation of virtual 

groups of political contestation on Facebook and other social media, especially the group 

called "Moroccans Dialoguing with the King." (110). Tunisians did not revolt to dialogue 

with Ben Ali nor did the Egyptians and the Libyans to sit and talk with their respective 

sovereigns. Labelling the Moroccan movement as “Moroccans Dialoging with the King” 

limited its political reach and served both as a tool to absorb the heat from neighboring 

countries and divert the social unease in a non-threatening direction to the legitimacy of 

the king to rule. This is a linguistic act before any other considerations and failing to notice 

these dynamics would both limit our understanding of the development of the Arab Spring 

and overshadow the possibilities that were available to intervene through linguistic means.   

North African youth revolted primarily against authoritarianism that deprived them 

of their dignity and the only kingdom in North Africa was not less authoritarian. Darif 

explains that, “[the] 1972 Constitution derived its notions of legitimization from tradition 

and religion. It charged the notion of legitimacy with traditional and religious expressions, 

such as redefining democracy as shura (counsel) and the parliament as a majlis al-shura 
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(Advisory Council). This constitution, with its merger of notions of “civic” and “religious 

legitimacy” realistically led to the creation of a monarchy that leaned towards 

authoritarianism rather than the creation of a constitutionally constrained monarchy.” 

(118), so the ‘abuse of’ power of the monarch has been the essence of the Moroccan 

claimed authoritarianism and questioning his constructed religious legitimacy could have 

been among the issues raised by the February 20th, 2011 Movement, but it was not the 

case. Diverting any political action form this issue is central to the perpetuation of the 

Monarchy, which also holds true for the Algerian regime’s ceaseless protection of the 

‘sacredness’ of its revolutionary legitimacy. However, the discursive deconstruction of 

these legitimacies is a linguistic act that has far reaching political consequences especially 

contesting the abuse of these legitimacies. Furthermore, both regimes would have less 

control over other media in which this discursive deconstruction may take place than the 

political platform. A political party may be banned or dissolved, but regimes are unable to 

control every narrative that can manifest in different forms textual, audio-visual and 

otherwise. In this sense, translation is an effective tool for the circulation and mediation of 

the manifestation of these narratives, hence its potential for dissent and political change.  

Algeria 

Layachi explained in his chapter that the Algerian regime managed to circumvent 

the Arab Spring “… by pointing to the chaos and uncertainties in post-Qaddhafi Libya, 

post-Mubarak Egypt and post-Saleh Yemen.” (125). This was a public narrative elaborated 

by the state to dissuade the people from revolting and instill fear in them. The elaboration 

and dissemination of this narrative is a linguistic act that required authority and mediation. 

Authority ensured its circulation because when, for instance, a Prime Minister makes a 
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statement which is embedded with a story to counter the Arab Spring meta-narrative, state-

controlled media tend to circulate it much wider than the case when the same story is 

elaborated by an entity with less authority. Layachi mentioned that, “Prime Minister 

Ahmed Ouyahia explicitly expressed his dismay at the “Arab Spring” which he presented 

as a foreign conspiracy against the Arab states.” (141), which highlights another counter-

narrative namely the common known label to the Algerian regime: ‘the foreign hand’, but 

with the same purpose of undermining the meta-narrative of the Arab Spring. Mediating 

these stories on the other hand ensured the circulation of these stories across the linguistic 

boundaries. For these narratives to have the same political import, the agent makes the 

important decision of subscribing to the same agenda (countering the Arab Spring 

narrative) and defend the frame of the story intra-lingually or reproduce it cross-

linguistically. 

Journalists, reporters, translators and other mediators are already involved in some 

kind of agenda by signing up for the work or working for an institution with clear political 

ideology, but they still make a decision when they are faced with a certain narrative to 

mediate. These mediators can be more visible when they choose to change the frame of a 

story or even contest it. Therefore, controlling ‘the who says what in what language’ in 

Algeria has been a political tool since its independence in 1962. This tool has been 

primarily used to sustain the legitimacy of the historical party of the FLN to rule the country 

and was employed during the Arab Spring for a similar purpose.  

The linguistic landscape in Algeria is intrinsically ideological which makes it prone 

to political exploitation, so the post-independence Algerian regime chose to exclusively 

politicize it to serve its own interests and avoid further politicization from other parties. 
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This insight is very important to understand the power relations between Arabic, French 

and Berber in Algeria. Paradoxically, French is not recognized as an official language in 

Algeria, but its official use has not ceased since the independence. Recognizing French as 

an official language has meant, according to the regime’s narrative, granting France what 

it could not achieve for over 132 years during the colonial period, so that is a purely 

political decision. Arabic has been the ‘declared’ state’s official language since the 

independence to linguistically indicate Algeria’s reintegration of the Arab World and the 

minority language Tamazight was recognized as a second official language after a long 

fight on February 7th, 2016. The relevant matter, however, is that French is used by the 

intelligentsia in Algeria; therefore, the Algerian regime tightens its grip on the circulation 

of legitimacy-threating narratives more in Arabic than in French exploiting the 

communicative gap between the elitist French and the populist Arabic.  

Layachi raised an important question regarding the framing of the uprisings in 

MENA as the ‘Arab Spring’ in his words, “Very few people have taken a moment to define 

“Arab Spring” beyond simply meaning ‘popular revolt against authoritarian rulers.’… even 

though the phenomenon to which it refers has been misconstrued by many observers. Also, 

the word “Arab” in the expression implicitly excludes those who have rebelled but do not 

share the Arab identity, such as some Berbers of North Africa.” (126). So, the framing of 

the Arab Spring as such helped its circulation across ‘the Arab World’, but highlighting its 

incongruity both demonstrates that the framing was political and serves as a tool to 

deconstruct and contest it as a master-narrative.  

One of the effects of public narratives is to normalize a what might be considered 

otherwise an exception. Layachi commented about the social landscape in Algeria that 
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“Riots have in fact become such a regular occurrence that not a single day passes without 

more than one riot occurring somewhere in the country. Nowadays, whenever they face a 

problem which neither the local authorities nor the state addresses—and promptly— people 

often take to the street and attack government buildings, block traffic on main roads and 

organize sittings and even hunger strikes.” (136). The common occurrence of these forms 

of anger expression and their daily reporting made their stories embedded in the larger 

public narratives that individuals consume with a growing conviction in their 

ineffectiveness. This might also have contributed to the non-responsiveness of Algerians 

when they saw the protests leading to the toppling of the dictators in neighboring Tunisia, 

Libya and Egypt. However, just as narratives have the potential of normalizing exceptions 

rendering them ineffective, they also have the potential of framing the ordinary as 

extraordinary for political purposes.  

Among the other reasons that, Layachi says, are often cited to “explain the inability 

of the political opposition to mount and sustain mass demonstrations against the political, 

economic and social conditions…is that the traumatic 1990s decade is still fresh in people’s 

memory and its wounds have not yet healed.” (138). This highlights an important aspect 

of narrativity as it relates to trauma and memory. Traumatic effects can be recreated 

through narrativity beyond the timeframe of the traumatic event and it is often performed 

for political reasons. Unless there is an active agency to heal the people’s ‘believed’ trauma, 

authoritarian actors can keep passing along wounds to generations who did not live the 

pain. This sort of manipulation is very dangerous as it paralyzes the people or even worse 

desensitizes them as they see a similar pain inflicted on others. World history has plenty of 
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examples of these manipulations and the political use of the Holocaust narratives is a fine 

case in point.  

Public narratives are in fact co-authored and individuals have the choice to 

subscribe to them even though they emanate primarily form institutions with authority. 

People on the receiving end also contribute to the construction of the meaning of the 

originating public narratives and thus decide of its outcome. While the self-immolation of 

Bouazizi is considered the trigger of ‘a revolution’ in Tunisia, the ensuing similar cases 

that took place in Algeria in emulation of his act did not have the same echo. The Algerian 

youth did not perceive the self-immolation of individuals as a heroic act because the Black 

Decade taught them that the Algerian authorities would not respond positively to desperate 

acts. As a matter of fact, the abuse of the revolutionary legitimacy by the regime made the 

new generation in Algeria cynical about the very issue of national sacrifice and martyrdom. 

This explanation does not lie outside narrativity, it is the narrative position of the Algerian 

people that made them construct a different meaning for the incidents of self-immolation.  

Conceptual Narratives 

The Introduction 

In the new introduction of the anthology, Larémont drew on Theda Skocpol’s 

conceptual narrative distinguishing social revolutions from political revolutions to revisit 

the MENA uprisings (2-3). Although this conceptual narrative was available at the heat of 

the uprisings, none of the anthology contributors saw a political motive to question whether 

the ‘revolutions’ were less social or more political. Forecasting a distinction of the 

uprisings early on as revolts, coup d’états and mass demonstrations could have undermined 

the willingness of the youth to seek more change. Furthermore, the intervention of the army 
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in Egypt must not have come with much surprise to scholars on the Middle East due to the 

nature of the Egyptian regime. Shahin, however, did emphasize in his chapter that the 

‘revolt’ was a revolution and portrayed an overly positive role of the army in it. This 

dissimilarity demonstrates that the meaning and the frame of conceptual narratives are 

time-and-context sensitive and may be politically instrumentalized, hence the potential of 

translation agency in this process.  

