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Lexical Simplification: a Universal

Feature of Translation
ABSTRACT

The present paper explores simplification as one feature of
translation universals from English into Arabic. It aims at
investigating how much the translators were aware of lexical
simplification as a universal feature in the translated texts and
discovering to what extent the language of translation is simple
in order to preserve the meaning and information to make the
translated texts more reader-friendly .this study hypothesizes
that the language of translation is assumed to be lexically
simpler than that of non-translated target-language texts and
characterized by a low level of information flow by reducing
lexical density.

This study adopts certain lexical simplification strategies like
using more frequent words, methods to avoid lexical repetition
and lexical omission of unnecessary word.

The data chosen for analysis in the current study include a test
involving 10 English literary texts selected from the famous
novel the Pride and Prejudice written by Jane Austen in 1813
and translated by six participants as Junior teachers and M.A.
students in the Department of Translation — College of Arts —
University of Mosul, some of them were provided deliberately
with a list of recommended strategies.
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Simplification

Since the 1980°’s and 1990’s, translation universals (TU) and the
investigation into these linguistic features have become very topical in translation
studies and nowadays.

Many researchers made attempts to identify potential universals of
translation and submitted evidence to support their claims .The search for
universals is an important area in the descriptive approaches to translation studies
(Strédova, 2009:6), that means to describe the specific characteristic features of a
translated text or multiple translations for the same source text according to the
norms and constraints of the target language and culture (Kruger, 2002:78)

Translation universals are generally believed to be regularities and recurring
patterns in translation, “the features which are common to all translations
regardless of which language or text types are involved, occurring irrespective of
the particularities of individual translations” (Hopkinson, 2008 in Strédova, 2009:
8) .



They are "the linguistic features typically occurring in translated texts
rather than original texts and are thought to be independent of the influence of the
specific language pairs involved in the process of translation "(Baker, 1993: 243).

Many linguistic tendencies and features of language have been suggested to
be potential universals of translation; Laviosa — Braithwait (1998: 288) lists among
such features common to all kinds of translation: simplification, avoidance of
repetition present in the source text, explicitation, normalization, discourse transfer
and descriptive distribution of lexical items.

The notion of "universal " is closely related to Frawly’s (1984) “third code”
as "a product of the negotiation of the translator between the first code of the
source text, language and culture and the second code of the target language and
culture, a product that differs not just in obvious ways from its source, but also
from native texts of the second code" (Frawly, 1984: 250-262).

A feature of translation that has been suggested to be a candidate for a
translation universal is simplification (Stredova, 2009: 16). It is conceived as the
“idea that translators subconsciously simplify the language of the original text or
message or both” (Baker, 1996: 176).

Simplification was first defined and studied in translation studies by Blum-
Kulka and Levenstron (1983) in (Laviosa, 2002: 43) of Hebrew-English
translations. However Baker (1993 and 1996) commenced formulating the notion
of simplification as one of the universals of translation explicitly within a wider
discussion which has focused on the occurrence of universal features of translation.

Baker (1996: 181) defines simplification as the “tendency to simplify the
language used in translation”. According to Baker (1996: 182) the translator tries
to make the source text easier for the reader but that doesn't necessarily mean to

make things more explicit. See Kruger, 2000: 145, for similar view.



Nevertheless Toury (1995: 270) refers to the existence of a lower
information load in the target texts than the source text, it is because ambiguous
information in the original has been removed or made more clear in the translation
process.

The indicators of simplification are relatively low lexical density; it means
that the number of function words or grammatical words is high, in proportion to
the number of lexical words. Lexical words contain more information than
grammatical words and using fewer lexical words means that the reader will have
to keep track of less information and using less varied vocabulary (Helgegren,
2005: 12). Another possible sign of simplification is punctuation that tends to
change in translation. According to Malmakjaer (1997:160) the punctuation is
retable on scale from weak to strong in the order comma, semicolon and full stop.

Baker’s concept of the universality of simplification in translation stated that
simplification is "inherent in translation peers and it is not the cultural and or
lexical differences between the two languages in question” (1996: 181).

