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Abstract

The tranglation of proper names between French and Arabic constitutes a complex linguistic
operation that transcends simple character substitution. This paper investigates the
mechanisms of phonetic adaptation and the strategies employed to bridge the phonological
and orthographic gap between the two languages. It also explores how translators navigate
the absence of specific phonemes between the two languages. The study sheds light on how
translators address the absence of certain phonemes in the Arabic phonological system and
the way they cope with it. It also devotes analytical space to the translation of religious names
in sacred texts and examines the phenomenon of "double distortion” resulting from the
adaptation of geographical place names. The findings suggest that while modern names
increasingly rely on trandliteration, the selection of strategy remains governed by the Skopos
of the text and the degree of cultural entrenchment of the name.
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Introduction:

The status of the proper noun (PN) in trandlation has long been a subject of intense
theoretical debate, standing at the crossroads of philosophy, linguistics, and cultural studies.
Historically, the discourse was dominated by the Millian tradition, which suggests that proper
nouns are essentially "meaningless marks' or "non-connotative" labels whose sole function is
to denote a specific entity without providing descriptive information about it. However,
contemporary trandation studies and onomastics have fundamentaly challenged this
reductionist view. Far from being mere empty shells, proper nouns are often "culturally
loaded" unitsthat carry historical, social, and even theological significance.

As Zarei & Norouzi® affirm, “the translation of proper nouns is not as easy as that of
other parts of speech as this is more challenging for certain reasons.”” These reasons stem
from the fact that names are inextricably linked to the source culture's identity. When a name
is moved across linguistic borders, it does not just carry a reference to a person or place; it
carries a phonetic heritage and a set of cultural associations that may not have a direct
equivalent in the target language.

In the specific context of trandating between French and Arabic, these challenges are
significantly amplified. The linguistic distance between a Romance language and a Semitic
language necessitates more than just a change in vocabulary; it requires a total transition
between two fundamentally different writing systems. Moving from the Latin-based French
script to the Arabic abjad involves profound phonetic adaptations. For instance, the French
language relies on a complex system of vowels and specific consonants, such as the voiceless
bilabial plosive /p/ or the voiced labiodental fricative /v/, that are absent in Standard Arabic
phonology. Consequently, the translator must act as a "phonetic mediator,” reconstructing the
name to fit the phonotactic constraints of Arabic while maintaining enough resemblance for
the entity to remain recognizablel®.

Furthermore, the translation of proper nouns is a “compulsory element that a translator
encounters... they are deeply rooted in the culture of the speakers and can pose significant
challenges”®. In French-Arabic translation, this "rooting" is most visible in the treatment of
"Old Nouns', those historical and religious figures whose names appear in the Gospel, the
Torah, and the Quran. Here, the translator cannot rely on simple phonetic tranditeration; they
must navigate a landscape of "recognized trandations' that have been established through
centuries of intertextual and theological history. For example, the French Moise is not
trandliterated phonetically, but isinstead replaced by its Arabic counterpart Misa, a name that
triggers a specific set of encyclopedic and religious entries in the mind of the Arabic reader
(Alturki, 2021).

This article aims to provide a comprehensive and systematic anaysis of the strategies
employed in this specific language pair. The study is structured around two primary axes.

1- Linguistic Mechanisms: An exploration of the technical aspects of phonetic and
morphological adaptation, focusing on how translators bridge the gap between French
phonology and Arabic orthography.

2- Cultural-Historical Frameworks. An anaysis of the strategies applied to religious,
classical, and modern names, examining how “Skopos” (purpose) and “Relevance” dictate the
translator’s final choice.

By synthesizing classical Arab traditions of Ta’rib (Arabization) with modern Western
functionalist theories, this study seeks to demonstrate that the translation of proper nouns
constitutes a sophisticated communicative act reflecting the broader dynamics of cross-
cultural negotiation

1- Literature Review: a global history of onomastic trandation:

The history of trandating proper nouns (PNSs) is inseparably tied to the history of cultural
contact, colonia expansion, and the evolution of linguistic thought. Far from being
“meaningless labels,” names have long been treated as sites of intense phonetic and
ideological negotiation. From the scholarly translation movements of the medieval Islamic
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world to contemporary debates in cognitive linguistics, the “transfer” of names has been
governed by shifting norms that oscillate between preserving the “otherness” of the source
and ensuring the phonetic accessibility of the target audience.