Tunisia 

The intertextuality of conceptual narratives is not always explicit as in the case of 

framing some theory to be read in a specific context. Aleya-Sghaier described Bouazizi’s 

incident as, “One official slapped Bouazizi which affronted his dignity and resulted in his 

desperate cry for justice.” (31); whereas Larémont reported in the introduction that “… 

[Bouazizi was] allegedly slapped in the face by the city inspector, who was a woman.” (1). 

Aleya-Sghaier reference to dignity in his description served the elaboration of ‘the 

revolution of dignity’ as a public narrative, but Larémont choice to add ‘who was a woman’ 

evokes a conceptual narrative of how men in the East is perceived in the West. Maybe 

Larémont had in his mind an English audience, but certainly the mentioning of the city 

inspector being a woman evokes conceptual stories whose origin is in the orientalist 

literature. This observation is evidenced in the decision of the Arabic co-editor Sawani to 

add  "...ًبصفته رجلاً شرقيا ..."“… being a man from the East…” (7).  

Aleya-Sghaier explicitly used two conceptual narratives to frame his claims and 

defend his political views. First, by citing Frederick Engels’ Theory of Violence with the 

quotation “violence is the midwife of history.” (36), and Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of 

the Earth that “[Fanon] argues…that the oppressed are liberated by the exercise of 



www.manaraa.com

 

45 
 

violence, and the infliction of pain on their oppressors is a step on the path toward healing 

the suffering of their bodies and souls.” (38). Citing Engels served as a conceptual narrative 

to highlight the peaceful nature and exceptionalism of the Tunisian resistance whereas 

citing Fanon served as a conceptual narrative to mitigate the reported violence of the 

masses. The effectiveness of both theoretical narratives in achieving these ends rested upon 

the authority of Engels and Fanon as much as the quotations themselves. 

Algeria 

The Algerian regime legitimized its economic model during the first two decades 

after the independence based on the narrative that ‘capitalism is associated with inequality, 

injustice, and colonialism’. While this elaboration is based on a conceptual narrative that 

has currency within socialist countries, post-independence Algeria’s choice to opt for 

socialism did not necessarily create an economic model in opposition to this elaboration 

since it was not conducive for social equality, justice and human dignity. Au contraire, the 

failed socialist model led to the precarious state of hydrocarbon-revenue dependency, 

inequality of wealth distribution and individuals stifled by bureaucratic inertia. The 

relevant matter here is how this conceptual narrative worked. Freshly independent, 

Algerians were craving more freedom, justice and dignity, so that shaped their ontological 

narratives that were embedded in the public narratives of the FLN and in the ideological 

trends of that time such as the Cold War and the Non-Aligned Movement, which served as 

temporary super-narratives encompassing the other conceptual, public and ontological 

narratives like a matryoshka doll.  

Meta-narratives 
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Aleya-Sghaier claimed that Tunisians “never thought of exporting their 

revolution…” (49), but the unexpected uprisings and their ensuing ousting of the Tunisian 

authoritarian ruler Ben Ali caught the world with surprise, which made its global 

circulation as a narrative inevitable. Western governments initially shaped the official 

version of the uprisings in a fashion that did not question the nature of the Tunisian 

uprisings as being ‘a revolution’ nor did they rule out the possibility of a domino effect in 

the neighboring countries. When similar uprisings erupted in Egypt and Libya the specter 

of a larger phenomenon started haunting the whole MENA region, which elevated the 

narrative on the Tunisian uprising to a larger level to acquire the super-narrative 

characteristics. However, its version as an ‘Arab Spring’ meaning ‘peaceful revolutions 

leading to the dethroning of authoritarian rulers to usher a democratic era in the region’ 

had to stand the test of time to qualify as a true meta-narrative, but this version was short-

lived after the military intervention in Egypt, the ensuing internal war in Libya and the 

proxy war in Syria. Other versions emerged taking different labels such as the Arab 

Awakening to signal a different take on the events or a more sophisticated version that 

dismantled the Arab Spring narrative into demonstrations, revolts, and coup d’états as we 

have seen in the academic analysis of Larémont. One can also infer from the difference of 

the anthology’s English and Arabic titles that the Arab Spring as a label has more currency 

in Arabic than English. It would be safe to say that the Tunisian revolt was exported in ‘a 

social revolution’ narrative package, shipped internationally and received as a salvation 

gift in the countries to follow only to reveal its surprises in the series of the North African 

uprisings. 
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In a Foreign Policy article entitled Who first used the term Arab Spring? published 

on November 04, 2011, Joshua Keating, an associate editor, attempted to trace the earliest 

use of the term Arab Spring.3 While he was cautious about whether Foreign Policy was 

first to coin it, he claimed that, “the term "Arab Spring" was originally used, primarily by 

U.S. conservative commentators, to refer to a short-lived flowering of Middle Eastern 

democracy movements in 2005.” In reference to the conservative commentators, Keating 

hyperlinked his article to a column by Charles Krauthammer published on March 21, 2005 

in The Seattle Times in which the author virulently criticized the left and argued that, “The 

Arab Spring of 2005 will be noted by history as a similar turning point [as Europe of 1989 

or Europe of 1884] for the Arab world.”.4 This was all in defense of the United States’ 

intervention in Iraq and in celebration of the 2005 protests in Beirut. So, the term ‘Arab 

Spring’ did exist for at least five years before the December 2010 trigger of ‘The Arab 

Spring’, but Keating claimed that its use was resuscitated by FP’s Marc Lynch in a post 

entitled Obama’s Arab Spring published on January 06, 2011 “only two days after the 

death of Tunisian fruit-vendor Mohamed Bouazizi”. Keating also mentioned a subsequent 

use without reference to the 2005 events of the term on January 14, 2011 in an editorial of 

The Christian Science Monitor. The date of the next mentioned reference was January 25, 

2011 by the then Egypt’s opposition leader ElBaradei in Der Spiegel who drew parallels 

between the Arab Spring and the 1968 so-called Prague Spring. Yet, Keating explained 

that “…many Arab intellectuals and activists have always been somewhat uncomfortable 

with the term. This should not be surprising since it refers back to the "Prague Spring," a 

                                                           
3 Keating, Joshua. “Who First Used the Term Arab Spring?” Foreign Policy, 4 Nov. 2011, 
foreignpolicy.com/2011/11/04/who-first-used-the-term-arab-spring/. Accessed 26 Mar. 2017. 
4 Staff, Seattle Times. “The Arab Spring of 2005.” The Seattle Times, The Seattle Times Company, 20 Mar. 
2005, www.seattletimes.com/opinion/the-arab-spring-of-2005/. Accessed 26 Mar. 2017. 
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brief moment of democratic freedom that was eventually crushed by Soviet 

tanks.”  Therefore, this label has a political import and the narrative it branded has been 

subject to the author’s agenda.  

By March 2011 and after almost two months from the overthrowing of Tunisia’s 

Ben Ali and Egypt’s Mubarak, the term ‘Arab Spring’ became the word used in the media. 

This was largely because the term has been gaining currency from the authority of the 

institutions that have been circulating it: Foreign Policy, The Times, Le Monde, Al-Jazeera 

to name a few. These institutions, through the agency of translation, facilitated its 

multilingual global reach and elevated the narrative that the ‘Arab Spring’ term has been 

branding into a meta-narrative. Once the narrative was established as such, it started 

serving as an umbrella incorporating the public narratives reported from MENA.   

The very word choice ‘Spring’ in the term ‘Arab Spring’ has been a major 

discursive factor in its development into a meta-narrative and its viral dissemination. 

