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The problem of functional equivalence in translation between Arabic
and Chinese "The Life of Muhammad by the writer Muhammad
—Hussein Heikal as an example™ - Contrastive study
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Abstract

The process of accurate translation relies on the translator’ s understanding
of the source text and his ability to employ the resources of the target
language, rather than depending solely on the linguistic features of the source
language. Throughout history, translation has gone through various stages: its
earliest form was oral translation, given the simplicity of linguistic systems and
the absence of writing, and it served as a tool of communication between
tribes and human groups. Later, written translation emerged, beginning with
religious texts such as the Septuagint translation of the Bible in the early third
century BCE.
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By the 1970s, new theories of translation had been developed, grounded in
linguistic foundations or cognitive content. Numerous approaches appeared
that addressed the differences and connections between aspects of
translation, including linguistic, scientific, textual, cultural, psychological, and
critical approaches. Despite the divergence of views among theorists, there is
a consensus that any theory of translation must account for the
transformation of the source text, including its semantic and stylistic features,
the purpose of translation, and the communicative means that enable
successful understanding. Such questions are generally considered within the
overall framework of discourse rather than at the level of individual words.

This study undertakes an analytical examination of the translation of The Life
of Muhammad by Dr. Muhammad Husayn Haykal, in light of Eugene Nida’ s
theory of functional equivalence and Katharina Reiss and Juliane House' s
model of translation quality assessment. The research aims to investigate the
extent to which equivalence is achieved between the source text and the
target text, and to identify the linguistic, cultural, and contextual factors that
affect translation quality and the degree to which the translation fulfills the
communicative intent of the original text.

The study is divided into five main chapters:

The first chapter outlines the theoretical background, presenting essential
concepts in translation, from definitions of key terms, through the relationship
between language and translation, to the classification of translation theories
into linguistic, cultural, and interpretative frameworks, accompanied by a
critical evaluation of these theories and the adoption of functional
equivalence as the principal reference framework.

The second chapter introduces the subject of the study, namely The Life of
Muhammad, highlighting its historical, cultural, and religious value, and its
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significance as a classical Arabic text rich in complex linguistic, cultural, and

religious elements.

In the third chapter, the theoretical framework underpinning the research is
presented, with an explanation of Nida" s functional equivalence theory and
House' s model of translation quality assessment, along with a clarification of
their complementary relationship and the way they can be applied to the
analysis of literary and religious translation.

The fourth chapter constitutes the central analytical section, applying both
theories to the translation of the book across several levels:

. Lexical level: analysis of culture-loaded words, including

ecological, material, social, religious, and linguistic terms.

. Syntactic level: analysis of distinctive grammatical structures such
as serial verb constructions and the order of attributes.

. Textual/discourse level: examination of linguistic, situational, and

cultural contexts.

. Stylistic level: analysis of stylistic features of both the source and
target texts, and the extent to which the literary and religious functions of the
original are preserved.

Finally, the conclusion summarizes the main findings, emphasizing the
importance of taking into account cultural, semantic, and textual differences
in translation, particularly when dealing with texts of a religious and historical
nature. It further highlights the significance of integrating theory with practice
to enhance translation quality, and it proposes future research directions to
address aspects not examined in sufficient depth in the present study.
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