1-1- Theclassical Arab tradition: Arabization (Ta’rib)

In the classical period of Arabic trandation, particularly during the Abbasid “Golden Age”
centered at the House of Wisdom (Bayt al-Hikmah), the term Ta’rib (Arabization) emerged as
a rigorous linguistic framework. It was not a simple act of copying but a process of
phonological and morphological domestication. Early scholars regarded foreign names as raw
material that needed to be refined to fit the Arabic linguistic scale (mizan).

As Kelala® observes, ““changing foreign words to match the system of the receiving
language is a standard practice across all human languages, and in the case of Arabic, it
served to preserve the harmony of the language’s rhythmic and syllabic structure.” This
adaptation explains why the Greek Alexandros became Iskandar and Platon was rendered as
Aflatun. This was not merely phonetic approximation but deliberate integration. The tradition
continues to influence modern thought; as Aziz notes, “transliteration is the most common
method of rendering English proper nouns into Arabic,” though he cautions that the absence
of certain phonemes often leads to significant phonetic shifts®).

1-2- Western per spectives: from direct transfer to relevancetheory

In Western trandation studies, the status of proper nouns has fluctuated between the view
that they are “untranslatable” and the view that they are “culturally loaded” signifiers. In
literary contexts, especially in children’s literature, names often carry both “sense” and
“reference.”

Christiane Nord (2003) emphasizes the functional aspect of names, stating: ““An important
function of proper names is to indicate the cultural background of the characters. If the
translator decides to keep the names of the source culture, the target text will have an exotic
or foreign flavor”®. This highlights the choice between domestication, adapting the name to
the target language (e.g., Jean becoming John or Yahya), and foreignization, maintaining the
original form to preserve cultural identity.

In the late 20th century, Relevance Theory (Sperber & Wilson, 1986) revolutionized
onomastic trandation by focusing on cognitive effects. According to this framework, a
trandation is successful if it enables the reader to access the same “encyclopedic entry” as the
original. Vermes (2001) argues that names are not merely pointers but containers of
information. Rakhmanova (2023) reinforces this by stating: “The translation of proper names
IS not a straightforward process, as it requires careful consideration of the logical and
encyclopedic entries associated with the name. If these entries are not activated in the target
reader’s mind, the reference fails” (.

Furthermore, Zarei & Norouzi (2014) note that the complexity of names often forces
translators to move beyond simple labels: “The translation of proper nouns is not as easy as
that of other parts of speech... they are deeply rooted in the culture of the speakers and can
pose significant challenges”®. Consequently, modern trandators frequently employ
“couplets” or “descriptive additions” to bridge this cognitive gap—for example, rendering
Versallles not merely as a phonetic string in Arabic but as a cultural signifier of French roya
history.

1-3- Historical Shiftsin Translation Norms:

The literature also reveals that transation norms are not static. While the medieva era
favored Ta’rib (total adaptation), the modern era of globalization favors transliteration
(phonetic preservation). This shift reflects a change in “translation norms,” a concept defined
by Gideon Toury as the sociocultural constraints that influence the choice of trandation
strategy.

As noted in the systematic review by Shang et a. (2024), current research suggests that
“linguistic structures and cultural variations pose significant challenges in the field of
translation studies,” requiring a move toward systematic strategies that balance phonetic
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adaptation with cultural relevance®. This is particularly evident in the French-Arabic pair,
where the transition from a Latin aphabet to a Semitic abjad requires a unique set of
“linguistic mechanisms” to ensure that the name remains recognizable while fitting the new
phonologica environment.