‘Spring’ metaphorically juxtaposes a harsh authoritarian winter with an Arab democratic 

blossom. As a matter of fact, ‘Spring’ in Arabic has more rhetorical currency than in 

English due to the poetic nature of Arabic. Furthermore, while ‘Arab’ has a political charge 

as it signals a certain language-and-identity based nationalism, ‘Spring’ is apolitical in this 

sense. The abstract nature of the term ‘Spring’ also helped its spread more than, for 

instances, revolution, revolt, protest that could limit the prospects of the uprising. The 

discursive work of ‘Spring’ here is no different from that of the word choice ‘Terror’ in 

‘War on Terror’ that does not limit the war on certain incidents of terrorism as Baker 

explained (45). Neither ‘Arab’ nor ‘Spring’ are unproblematic, ‘Arab’ unjustly 

homogenizes the ethnically and linguistically diverse MENA, and ‘Spring’ inter-
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textualizes previous events such as the ‘Polish Spring' of both 1956 and 1982, the ‘Seoul 

Spring' of 1979 in Korea, and the ‘Prague Spring' of 1968, whose outcome was not all 

sunshine and rainbows. To avoid this linguistic determinism, some intellectuals such as 

Tariq Ramadan in his book The Arab Awakening chose ‘Awakening’ as a more a 

distinctive, cautious and suspenseful term than ‘Spring’ (Ramadan 2012).  
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Final Words  

The uprisings of the MENA peoples may have disappointed many enthused 

observers for not changing the authoritarian regimes, but the story that the world chose to 

tell about their ‘revolutions’ did surpass the status of a mere public narrative. Certainly, the 

events were short-lived, but the suspense and anticipation they created in a short period 

engaged the whole world. This engagement that has been to a far extent linguistic by 

subscribing to the narrative of ‘a social revolution’, justified or otherwise, has been 

sustaining a political agenda. The Arab Spring as a super-narrative provided a 

psychological frame in which sporadic personal stories about a more hopeful MENA future 

fused into a torrent and shook the stagnation of the region. While one may easily argue that 

the spring is over, it is a much harder task to argue that it will never come back. If the 

discursive issues and the linguistic dynamics through the agency of translation have been 

an integral part of the uprisings, it is because any social act is conceived and perceived in 

the form of a narrative. This inescapable mode of engaging with social-reality unveiled a 

crucial role of translation that had been naively limited to the exclusive and overly 

romanticized function of peace making and bridge building. As we have seen, translation 

may well be the perfect tool of conflict provoking and gap widening. The Arab Spring 

experience demonstrated how the linguistic dynamics of translation served as a landscape 

to foment and fan dissent and how authoritarian regimes made use of the same platform to 

sustain themselves. Should there be another ‘Spring’ season in the region or should the 

MENA authoritarian winter last longer, it will not happen without the agency of translation. 
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CHAPTER II 

COMPARATIVE DISCUSSION OF THE CHAPTER ON ALGERIA 
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Introduction 

In “Untenable Exceptionalism During the Spring of Upheavals,” Azzeddine 

Layachi argues that Algeria has already witnessed its ‘Arab Spring,’ referring to the riots 

of 1988, the subsequent rebellion and the unprecedented violence following the 1992 

‘military intervention.’ This chapter analyzes how the regime enabled Algeria to ride the 

waves of the uprisings as well. It reached back to the early years of independent Algeria, 

discussing the failing attempts to build an institutionalized democratic State and how the 

State’s overdependence on the hydrocarbon rents has been threatening its fragile future, 

hence its ‘untenable exceptionalism’ in Layachi’s terms. His writing reveals an intimate 

knowledge of the Algerian vernacular and his elaborate explanations of the two Algerian 

sociological phenomena hogra and harga attest to that. Furthermore, Layachi’s intimate 

knowledge of Algerian politics, his high command of English, French and Arabic made his 

chapter so intertextual that only a translator at his level of understanding complexity would 

do justice in translating his chapter. 

            This is the chapter I most identified with in my translation. I lived in Algeria during 

the décennie noire and I am a young person who has been sharing most of the concerns 

that the youth in the MENA region tried to voice through their revolts. I did not only 

translate, I re-expressed Layachi’s point of view back in its domestic linguistic 

environment. My translation process entailed taking many decisions as to how the reader 

of the Arabic text would perceive the narrative and how his/ her perception compares to 
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that of the English text reader. I made sure that my Arabic text did justice to all the ideas 

that Layachi exposed in his English text including the specific context of the youth’s 

struggle to live a dignified life and have a hopeful future—Ideas that were not mere stories 

to me, but a lived reality. I attempt to go through the salient decisions I took to produce the 

translation of this chapter. 

Note on style 

In addition to formatting this writing in the MLA style, I felt the need to invent a 

code to facilitate the task of referencing the English examples in the source and their 

translations in Arabic. I mention the number of the paragraph following the letter ‘P’ in 

uppercase and the number of the page of the English text following the letter ‘p’ in lower 

case and the number of the page of the Arabic translated text following the letter ‘s’ in 

lower case. I picked the letter ‘s’ from the transliterated word of the Arabic word for page 

that is ‘saf’ha’. Example: (P9 – p 127 – s 159).  
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Translation Techniques 

I translated the adjective ‘authoritarian’ in ‘authoritarian regime’ with the 

adjectives: سلطوي ,استبدادي, and شمولي interchangeably. I, however, believe that the adjective 

 are literal translations in the sense that سلطوي and شمولي is more dynamic as both استبدادي

 which is ‘authority’ the same way ‘authoritarian’ comes from ,سلطة comes from سلطوي

‘authority’; and شمولي comes from the verb شمل that has the meaning of ‘total’, which makes 

it more an equivalent of ‘totalitarian’ than ‘authoritarian’. استبدادي, on the other hand, is 

derived from the verb   استبد that means ‘monopolizing opinion and right’. الاستبداد refers to a 

pure and anchored concept in Arabic. It appeared in the seminal book  طبائع الاستبداد ومصارع

 translated sometimes as The Characteristics of Despotism of the Arab thinker Abd الاستعباد

al-Rahman al-Kawakibi. The translation of الاستبداد into English appears in the context of 

the book of al-kawakibi as ‘despotism’, which is synonymous in this context of 

‘authoritarianism’ (P1 – p 125 – s 157). 

A helpful technique in translating English into Arabic is to consider the noun as 

‘the master’ while the other grammatical categories including the verb as ‘slaves’. I 

personally have always taught this translation technique to students in workshops. My 

translation of the book has plenty of examples that demonstrate it. For instance, ‘riots 

engulfed key Algerian cities’. The plural noun ‘riots’ in English is conveyed with  أعمال

 that poses no problem in its value as a signifier. I rendered the verb ‘engulfed’ with الشغب

the verb اجتاحت that literally means ‘invaded’. This is a slightly different metaphor than 
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engulfed, but sounds perfectly Arabic to say literally ‘riots invaded cities’ (P2 – p 125 – s 

158).  

Taking the noun as ‘a master’ in translation saves the translator from creating 

awkward expressions and makes it possible to come up with eloquent constructs. For 

instance, a beginner may translate the phrase ‘a heavy cost’ as تكاليف ثقيلة, which renders the 

adjective heavy in the context of ‘a heavy object as opposed to a lightweight one’. I could 

express تكاليف فادحة in translation even by ignoring the adjective ‘heavy’ and finding a 

suitable adjective in Arabic in this case فادحة   that literally means ‘exorbitant’ (P3 – p 125 – 

s 158). 

My Arabic translation of ‘… background is established…’ reads as رسم هذه الخلفية, 

which literally means ‘draw a background’. While both ‘establish’ and ‘draw’ work with 

‘background’ in English, the literal translation of ‘establish’ into Arabic does not create a 

fluent expression. Assuredly, for a professional translator, this verb change occurs 

intuitively, but for an amateur this oversight is common, notably in the work of a person 

whose Arabic is not their native language (P11 – p 127 – ss 159- 160). 

Trainee conference interpreters practice the technique of taking the noun as ‘a 

master’ in the form of reading out loud texts with blackened adjectives and/or verbs. The 

trainees try to come up with the appropriate adjectives or verbs while reading so that the 

audience listens to a complete and meaningful text. This eventually creates reflexes that 

come in handy during their professional work later.    

I translated the key word ‘revolt’ with the word د  that also means ‘rebellion’ to تمرًّ

clearly differentiate it from the word ‘revolution’. I made this decision based on the key 
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argument of the whole book that is that the events that took place in the MENA regions 

were not social revolutions (P2 – p 125 – s 158). 

The English text has the word ‘malaise’ in italics, which I understood that the 

author meant to emphasize the foreignness of the word despite of its current common use 

in English. I saw no need to keep the foreignness of the French word ‘malaise’ in the Arabic 

version. The translation شعور بالضيقال  that literally means ‘the feeling of unease’ was 

sufficient to convey the meaning. I made my decision departing from the belief that the 

‘investment’ of the English speaker while reading the French word in the English text is 

irrelevant when it comes to the reader of Arabic. I consider this an intended translation 

loss, but a translation loss that is, in my opinion, to no effect (P4 – p 125 – s 158). 

I translated the expression ‘a malaise that plagues the country’ with the expression 

لبلادابتليت به ا , which added two extra layers of signification. The first one is changing the 

grammatical order of the sentence, the subject in English is ‘malaise’ while the Arabic 

sentence is an unknown subject causing ‘the malaise’. The second layer is related to the 

first one and it consists of the verb ابتليت from the ‘infinitive or البلاء ’المصدر, which has a 

religious connotation that means ‘trial’ as in the context of ‘the Lord trying His mankind’. 

The Arabic expression acquired this religious connotation accidentally due to my decision 

as a translator to use a higher register in the target text (P4 – p 125 – s 158). 

I kept the translation of the metaphor ‘to sail through the regional winds of change 

without serious reform’ the same in Arabic   مع الرياح الاقليميةستحاول الابحار . Besides preserving 

the stylistic effect, which I could have performed through finding an equivalent metaphor 

or inventing a new one in Arabic, this very metaphor works perfectly in Arabic because it 

conveys the author’s uncertainty about whether Algeria would keep its exceptionalism 
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while the events were still unfolding. This is a case in which the invention or the finding 

of an equivalent metaphor would be unnecessary and beginners lacking linguistic skills 

might still succeed a literal rendering (P5 – pp 125 – 126 – s 158).  

I tend to differentiate in translation between ‘political order’ and ‘political system’ 

with the use of نظام for order and منظومة for system. Having received training in diplomatic 

translation, both ‘political order’ and ‘political system’ appear in Arabic as نظام سياسي in 

official documents that is the use of the word نظام for both ‘order’ and ‘system’. The reader 

of my translation find both expressions interchangeable to the extent of no clear distinction 

is emphasized in the source by the source author (P9 – p 127 – s 159). 

 It may be useful to note that in conference interpretation highlighting the difference 

matters less because the communicative function of interpretation takes precedence.  

The same thing applies to the translation of the verbs ‘implement…’ and 

‘execute…’ in the same context. I use both جس دته and نف ذته interchangeably unless the source 

author intentionally differentiated them in the source. In official translations, such as UN 

Resolutions and in this context, translators reserve جس دته for ‘implement…’ and allocate 

 .for ‘execute…’ (P9 – p 127 – s 159) نف ذته

I chose to translate ‘Quasi-liberalization’ as  الاقتصادي التحررما شابه محاولة  instead of 

اقتصادي جزئي تحرر  that would still convey the meaning of an ‘incomplete’ liberalization. 

The issue consists in expressing ‘quasi’ in Arabic (resembling or partial). I consider تحرر 

 conveys the meaning of ظاهري another working translation as well since اقتصادي ظاهري

liberalization being superficial (P9 – p 127 – s 159). 
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I translated ‘the big bang political liberalization’ as الانفجار الكبير في التحرر السياسي. It 

is obvious that the author here is using the image of the Big Bang Theory, which is known 

in Arabic as نظرية الانفجار العظيم. There is no semantic difference between the adjectives عظيم 

and كبير literally ‘big’ and ‘great’, but the theory in Arabic is known literally as ‘the Great 

Bang Theory’. Translating ‘the Big Bang’ here as الانفجار الكبير entails a translation loss as 

far as the reference to the theory is concerned, but I considered this reference irrelevant 

due to the genre of the text. (P10 – p 127 – s 160)  

I translated ‘a democratization process’ as عملية التحول الديموقراطي whose back-

translation reads ‘a process of democratic transformation’. Another good translation would 

be بناء الديموقراطية that literally means ‘democracy building’. One notices here that I 

expressed ‘democratization’ in Arabic with two words even though Arabic has a strong 

derivative system. Some choose to express it sometimes as دمقرطة, but this form is an 

invention and it appears more in modern journalese than official documents (P19 – p 129 

– ss 162 – 163). 

I chose to translate ‘top-down command’ into Arabic as   ط الحكوميسياسة التسل , which 

conveys the meaning of authoritarianism with the word   طالتسل  and evokes ‘government’ 

with the word حكومي. Another translation would be الحكم الموجه من القمة الى القاعدة, which is 

just more literal and it still works (P19 – p 129 – ss 162 – 163). 

I chose to translate ‘process’ in ‘democracy is… a process’ as عملية and not سيرورة 

just because عملية qualifies more frequently ‘democracy’ than سيرورة that occurs more 

frequently with ‘development’. So, ‘democratic process’ is عملية ديموقراطية and 

‘development process’ is سيرورة ديموقراطية. Both عملية and سيرورة mean a series of actions 

(P20 – p 129 – s 163). 
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I translated ‘bargaining-produced public policies’ as  توليد السياسات العامة عن طريق

 is used in the singular here to differentiate it from ‘negotiations’ that is المفاوضة .المفاوضة

usually translated in Arabic as المفاوضات (the plural form of المفاوضة). One should note here 

that the word المساومة is even a more common translation of ‘bargaining’ to avoid the 

required singular/ plural differentiation (P20 – p 129 – s 163). 

I translated ‘freedom of association’ as   ة تكوين الجمعياتحري , which reads in Arabic 

‘the freedom to establish associations’. An inaccurate translation could have been  حرية

 that renders ‘association’ as ‘gathering’.  (P21 – p 129 – s 163) التجمع

I made sure to differentiate the following terms in translation: political opening, 

democratization, democracy and regime change. I translated them respectively as  انفتاح

 .(P21 – p 129 – s 163) سياسي وبناء الديموقراطية والديموقراطية وتغيير النظام

I translated “Civic associations… became a vibrant part of Algerian political life” 

as وأصبحت تنبض بالحياة السياسية في الجزائر. I conveyed ‘A vibrant part’ with the metaphor of ‘a 

heart beating’ in Arabic, hence the verb تنبض. This is a stylistic translation addition that I 

consider my voice (P22 – p 130 – ss 163 – 164). 

I translated “these organizations became a permanent fixture in Algeria’s political 

environment…” as أحد رموز البيئة السياسية في الجزائر. I expressed ‘fixture’ in Arabic as 

‘symbols’ رموز, but the meaning is kept intact in the target language (P22 – p 130 – ss 163 

– 164).   

The possessive ‘s’ in the expression “the country’s political dynamics” is translated 

as ديناميات البلاد السياسية and even if the English expression appeared with the particle ‘of’ as 

in “the political dynamics of the country”, the Arabic translation will still have the same 
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structure because a literal translation of the latter as الديناميات السياسية للبلاد would result in a 

less eloquent Arabic expression or what is termed as a calque that is a structural borrowing 

from the source which is considered as foreign in the target Arabic (P22 – p 130 – ss 163 

– 164).  

The Algerian context of radical Islamist groups being reported in Algerian and 

French outlets made them known in the international arena with their French abbreviations 

such as GIA, MIA, AIS and the GSPC, which is the reason the source author deemed 

pointless to create an English equivalent of the acronym. The translation into Arabic kept 

the French acronym, but matched the full wording in Arabic for instance  الجماعة السلفية للدعوة

 for the GSPC. The frequent use of the French acronym GIA made it even possible to والقتال

report this group in a transliterated form of the French acronym as الجيا (P25 – pp. 130-131 

– s 165). A timely example of this usage is DAECH that is a transliteration of the Arabic 

acronym داعش.  

My translation of ‘Physical eradication of armed Islamist rebellion...’  into Arabic 

does not render the adjective ‘physical’ and expresses it as القضاء that reads ‘elimination’, 

but it still does justice to the meaning in Arabic. Another successful translation would be 

 which in this case requires a translation of the adjective ‘physical’ (P28 – pp ,التصفية الجسدية

131 – 132 – s 167). 

My translation has taken into consideration the official Arabic denomination of the 

political programs that the author mentioned such as the amnesty program known as ‘Civil 

Concord’, which I translated as الوئام المدني-- the official Arabic denomination (P30 – p 132 

– s 168). 
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I removed the double negation from the English ‘… insecurity and political 

instability began to diminish…’ that I translated into Arabic as  بدأ الاستقرار السياسي والأمن

 which literally reads, ‘…security and political stability began spreading…’ My ,بالرواج

purpose was to change the emphasis in Arabic without affecting the meaning. It is just 

another instance where I express a preference of a certain style over another. (P32 – p 132 

– s 168) 

I translated ‘Quite reluctantly’ into Arabic as وعلى مضض instead of بتردد for 

instance, which raises the linguistic register to a higher rhetorical level while keeping the 

same meaning. Again, a stylistic choice (P36 – pp 133 -134 – ss 169 – 170). 

          I translated ‘they had little faith in…’ as لم تكن لهم ثقة تذكر, which reads in Arabic ‘they 

had no faith in…’. Expressing ‘little’ literally in Arabic would sound to the Arabic reader 

as ‘they had faith even when it is little.’ (P46 – p 136 – s 174). 

I chose to express ‘one’ in ‘…one wonders…’ into Arabic with the word المرء so 

that it reads يتساءل المرء, which expresses a passive voice that mentions an ‘unknown’ actor 

to mirror the English structure without a calque (P59 – p 140 – s 179). 