2- The Skopos and functionalist approach to onomastic transfer:

The transition from purely linguistic equivalence to functionalism in the late 20th century,
spearheaded by Hans Vermeer’s Skopos Theory, revolutionized the treatment of proper nouns
(PNs). In this framework, tranglation is not judged by its loyalty to the source text (ST) but by
its adequacy to the “Skopos,” or communicative purpose, of the target text (TT). When
translating between French and Arabic, the Skopos often dictates whether a name should
remain an exotic marker of its origin or be fully integrated into the target phonological
system.

Under the functionalist umbrella, the translator is viewed as a “cross-cultural expert” who
must anticipate the cognitive needs of the end-user. Vermeer argues that the trandlation
strategy is determined by the function the text isintended to fulfill in the target culture. In the
context of onomastics, Zarei & Norouzi (2014) emphasize that ““the translator should decide
which of the given strategies to apply according to the purpose of translation” @9,

If the Skopos of a text is to inform a general Arabic-speaking audience about current
eventsin France, the phonetic rendering must be accessible and unambiguous. As Aziz (1983)
observes, in mass media trandliteration is the dominant strategy, since the primary goal is to
allow the reader to identify an entity within a globalized information flow. This immediate
recognition is paramount; he states: ““Accurate translation of proper nouns is one of the main
challenges, requiring specialized knowledge in religious, historical, and political
domains™ @D,

The functionalist approach dictates that the “weight” of a name changes depending on the
genre. In technical and scientific articles, names are often treated as “rigid designators,”
where trandliteration (transcription) is mandatory to ensure cross-linguistic indexing. For
example, in a medical journa translated from French into Arabic, the name of a French
researcher such as Pasteur remains (Bastar) to facilitate academic tracking.

Conversdly, in literary or pedagogical texts, the Skopos may shift toward “communicative
accessibility.” Christiane Nord (2003) posits that names in children’s literature often have a
descriptive function that must be preserved to maintain the story’s internal logic. She notes:
“If the name has a descriptive meaning, it should be trandated if the translator wants to
preserve this function for the target reader” (2,

2-1- Vowel systemsand " Vowel Blindness':

Arabic an abjad, meaning that short vowels are typically not represented by letters but by
diacritics (harakat). When a French name is trandliterated, the translator must decide which
short vowels to “promote” to long vowels (alif, waw, ya’) to ensure correct pronunciation.
Moliere, for example, becomes _xls« (Mdliyir). In this case, the French mid-vowels are
elongated to prevent the reader from collapsing the name into a cluster of consonants.

2-2- The Phenomenon of " Double Distortion" in toponymy:

A fascinating mechanism identified in the research is the “back-and-forth” distortion of
geographical names. This occurs when an Arabic name is transcribed into French during the
colonial era and then “re-translated” into Arabic according to the French phonetic spelling
rather than the original Arabic. Dhieb (2018) cites the case of Zaghwen in Tunisia: “The letter
(© was transformed into ‘rh’ in French (Zarhwen), which then returned to Arabic in some
maps as (=) instead of (6)”13), This illustrates a failure in the linguistic mechanism, where
phonetic adaptation overrides historical etymology.

3- Strategiesfor trandlating scriptural and religious names:

This section addresses the “Old Nouns,” those found in the Torah, the Gospel, and the
Quran. Here, the linguistic mechanism shifts from phonetic transcription to cultural
substitution or recognized translation.
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3-1- The Bible and the Quran: shared onomastics:

When a French text refers to Abraham, an Arabic translator does not write Abraham
(trandliteration). Instead, they use the Quranic equivalent lIbrahim. This is because the name
exists in the target culture’s “encyclopedic memory.” As Alturki (2021) highlights: “The
names of prophets and religious figures possess a ‘theological weight’ that dictates the use of
the culturally established form over the phonetic one” (4.

- Jean (French) - Yahya (Arabic): a case of “theological equivalence.”

- Marie (French) — Maryam (Arabic): a case of “morphological naturalization” that has
existed for centuries.

3-2- The Jesug/Issa Distinction: atranglation crisis

One of the most complex adaptations involves the name of Jesus. In French, the name is
Jésus. In Arabic, there are two distinct recognized translations:

- YasO (gs~): used exclusively by Arab Christians and in Arabic Bibles.