I translated ‘The State’s policy of putting out fires, one at a time.’ into Arabic as 

 which conveys the exact meaning of the English, but ,سياسة الدولة في إخماد النار الواحدة تلو الأخرى

the Arabic editor chose to add between brackets )دور الإطفائي( (the role of the firefighter), 

which I appreciated after reading the Arabic edited version (P74 – p 144 – s 185). 

 

 



www.manaraa.com

 

62 
 

 

 

Common Mistakes 

English does not have a dual form, hence the common mistake in translation from 

English into Arabic of expressing the dual that appears in the plural form in English. For 

instance, I translated ‘… immediate political and economic change.’ as ي التغيير السياس

 is in the dual form while ‘immediate’ in English فوريين The adjective .والاقتصادي الفوريين

qualifies political change and economic change (P1 – p 125 – s 157). 

In the English construct ‘With these and other measures’, both ‘these’ and ‘other’ 

precede the qualified noun ‘measures’, but in Arabic we find هذه preceding the noun and 

 to refer to the noun. This Arabic construct is the ها takes the غير follows the noun while غير

correct grammatical form while the translation مثل هذه التدابير وتدابير أخرى that mirrors the 

English structure is a common mistake (P1 – p 125 – s 157). 

It should also be noted that   همةم  is the right translation of the adjective ‘important’ 

and not هامة, which is a common mistake. So, we say   همةتغييرات سياسية م  and not  تغييرات سياسية

امةه  (P3 – p 125 – s 158). 

It is a common mistake to translate ‘systemic’ into Arabic with منهجي, which is the 

translation of systematic. The accurate translation of systemic is عام or عامة, which conveys 

in our context the meaning of ‘the whole not just particular parts’ (P12 – p 127 – 128 – s 

160).  
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‘Liberalization’ in ‘Political liberalization’ is not ‘liberation’. Thus, I translated 

'political liberalization’ as التحرر السياسي while liberation is usually translated as ريالتحر . Both 

 have the same grammatical root in Arabic, but the differentiation in the form تحرر and تحرير

is meant to differentiate the meaning as well (P19 – p 129 – ss 162 – 163). 

I used the accurate, yet less common, translation of ‘privatization’ in Arabic as 

 – P36 – pp 133 – 134 – ss 169) خوصصة instead of the very common mistake of خصخصة

170). 

I avoided the common mistake of translating ‘professional associations’ as  جمعيات

 with a ‘fat-ha’ (a short vowel) on the consonant ‘ha’. The right grammatical form is مهَنية

 forming adjectives of relation) النسبة with the short vowel ‘sukoon’. The rule says that مهْنية

or pertinence) uses the singular form and not the plural (P38 – p 134 – ss 170 – 171). 

An exception to this rule is: الموضوعية and المواضيعية in which both the singular and 

the plural are used in forming النسبة. This exception is meant to differentiate between 

‘objective’ and ‘thematic’ that use the same root موضوع.  

Similarly, I translated ‘basic’ in ‘basic food staples’ as رئيسة instead of the common 

mistake of الرئيسية.  The argument in this case is that رئيس is already an adjective and it does 

not need the final )ياء النسبة )ي (P45 – p 136 – ss 173 – 174). 
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The Genius of Arabic 

A defining characteristic of Arabic verbal sentences is that they start with a verb 

instead of just containing the verb as is the case of English and French. Even though in 

some writing genres such as journalese, writers may start their sentences with subjects 

borrowing a foreign style, I opted for verbal sentences in my translation into Arabic as it 

reflects more the genius of Arabic and it is more suitable for a narration style that 

characterizes the source text.  

Another characteristic of Arabic is the use of multiple synonyms for emphasis. I 

translated the expression ‘had been condescending’ as تمادى في الاستعلاء والطغيان in which 

both الاستعلاء (superiority) and الطغيان (highhandedness) are synonyms. An English 

grammarian would consider this redundant in English (P1 – p 125 – s 157). 

My translation of the expression ‘more than two decades’ into Arabic as  أكثر من

 reads ‘more than two decades of time’. The addition of ‘of time’ makes the عقدين من الزمن

target text read more Arabic (P3 – p 125 – s 158).   

Similarly, I use the same argument to justify my addition of the word حالة in the 

translation of ‘in disarray’ so that it reads in Arabic ‘in a state of disarray’ (P9 – p 127 – s 

159). 

I translated the English expression ‘… by pointing to the chaos and uncertainties in 

post-Qaddafi Libya, post-Mubarak Egypt, and post-Saleh Yemen.” with the use of the 
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Arabic verb ع بـ  While in other instances I illustrated how Arabic emphasizes meaning .التذرًّ

by the ‘redundancy’ of synonyms, Arabic can be so concise and more expressive due to its 

derivative system. ع بـ  to express the idea (pretext) ذريعة is a verb created from the noun التذرًّ

of ‘using as a pretext’. This derivative form is like the addition of the suffix ‘-ize’ in English 

such as ‘rationalize’, but this derivative system is a distinctive feature of Arabic—another 

instance that demonstrates the Genius of Arabic (P5 – pp. 125 – 126 – s 158). 

I translated ‘hardship’ into Arabic with the plural form مصاعب that means 

‘difficulties’ despite of the existence of equivalent abstract concepts to ‘hardship’ such as 

 The use of concrete expressions instead of abstraction is something Arabic .عسر

grammarians know as a distinctive feature of Arabic. Another excellent example is when 

English uses ‘youth’, Arabic uses the plural شباب (young persons) (P9 – p 127 – s 159). 

Arabic is less Cartesian than both English and French, hence the minimal use of 

punctuation marks. In my translation, the interpolated phrase, “…- and still-…” becomes 

part of the Arabic sentence in ل هناك شعور بالضيقكان ولايزا  as a translation of “…there was - 

and still is -  continuing… malaise…” (P44 – p 125 – s 173). 
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Narratives and Stories 

 

Revisiting Past Events 

My translation decisions and linguistic choices were enormously informed by a 

heightened awareness of how Layachi’s narratives were constructed in his chapter. Since 

Algeria was not affected by the wave of popular uprisings called ‘the Arab Spring’ at the 

time Layachi was writing his chapter he adopted an approach of narration that I needed to 

replicate in my translation. This approach rested upon the revisiting of past events to 

appropriate them into the then current super-narrative of ‘the Arab Spring’. In the following 

examples, I show how I managed to use the same linguistic techniques of this approach to 

reproduce the source narratives through translation.  

First, Layachi highlighted the similarities between the motives of Algerians to 

revolt in 1988 and those of the North African youth especially in Tunisia in the popular 

protests of 2011 in order to weave a through line between 1988 Algeria and 2011 Tunisia. 

In Layachi’s words,  

 “It was in this context that the country experienced the worst riots since independence 

during the month of October 1988. Just like in the popular protests of 2011, the 1988 

Algerian rioters demanded the end of a system that was self-serving, condescending, 

unresponsive, and authoritarian.” (P17 – pp. 128 – 129 – s 162). 

Translated into Arabic as:  
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أسوأ أعمال شغب لها منذ الاستقلال. فعلى غرار مطالب  1988"شهدت في هذا السياق البلاد في تشرين الأول/ أكتوبر 

، طالب الجزائريون أيضا بتنحية نظام تمادى في استبداده، وكان لا يخدم سوى مصالحة 2011الاحتجاجات الشعبية لعام 

 الذاتية." 

(P17 – pp. 128 – 129 – s 162) . 

I expressed the Arabic translation with an emphasis on ‘Just like in…” translated as  على

 insofar as it achieves the same narrative effect of the source that is an invitation of غرار...

the reader to contemplate the similarities between the two uprisings even though they took 

place 22 years apart from each other.  

Second, Layachi adopted a striking linguistic technique in narration that 

exemplifies another case of appropriation of a past event into the master narrative of ‘the 

Arab Spring’. The author referred to an uprising that took place in the Berber Kabylie 

region that started on the 10th of March 1980 as a “Berber Spring”. While I could not say 

for sure whether the Kabylie uprisings of 1980 were widely known as ‘Berber Spring’ in 

1980, I was aware while conducting my translation that Layachi’s use of the term ‘Berber 

Spring’ meant to imbue this past event with the aura of the then current Arab Spring. As a 

translator, I chose to reproduce the same narrative effect in my translation for the sake of 

faithfulness to the source according to my relative standards as shown in the example:  

English source,  

“Twenty years earlier the Berber cultural demands prompted a major showdown with the 

state in what became known as the ‘Berber Spring.’” (P23 – p 130 – s 164). 

Arabic translation:  
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ً أدت المطالب الثقافية البربرية إلى مواجهة كبرى مع الدولة في ما أصبح يعرف باسم  "في وقت سبق بعشرين عاما

 .  s 164) –p 130  –(P23 ."7‘الربيع البربري’

It is worth mentioning that the Arabic editor added a footnote (7) to my Arabic translation 

defining the ‘Berber Spring’.  

Third, an insightful observer would be remiss not to notice the lack of the words 

terrorism and terrorists when speaking of the 90’s Algeria despite of the Algerian regime’s 

preference of these terms when currently referring to the same events. Not only does this 

observation show the author’s adopted political standing vis-à-vis what became to be 

known as the décennie noire, but it also evidences the enmeshing of the Algerian narrative 

into the Arab Spring’s master narrative. Layachi’s choice to mute terrorism lexical field 

was coupled with a tendency to highlight the Arab Spring’s lexical field such as 

insurrection, rebels, protests… etc. (P25 – pp 130-131 – s 165). My observation as a 

translator is meant to assess the source’s argument as much as considering the tone of the 

author in rewriting his work in translation. 

Fourth, Algeria witnessed some protests following the Tunisian uprising of 2011 

due to primarily an impending price hike of basic staples, but Layachi claims that Algerians 

were also inspired by the Tunisians in his words, “… they were inspired by the unfolding 

Tunisian mass protests.” (P48 - p 137 – ss 174 – 175). Again, my job as a translator was 

not to assess the claim as much as to express my own interpretation of the source text and 

not to take the emphasis on the expressed causality between Tunisia’s events and the 

Algerian protests for granted. I expressed this emphasis in Arabic as  مستوحية من الاحتجاجات

 Thus, the involvement of the translator .(P48 - p 137 – ss 174 – 175) "… الجماهيرية في تونس"
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with the text transcends the mere interpretation of the words. As a matter of fact, the words 

are only slaves to several masters; paramount among them is the master narrative.  

How Narrative Works 

The agency of the translator is most exercised when he or she is fully aware of what 

his or her work does. While conducting my translation, I was struck by what each narrative 

I was translating could do in shaping the target reader’s perception, awareness and 

ultimately his or her behavior. Moreover, while Layachi ably argued that Algeria’s 

exception to the Arab Spring was fragile, citing several strategies employed by the regime 

to perpetuate this state of exception, my critical reading as a translator revealed another 

strategy: an unconventional field of battle in which the Algerian regime has been 

relentlessly fighting. It is in this field that what I call the battle of narratives takes place.   

            The Algerian regime has been aware of the desperate situation in which the 

Algerian youth find themselves. They have been stranded between an unresponsive 

political system and the difficulty to leave the country, which could lead them to street 

violence (P46 – p 136 – s 174). So, the Algerian regime set its narrative machine in motion 

to dissuade the youth from violence. For instance, reminding them of the bloody and 

violent days of the 90’s and portraying the whole ‘Arab Spring’ as a complot orchestrated 

from the West. This narrative machine relies heavily on translation whether between 

French and Arabic or English into these two languages. At the time of this writing, Algerian 

Arabic newspapers have just reported that many ‘Arab Spring’ related books will not be 

on the stands of the 21st edition of the International Book Fair of Algiers to be held between 

the 27th October and the 05th November 2016, which is the only yearly international book 



www.manaraa.com

 

70 
 

fair in Algeria. This type of censorship is also another tool of the regime’s narrative 

machine.  

            The translation mediated battle of narratives persists even beyond the timeframe of 

the so called Arab Spring. Layachi reiterates that, “As the institutional setting remains 

fairly closed to political dissent and protest, people have decided to take matters in their 

own hands.” Translated as المؤسسي على المعارضة السياسية والاحتجاج،  " بسبب غلق بقايا منافذ المحيط

 Yet, as of the time of this writing, we .(P69 – p 143 – s 184)  أخذ الناس زمام الأمور على عاتقهم."

have not seen a major revolt in Algeria, which means that the Algerian exception is 

persisting. An interested observer may advance several reasons, but the fact that the 

Algerian regime has not disengaged from the battle of narratives is most relevant to my 

argument. This engagement is best exemplified in the tendency of the regime to 

disseminate the horrifying stories of violence and politicized conflict from Syria and 

Yemen in the Algerian mainstream media, the latter strives on translation from major 

international press agencies.  

            Translation mediated narratives can have powerful effects such as normalizing the 

unusual. Layachi’s comment on riots in Algeria is a fine case in point,  

“Riots in Algeria have become such a regular occurrence that not a single day passes 

without more than one riot occurring somewhere in the country.” 

which I translated into Arabic as,  

أصبح الشغب حدثا عاديا لا يكاد يمر يوم  سابقةَ السنوات الأخيرة بل 2011"لم تكن أعمال شغب كانون الثاني/ يناير 

 .(P47 – p 136 – s 174)واحد من دون أن تشهد منطقة من البلاد ثورانه." 



www.manaraa.com

 

71 
 

while this story exposes the ineffectiveness of riots in Algeria even the immunity of the 

regime to it, a translation mediated counter-narrative would be to render the usual unusual. 

This technique has already proven successful in constructing the narrative of Tunisia’s 

Mohamed Bouazizi’s incident of self-immolation as being exceptional. Certainly, the self-

immolation in itself was unprecedented, but the act of expressing anger against the despotic 

regimes of North Africa dates back to the time of their inception. The self-immolation was 

successful largely because it was sold to the West through translation, and re-sold to 

Tunisians through back-translation imbued with ‘the unusual’ mark. This is the reason 

censorship is working in Algeria. When an ordinary Algerian flips the papers in the 

morning, he or she unconsciously disregards a reported dissent simply because it is 

‘normal’ in Algeria. Translation has the power of creating dissatisfaction within people and 

rendering the ‘normal’ unacceptable, hence its role in activism and resistance.  

            The power of narrative in normalizing an extraordinary policy may be illustrated in 

the enactment and the lifting of the state of emergency in Algeria as well. Layachi noted 

that, “Furthermore, the lifting of the state of emergency did not mean the end of the 

arbitrary curtailment of liberties since many restrictive regulations remained in place.” 

(P50 – p 138 – f. 175), which I translated into Arabic as,  

اللوائح المقيدة  "وعلاوة على ذلك، فإن رفع حالة الطوارئ لا يعني نهاية تضييق الحريات التعسفي فلا تزال كثير من

 . (P50 – p 138 – f. 175)." داخل حيز التنفيذ

 While the people became accustomed to the restrictive regulations of the state of 

emergency in effect for years, they did not expect more liberty after the announcement of 

its lifting, although solely linguistically.  
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            The Algerian regime has been legitimizing itself since the independence based on 

revolutionary legitimacy narratives. This approach has been proving very effective even 

during flagrant un-democratic incidents in Algeria such as Boumediène’s coup in 1965, the 

90’s military intervention to curb the Islamists’ ascension to power or even the most recent 

forced constitutional amendment in 2014 to grant the ailing Algerian president a fourth 

term. Layachi, however, quotes the Algerian sociologist Nasser Djabi’s observation that, 

“the current [Algerian] generation’s preoccupations are more economic and social and less 

ideological and political.” (P71 – p 143 – s 184). From a narrativity point of view, the 

narrative ground is not to the advantage of the regime anymore because the current 

audience is likely to be less receptive to any ideology-based stories for legitimacy as it has 

been the case with the fading post-independence generation. While Layachi comments that, 

“[the current generation] is more concerned with its own immediate needs in terms of 

education, jobs…” (P71 – p 143 – s 184), one may explain that this very change in concerns 

by the disruption of the regime’s narrative channels such as schools and mosques. The 

current Algerian youth feed their spirits through the almost uncontrollable new heavily 

translation-mediated social media. Technology disrupted the battle of narratives ground to 

the advantage of the people by becoming mostly virtual, and translation is certainly playing 

a role in circulating and producing counter-narratives that undermine the legitimacy 

narrative machine of the regime.  

The Algerian regime enjoys boasting about its unique experience in eliminating 

Islamist extremism, an experience that the regime is pleased to share internationally. What 

the international community can also learn from the Algerian experience is how this regime 
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set the stage for the Islamists to come to the fore in the first place. Layachi drew this context 

in his words,  

“As a result of the botched liberalization reforms of the early 1980s and a major decline of 

the national income by the end of that decade, the living standards of ordinary citizens 

degraded dramatically; a substantial black market developed; illegal activities and crime 

rates increased; corruption set in. In this context, uncontrolled Islamist groups began 

imposing moral and behavioral restrictions in public places.” (P16 – p 128 – s 162). 