- 1sd (~==): used in the Quran and Islamic tradition.

The translator must choose according to the audience. Using ‘Isa in a translation of a
French Catholic liturgy would constitute a “pragmatic failure,” while using Yasd“ in a secular
historical text intended for a general Muslim audience might cause confusion.**

4- Advanced analysis: Biblical, Gospel, and Quranic names

The translation of “Old Nouns”, scriptural names shared across the Abrahamic traditions,
is arguably the most complex area of onomastic transfer between French and Arabic. Unlike
modern names, these are governed by “recognized translations” (RT), where the translator is
bound by centuries of theological tradition.

One of the most profound examples of phonetic adaptation versus theological fidelity isthe
name of Jesus. In French, the name Jésus is consistently used. However, the Arabic trandator
faces a choice dictated by the target audience’s religious identity. “The name ‘Jesus’ is
changed through metathesis in the Quran to ‘Isa to evoke a specific theological sense... while
the Arabic Christian tradition maintains Yasl® to preserve phonetic ties to the Hebrew
Yeshua™ (9,

This represents a strategy of transplantation: the name is not translated but replaced by its
cultural equivalent. A failure to recognize this distinction leads to “pragmatic failure.” For
instance, trandating a French academic text about Islamic history by using the term Yasid’
(¢ ») instead of ‘Isa (= ) would strip the text of its Islamic contextual authenticity.

4-1- Compar ativetable of scriptural adaptation:

Below is an analysis of how French names are adapted according to the “historical norm”

of Arabic:

French (Source) English Equivalent Arabic Strategy
Moise Moses (Misa) Arabization (Ta’rib)
. _ Morphological
Joseph Joseph i g (Yasuf) adaptation
, . .. Phonetic
Gabrid Gabriel i (Jibril) approximation
Marie Mary a2 »2(Maryam) Semitic root recovery

Table 1. French proper nouns, their Arabic equivalents, and the transfer strategy.

In these cases, the “linguistic mechanism” involves tracing back to the Semitic roots shared
by both Arabic and the original Hebrew/Aramaic of the Bible, thereby bypassing the French
phonetic structure.

5- M odern onomastics: people and places

While religious names favor naturalization, modern names (people, cities, organizations)

favor trandliteration.
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In modern journalism and academic discourse, the primary goal is “relevance.” As
Rakhmanova (2023) argues. “The trandation of proper names is not a straightforward
process, as it requires careful consideration of the logical and encyclopedic entries
associated with the name™(9),

When trandating names such as Emmanuel Macron or Segolene Royal, the Arabic
translator employs a purely phonetic transcription: ¢3St dasilas and Jul sy <l s,

- Mechanism: The French /e/ (€) is promoted to an Alif or Ya to ensure that the Arab reader
does not cluster the consonants incorrectly.

- Adaptation: The/p/ in Penis converted to /b/ ( ), since Arabic lacks the /p/ phoneme. This
substitution is considered a “universal norm” in modern Arabic translation(?).

Toponymic trandation (place names) reveals a unique linguistic friction. Many North
African cities originally bore Arabic or Berber names, were “Francized” during the colonial
era, and are now being “re-Arabized” in translation. Dhieb (2018) notes a phenomenon
whereby translators sometimes follow the French spelling rather than the original Arabic root.
For example, the city Bizerte ( ) in Tunisiais occasionally transcribed back into Arabic
from French sources in ways that ignore the original “n” sound present in Binzart. This
creates a “phonetic loop,” in which the original identity of the name is obscured by successive
adaptations.

6- Trandation theories applied to proper nouns:

While the linguistic mechanics of phonetic adaptation address the "how" of onomastic
transfer, tranglation theory addresses the "why." Beyond the functionalist imperatives of the
Skopos, the translator’s decisions are guided by a complex interplay of cognitive relevance
and cultural positioning.