I translated this into Arabic as,  

الكبير في الدخل القومي مع نهاية ذلك العقد،  والانخفاض في أوائل الثمانينات، تحرير الاقتصاد "نتيجة لفشل إصلاحات

السوداء بشكل كبير أيضاً، وانتشرت الأنشطة  ونمت السوق كبير،بشكل  تدهورت مستويات معيشة المواطنين العاديين

في هذا السياق، بدأت الجماعات الإسلامية في فرض ضوابط سلوكية . غير المشروعة، وزادت معدلات الجريمة والفساد

  .(P16 – p 128 – s 162)" .وأخلاقية في الأماكن العامة

The circulation of this narrative can be very instructive in understanding the origin of 

extremism and why it took an ‘Islamic’ character in Algeria. There is a shared belief in 

Algeria that the victory of the liberation revolution against colonial France was partly due 

to Islam’s call to fight for one’s dignity, a narrative that extremists easily exploited for 

mobilization by claiming ‘an Islamic’ agenda during the 90’s. Amid an economic and 

social chaos, the Algerian youth felt that the post-independence regime violated their 

dignity again after a long colonial period, so they took to the streets during the 90’s heeding 

the calls of Islamists. Peaceful means were not an option either since they were ineffective 

against the French. This very narrative has been subject to manipulation repeatedly by the 

Algerian regime whether to demonize the Islamists or to justify questionable policies to 
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the West. For both purposes translation mediated the linguistic circulation of the 

manipulated narrative.  

Another exportable strategy of using translation-mediated narratives at which the 

Algerian regime excelled is how to tame political Islam. Layachi lays out this strategy in 

his words,  

“Another way of looking at this evolution of political Islam in Algeria is that “the 

regime has successively neutered… the main Islamist parties, allowing them to 

participate in elections and including them in governing coalitions, tempting them 

with the fruits of power, and then watching their support slump as they compromise 

to stay in Parliament.” According to Khemissi, Larémont and Taj Eddine, this 

strategy has also been employed at the level of municipal councils where Islamist 

parties were allowed to participate. “When these councils failed to deliver positive 

results, youth became further distanced from Islamist parties. In this process, 

Islamist parties have acquired the same level of disdain or skepticism that secularly 

oriented political parties have encountered.”” (P35 – p 133 – s 169) 

Which I translated as,  

 الاحزاب الاسلامية... النظام قد حي د تطور الإسلام السياسي في الجزائر هي "أن ر إلى"هناك زاوية أخرى للنظ

الرئيسة عن طريق السماح لهم بالمشاركة في الانتخابات وتضمينها في الائتلاف الحاكم، الأمر الذي أغراها 

وفقاً للاريمونت  11." رلمانبسبب تقديم تنازلات للبقاء في الب بثمار السلطة، فقط ليشهدوا تراجع دعمهم الشعبي

وخميسي وتاج الدين، تم توظيف هذه الاستراتيجية كذلك على مستوى المجالس البلدية حيث س مح للأحزاب 

أدت هذه . وعندما تفشل هذه المجالس في تحقيق نتائج إيجابية يفقد الشباب الثقة فيهم" الإسلامية بالمشاركة فيها
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بها وهو نفس المصير الذي لقيته الأحزاب السياسية ذات  والتشكيك الإسلاميةالعملية الى الاستخفاف بالأحزاب 

 . s 169) –p 133  –(P35" 12." التوجه العلماني

The import of translating this narrative has a double effect. On the one hand, it exports a 

successful political strategy to other Arab countries on how to deal with their own Islamist 

parties. On the other hand, it raises the awareness of the public as to how the Algerian 

regime manipulates Islamist parties and that the failure of the latter is not due to an inherent 

inability of political Islam to lead as the regime wishes to portray.  

            Translation in the sense of circulating counter-narratives across the linguistic, 

cultural and geographical divides proves to be an effective catalyzer of dissent and 

resistance especially in political regimes that seem to be politically unshakeable such as 

the Algerian one.  While the Algerian regime is engaged in this battle of narratives through 

censorship and other intimidation techniques, the virtual platform of circulation does not 

lend itself to linear inculcation of the regime’s self-sustaining narratives. The interactive 

platform of blogs, vlogs and social networks always have backdoors to voice one’s opinion. 

Even high quality translations are not required to pass along a potential counter-narrative, 

for instance a shared YouTube’s video showing contrasting living conditions between the 

youth in the West and the Algerian youth may need just a quick comment in the local 

language to transmit the message. Sometimes even a picture with no comments may be 

considered a translation just by considering the context in which it is shared. The Algerian 

youth are taking advantage of these revolutionary means and the regime’s road of least 

resistance is to hear the youth’s voice loud and clear. 

Translation should not be regarded as an agency of dissent only; it may be as 

effective in mending the generational schism in Algeria. The regime’s recognition that its 
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legitimacy narrative machine is obsolete would be a positive step towards the right change. 

While Layachi does not rule out yet another armed rebellion in Algeria should there be a 

blunder on the part of the state and its agents (P76 – p 144 – f. 186), the Algerian State may 

choose to steer its narrative machine towards the construction of another legitimacy of 

another regime that can be brought by more innovative, peaceful approaches based on the 

lessons of the past.  
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Translation Politics 

My translation of Laychi’s chapter is the result of decisions I made based on a 

political awareness as well., none of these choices is arbitrary. From my interpretation of 

the text, I could understand Layachi’s agenda, his ideology, and his positions towards some 

historical events. Although any interpretation of a text is arguably subjective, I argue that 

my translation product is still objective and neutral- at least relatively. Despite of my 

claimed objectivity and neutrality, I do not claim to be invisible. My visibility is in the 

choice I made to ‘replicate’ the same political import. Therefore, I see no incongruity 

between my visibility and my neutrality to the extent of my translation being the result of 

my choice that is always relative as illustrated in the following examples.   

Layachi refers to the annulation of the parliamentary vote by the army of 1992 as 

‘a military intervention’, which I translated literally into Arabic as التدخل العسكري. When it 

comes to a military ‘intervention’ to disrupt a democratic process, it can be called 

otherwise, but Layachi still called it ‘an intervention’ that signals a position towards a 

historical event that I replicated in my translation. Take for instance another major event 

in Algeria that the FLN, the dominant political party in Algeria since the independence, 

has been referring to as a تصحيح ثوري or a ‘revolutionary adjustment’ while some academics 

still refer to the same event of 19 April 1965 as ‘a coup d’état’, which marked the ascension 

of late president Boumediène to power by overthrowing the first Algerian president Ahmed 

Ben Bella. This case demonstrates that the linguistic choice is inseparable from the political 
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one and in my view if the translator chooses to subscribe to the expressed political position 

of the author despite of the translator’s convictions, he or she can claim a ‘relative’ 

neutrality (P24 – p 130 – ss 164 – 165). 

A similar and rather striking case is president el-Sisi’s ‘military intervention’ to 

overthrow former president Mohamed Morsi. Now, is it a ‘military intervention’, a coup 

d’état or some sort of adjustment? In translation, it is what the author says it is. Is the 

translator invisible then? The translator is still visible by choosing first to translate. 

Choosing not to translate or choosing to translate a competing narrative is what makes 

translation political and the translator an active agent in this case either an activist or a 

propagandist. I discussed the intersection between translation and activism in the section 

on how narrative works. 

Sometimes choosing one word or the other changes one’s political view, hence the 

translator should always be aware of its implications. I translated the Maghreb into Arabic 

as المنطقة المغاربية. Although the Maghreb is sometimes known as المغرب العربي (The Arab 

Maghreb), I chose to use the plural adjective here first to differentiate the region of North 

Africa from المغرب (Morocco) and second to avoid a potential gain in the target that the 

reader might understand as an advocacy for the unity of ‘the Arab Maghreb’. An advocate 

of Pan-Arabism agenda would refer to the North African region as المغرب العربي and the 

MENA region as الوطن العربي (the Arab World) (P30 – p 132 – s 168).   

Another case of labelling for political purposes is how Moroccan media outlets 

never refer to Western Sahara الصحراء الغربية as such and they call the disputed territory 

 It is worth to note for the English reader that both .(the Moroccan Sahara) الصحراء المغربية

adjectives ‘Moroccan’ and ‘Western’ come from the same root in Arabic ( ب-ر-غ ). The 
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implications of this specific issue can also be illustrated in the book cover of the Arabic 

translation that shows the Moroccan map separate from that of Western Sahara. One cannot 

take these apparently ‘linguistic’ choices for granted in translation as their political import 

is inevitable.  

Sometimes the challenge of the word choice that the translator should make lies in 

one language and not the other. Take, for instance, the use of a single adjective in Arabic 

 for two adjectives in English Islamist and Islamic. While in English the difference إسلامي

is made in the form, the reader of the Arabic needs to guess the difference from the context. 

When the context does not lend itself to an easy interpretation, the translator faces the 

challenge of highlighting it through other techniques such as the addition of ‘radical’ or 

‘moderate’. Even the use of ‘radical’ and ‘moderate’ can be more problematic politically 

than the linguistic problems they may solve. It is not a matter of political correctness since 

this correctness is determined by many factors paramount among them is the time at which 

the translation is performed. In this chapter, Layachi uses in the English both ‘radical’ and 

‘moderate’ to differentiate between violence-embracing and violence-rejecting Islamists, 

so my use of إسلامي in translation is not as problematic as it could have been in less context 

distinct situations (P26 – p 132 – ss 166). 