6-1- Beyond Skopos. The functional versatility of the names

The Skopos (purpose) of atranslation acts as a compass for the translator, but as Christiane
Nord (2003) argues, the “function” of a name is multifaceted. In the French-Arabic context,
this often manifests as a choice between referential fidelity and aesthetic resonance.

Technical and Commercial Pragmatism: In specialized domains, the proper noun serves a
purely referential function. When a French technical manual mentions a brand such as
Renault, the Arabic rendition s, (Rind) focuses on “accessibility.” The phonetic transfer is
designed to be a “rigid designator,” ensuring that the reader can identify the product in a
physical or digital marketplace. Here, the theory of equivalence remains dominant; the name
istreated as a piece of data rather than a cultural signifier

Literary Flavor and Characterization: In literary tranglation, such as the works of Victor
Hugo or Moliére, a name is rarely just a label. It often carries what Hanne Martinet (1982)
calls *“associative meanings.” A translator may choose to modify a name to maintain its
“literary flavor” or evocative power. Nord (2003) emphasizes: “The function of the proper
name in the target text should be as close as possible to its function in the source text”8),
This may involve transcription that preserves French phonology to remind the reader of the
story’s setting, or, in rarer cases of children’s literature, a calque (loan translation) where a
name like Blanche-Neige becomes #ill =l (Bayad al-Thalj), prioritizing semantic meaning
over phonetic sound.

A significant theoretical pillar for understanding name transfer is Relevance Theory
(Sperber & Wilson, 1986). This approach suggests that a tranglation is successful not when it
is aliteral copy, but when it achieves “optimal relevance” for the target reader with minimal
processing effort.

As Albert Péter Vermes (2001) explains, a proper name is a “pointing device” to a set of
“encyclopedic entries.” If a French text mentions L’Arc de Triomphe, a simple transliteration
(<2 55 52 &,¥) might fail the relevance test for an Arabic reader lacking the specific cultural
background. To achieve relevance, the translator may use an explicitation strategy, rendering
it as oub & il (s (Qaws al-Nasr fi Baris). This ensures that the “logical entry” (the
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monument) and the “encyclopedic entry” (its status as a French national symbol) are both
successfully communicated.

Lawrence Venuti’s (2008) dichotomy of domestication and foreignization provides the
ethical and cultura lens through which onomastic choices are made. In the French-Arabic
pair, thistensionisvisble:

- Foreignization (the modern trend): Modern journalism tends toward foreignization—
leaving the name in a phonetically faithful but clearly “alien” form. This respects the
“otherness” of the source culture. For example, rendering Ségoléne Royal as Julsy o g
maintains her distinct French identity.

- Domestication (the historical rule): For historical or monarchical figures, Arabic
trandation has a long-standing domesticating norm. We do not hear of Louis XIV as “L0wi,”
but as e &lW usl (LOGwTs al-Rabi‘ ‘Ashar). By using the Arabic numerical system and the
established historical name, the trandator integrates the figure into the Arabic scholarly
tradition, reducing the “strangeness” of the foreign figure.

6-2- Descriptive meaning and the " meaninglessmark” debate:

The overarching theoretical debate often returns to whether names have “sense.” While
some philosophers argue that names are “meaningless,” the Arabic-French translator
recognizes that names are often descriptive. As Zarei & Norouzi (2014) point out, names are
“deeply rooted in the culture of the speakers”®9. When a French name contains a title (e.g.,
Le Capitaine Nemo), the translator must decide whether to treat the title as part of the name
(trandliteration) or as a trandatable noun. In Arabic, the functionalist approach usually
dictates trandlating the title (s« (U=:ll) to ensure that the descriptive power of the nameis not
lost to the target audience.

In literature, a name may be modified to maintain its “literary flavor.” As Christiane Nord
(2003) notes. “The function of the proper name in the target text should be as close as
possible to its function in the source text”(29),

Besides Vermeer’s Skopos Theory, Venuti (2008) highlights the choice between making
the name “feel at home” (domestication) or “maintaining its foreignness” (foreignization). In
French-Arabic tranglation, foreignization is the trend for modern names, respecting the global
identity of the person, while domestication is the rule for historical figures. We do not call
Louis XIV “Lowis’; we call him Lawis al-Rabi‘ ‘Ashar, using the Arabic equivalent for “The
Fourteenth.”

As Vermes (2001) discusses, the name must trigger the same “encyclopedic entry” in the
target reader. If a name such as Moliére is perceived merely as sounds without meaning to an
Arab reader, the translator may employ an addition or couplet strategy: smlse (A wall Gilsl)
(The playwright Moliére).

The analysis of these nouns confirms that “the proper noun is a compulsory element that a
translator encounters... they are deeply rooted in the culture of the speakers and can pose
significant challenges™ (Zarei & Norouzi, 2014)

Conclusion:

The investigation into the linguistic mechanisms and phonetic adaptation strategies for
translating proper nouns between French and Arabic reveals a multifaceted operation situated
at the intersection of structural linguistics and cultural heritage. Far from being a mechanical
act of character replacement, the transfer of names between these two distinct systems, a
Romance language using the Latin aphabet and a Semitic language using the abjad, requires a
sophisticated negotiation of phonological, orthographic, and ideological boundaries. This
study demonstrates that proper nouns (PNs) are not merely “meaningless marks,” but
“cultural vessels” that demand high-level cognitive and communicative mediation.

A primary finding of this research is the critical role of “linguistic mechanisms” in
bridging the phonological gap. Because Standard Arabic lacks specific phonemes prevaent in
French, such as the voiceless bilabia plosive /p/ and the voiced labiodenta fricative /v/,
trandators must employ systematic consonantal substitution (e.g., /p/ — /b/ and v/ - [{/).
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This is not a matter of convenience but a compulsory element of the translation process,
ensuring that the name remains pronounceable within the constraints of Arabic phonotactics.
Furthermore, the phenomenon of vowel promotion, the elevation of French mid-vowels to
Arabic long vowels (alif, waw, ya’), serves as a vital orthographic bridge, preventing the
“vowel blindness” that can occur in unpointed Arabic texts and ensuring that the phonetic
identity of the original name is reconstructed by the target reader with a high degree of
fidelity.

However, the research also highlights that phonetic accuracy often yields to cultural-
historical frameworks. The treatment of “Old Nouns”, historical and religious figures shared
across the Abrahamic traditions, shows that recognized translation and cultural substitution
are the dominant strategies for names with deep theological weight. The dichotomy between
‘Isa and Yasu® for the French Jésus exemplifies how the trandator must act as a cultural
mediator, choosing a form that aligns with the target audience’s religious identity and
encyclopedic memory. In these instances, the linguistic mechanism bypasses the French
phonetic structure entirely to recover the name’s Semitic roots, effectively prioritizing cultural
resonance over acoustic similarity.

Furthermore, the study identifies the Skopos of the text as the ultimate determinant of
strategy. In modern mass media and technical documentation, tranditeration is the dominant
norm, driven by the need for relevance and the identification of entities in a globalized
information flow. Conversely, in literary contexts, the preservation of “literary flavor” or
“descriptive meaning” may necessitate more creative adaptations. The risk of double
distortion in toponymic adaptation, as seen in the re-Arabization of Francized North African
place names, serves as a cautionary tale: it underscores the danger of prioritizing current
phonetic spelling over historical etymology, which can lead to a loss of the name’s original
cultural identity.

In conclusion, the study of onomastics in the French-Arabic pair illustrates that names are
sites of intense linguistic and ideologica negotiation. Whether through the naturalization of
historical monarchs (domestication) or the phonetic preservation of modern political figures
(foreignization), the translator must balance technical precision with cultural sensitivity. As
our world becomes increasingly interconnected, the ability to navigate these onomastic
complexities remains an essential skill for the tranglator. Future research should continue to
explore how these strategies evolve in the age of neural machine tranglation, ensuring that the
logical and encyclopedic entries of proper nouns are preserved across the digital divide. This
synthesis of phonetics and culture remains the hallmark of successful onomastic transfer,
ensuring that names—the most personal of linguistic units—retain their integrity across the
boundaries of language and time.
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