The translator’s political sensitivity needs to be observed even at the phonetic level, 

which would require an even higher level of awareness of the translation’s import. Take 

for instance the peculiar case of the Islamist party حركة مجتمع السلم abbreviated as )حمس( 

known also the MSP in French. The abbreviation can be read either as حِمس that is Hims or 

 that is Hamas. The latter use was a very common currency in the early 90’s and the حَمَس

party’s intention was to convey to the electorate its ties with Gaza’s Hamas and Egypt’s 
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Brotherhood, but after the unprecedented violence during the 90’s Algeria, the 

pronunciation shifted to the former Hims to linguistically cut the alleged ties. Sensitivity 

to such issues in translation is not a question of mere linguistic competence. While the 

linguistic competence of the translator is a prerequisite, the familiarity with the political 

implications gives an advantage to a translator over another.  (P26 – p 132 – ss 166) 

I could make an observation during the process of my translation that goes beyond 

the mere translation proper, yet intimately tied to one of the translator’s major challenges 

namely translating ambiguity. Layachi mentions in his chapter an incongruity regarding 

the pre-1997 constitutional amendment. This amendment declared that ‘Islam was the 

State’s religion’, yet the constitution prohibited the creation of parties based on a religious 

basis (P27 – p 131 – ss 166 – 167). While a political scientist may advance some 

speculations regarding the inconsistency between the text and its application, a translation 

scholar, instead of explaining the why, he or she would engage in contemplating the 

political import of such incongruity. Furthermore, when legal texts are mediated through 

translation, the stakes of the translator are even higher. Practicing translators are sometimes 

faced with the challenge of translating ambiguous texts. Understanding that this text 

ambiguity is intended to postpone some privileged interpretation, the act of translation 

should not be then an act of interpretation to avoid unintended consequences of the act of 

translating. However, when translation transforms ambiguity into a fixed interpretation, it 

becomes a political act par excellence and analyzing this act of translation greatly informs 

of the hidden power structures. In the case of the Algerian constitution, this ambiguity 

enabled the government to accept or reject any party based on a subjective interpretation, 

which informs the contemplator that the regime is above the constitution.  
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I had the choice between ولاية and عهدة in my translation of the word ‘term’ in 

‘presidential term’. Privileging one over the other does not impact the linguistic meaning. 

However, ولاية is more common in the Levant, Egypt and the Golf while عهدة is used more 

frequently in North Africa (P29 – p 132 – s 167). 

 I personally had an experience of this very word choice being challenged by a 

Syrian UN senior interpreter during a training I undertook previously. When I explained 

that عهدة is the common equivalent in Algeria, the person insisted that ولاية is the word to 

go. The next week day, the person came up to me and recognized the second use just after 

accidentally heard the famous Aljazeera journalist Khadija Benguenna, who happened to 

be Algerian, using عهدة instead of ولاية.   

The value of such observation is that it makes it possible to investigate the linguistic 

distribution of the demographic representation and its authority in setting ‘the right’ 

language use through translation. The results of such research can be used to shed light on 

the politics of diversity based on linguistic differences and study how these linguistic 

differences can influence the bias in administering, proctoring, and correcting competitive 

examinations for instance.   
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The Translator’s Advantage    

The translation process entails some decisions that are informed by the translator’s 

background, hence assigning a writing to a translator with the advantage of the appropriate 

background produces a better translation.  

Linguistic competence is necessary, but not sufficient most of the times. Take for 

instance the idea of ‘migration to cities’, while it can be perfectly expressed literally in 

Arabic as الهجرة الى المدن, the appropriate way of expressing it in the Algerian context is 

 that literally reads ‘exodus from the countryside’. I made this choice not based النزوح الريفي

on a linguistic competence, but I took this informed decision based on the advantage of my 

educational background that took place in Algeria (P12 – pp 127 – 128 – s 160). 

Similarly, I translated ‘the one-party system’ into Arabic as نظام الحزب الواحد. I made 

this choice automatically and I did not hesitate for instance to consider نظام حزب واحد, which 

still conveys the absence of a multi-party system, but it is not the conventional name of the 

FLN-run regime. The advantage of being exposed to the Algerian media made my choice 

more informed (P2 – p 125 – s 158). 
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Untranslatable Concepts 

            Layachi used the word Hogra in the English version as a transliteration of the 

Algerian vernacular حقرة with a short definition in English. I kept the back translation at 

the vernacular register because it would lose its connotation otherwise. I consider Hogra 

an untranslatable term. While defining it to the English reader as an “abuse of power”   ف تعس

 is an attempt to convey the meaning, it does not do justice to the social investment in السلطة

the word. It is a sort of abuse of power that is specific to Algerians as a community. Since 

the colonial period, most Algerians have been suffering from discrimination from the 

claimed superiority of the French just to see another minority monopolizing similar 

privileges under the name of the revolutionary legitimacy. The feeling of contempt towards 

the abuser is what is left behind in the English, which is the emotional investment of the 

people in the language. A quick analysis like this may raise questions such as: Is language 

inseparable of the social investment of its natives? If the answer is yes, could we say that 

the act of translation has always been impossible? (P1 – p 125 – f 157).  

            It is worth noting that a comparatist reading of both Aleya-Sghaier’s chapter on 

Tunisia and Layachi’s chapter on Algeria shows that the youth from both sides of the 

border have been suffering from the same malaise. While Tunisians express it as an 

infringed dignity, Algerian youth refer to this infringement as Hogra الحقرة. In this sense, 

boht peoples have been sharing the same predisposition to claim back a lost dignity or 

remedy a society’s injustice (P49 – p 137 – s 175).  
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Similarly, Algerians use the French word ‘le pouvoir’ that can literally be translated into 

English as ‘state authority’ to refer to, in the words of Layachi, ‘the real, unelected power 

holders in Algeria.’. I kept ‘le pouvoir’ in my Arabic translation and provided the 

translation of the succinct definition of its use by Layachi to recreate the same effects of 

this use for my Arabic readers. Furthermore, ‘le pouvoir’ reflects the codeswitching reality 

of Algerians using the Algerian vernacular and French—A trait that is not to be muted. 

Therefore, I consider ‘le pouvoir’ an untranslatable term as well (P52 – p 138 – ss 176 - 

177). It is worth mentioning the use of the term Makhzen by the Moroccan ordinary subjects 

to refer to the abuse of power by the members of the kingdom’s establishment as another 

example of untranslatable terms and an equivalent to the Algerians’ ‘le pouvoir’. 

Harga is another term that I consider untranslatable. The author defined it as,  

‘[the] illegal migration to Europe by way of the sea. This dangerous form of exit has caused 

many deaths yet it remains an attractive alternative for many people with no hope of ever 

having a decent life in Algeria.’ (P57 – p 149 s 177). 

Which I translated into Arabic as, 

محاولات الهجرة غير الشرعية لأوروبا عن طريق البحر والمعروفة باسم "الحرقة". يسفر هذا الشكل الخطير من "

دوا الأمل في عيش حياة الهروب عن العديد من الوفيات، ولا تزال حتى الآن بديلا جذابا لكثير من الناس الذين فق

" كريمة في الجزائر. (P57 – p 149 s 177) 

My understanding is that Layachi’s choice to use Harga is primarily motivated by the lack 

of an equivalent term in English. While providing a definition of the foreign enriches the 

reader’s semantic understanding, the use of the foreign paves the way for empathy. I 
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believe that empathy is higher ideal than understanding. I chose to keep Harga as is in my 

formal Arabic translation for this purpose.  

            It is my belief that among the main characteristics of untranslatable terms is that 

they are inextricable from the social and emotional investments of a certain community. 

Any attempt to mute, domesticate or simply raise the register of the term leaves a whole 

community behind. One may think of Hogra, le pouvoir (or Makhzen in Morocco), and 

Harga as deeply enmeshed investments in the Algerian social fabric the way Nakba, for 

instance, is to the Palestinian community.    
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Final Words  

The Arab Spring has shown so far that breaking the order for the sake of change is 

not the most efficacious of options. The MENA regimes are fully equipped with all the 

tools of repression and intimidation to inhibit any process that could threaten the powerful 

leaders with vested interests in the status quo. The dangerous degeneration of the Syrian 

conflict is another reason to avoid the path of violence at all costs as well. A real ‘spring’ 

in the Arab world is, however, more potent when the change comes from within the 

individuals to reclaim their dignity and setting themselves free of the shackles of the rogue 

interpretations of Islam, the relics of the colonial past, and the peaceful acceptance of the 

new realities. This process requires the re-writing of novel narratives with the potential of 

changing a community’s constructed past and aspired future; an approach that can be 

enormously facilitated by the agency of translation. 
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CHAPTER III 

TRANSLATION OF THE CHAPTER ON ALGERIA 
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