Nevertheless, Laviosa (2002: 34) argues that simplification cannot be used
to indicate a process inherent in translation in general because in this case
simplification is a strategy adopted for a particular type of text.

Therefore, the most distinguished research into simplification as translation
universal so far was posed by Laviosa (Laviosa-Braithwaite, 1998 and Laviosa,
1998a, 1998b, 2002). The main object of the research made by Laviosa consisted
of shifts at sentence level that happen during the process of translation and the
influence of simplification strategies on the whole texts.

Laviosa’s findings uncover four regular patterns of lexical use in translated
English compared to original English and she hypothesized that these “core
patterns” are not limited to two text genres, but may demonstrate typical of

translated text in general (Laviosa, 1998b: 564).



These regular features or “core patterns of lexical use” are:

1.
2.
3.

Lower rate of lexical words versus grammatical words.

More increased use of highly frequent words of English.

More increased repetition of the most frequent words or "list heads" used in
each subcorpus.

Use of a lower number of lemmas in the list heads.

The Relation among Simplification, Summarization and Translation Precision

The two tasks (simplification and summarization) have contradictory goals;

text simplification attempts to retain content of information while decreasing

grammatical complexity. Summarization on the other hand aims to reduce

information content, keeping only the most important information

Perhaps the two tasks also have a lot in common, both summarization and

simplification comprise transforming a text in a way, therefore Siddharthan (2004

42) expects "the architecture of a text simplification system closely resembles the

architectures used by text summarization system". Text simplification's

architecture involves two stages: analysis and transformation, the analysis stage

consists of surface level techniques like term frequency, cue phrase and sentence

location and the transformation stage involved simple sentence extraction, while

summarization system includes three stages; the first stage consists of:

identification, interpretation and generation, the second stage involves:

interpretation, transformation and generation, and the third stage comprises

analysis, transformation and synthesis (ibid..). For example ,Lin and Hovy (2000:

496) adopted the middle stage to convert sentences using topic generations, for

instance:

8) John bought some vegetables, fruit, bread and milk -  John bought some

groceries.



They used their source of knowledge, and they explain these stages as:

1. Topic identification: identify the most important central topics of the texts.

2. Topic interpretation: to intergrate concepts such as waiter , menu, and food into
organized concept “restaurant”.

3. Summary generation: can produce keyword and extract type summaries.

Summarization also contains identifying information that is common
amongst sentences taken from different texts which requires an ability to recognize
paraphrase (Siddharthan, 2004: 46). Siddharthan (2004: 47) refers to eliminating
non-central information from a sentence is a similar task to that of sentence
shortening and the trend in summarization is to move towards more elaborate
transformation and regeneration stages. Similarly, simplification also requires a
third stage (regeneration) in applying sentence-level syntactic transforms to text
(Siddharthan ,2004: 47).

Khalussy (1982: 226) refers to summarization in translation as “a precise-
translation” which is giving the extraction of the subject by focusing on the
essential sentences and phrases, and deleting repetitions. He suggests that the
organized summarization should be started with clauses, sentences, paragraphs
then chapters, and translates them at the same time, so it is a double process ‘with
its types’.

Look at the example below suggested by Khalussy (1982: 228) :

1) He is plainly a man who has violated his oath of allegiance for his
country.

The underlined clause can be summarized by one word “traitor” “ 5.
y

LA paamy ISl o /LS Gl gy S 4



Lexical simplification
Blum-Kulka and Levenston (1983) cited in Laviosa,2002:43 were the first

who presented an empirical study and provided evidence for lexical simplification

in translation by carrying out an analysis of Hebrew-English translation. They

identified several strategies that are adopted by Laviosa (2002) and will be

discussed later which they exemplify from empirical data and explain in terms of

lexical and cultural differences between the source and the target language, the

translator’s commitment to the source language, and the specific task of the

translation (ibid.). Laviosa (2002: 43-47) examines each of these strategies as in

the following:

1.

5.

Source language hyponyms translated by superordinate in the target
language which are explained in terms of the existence of “semantic
voids” between the source text and the target text.

The approximation of the concept expression which does not have the
full scale of the source text meaning because there is a lack of cultural
matching between the two languages.

The choice of replacing infrequent target words with more familiar target
language synonyms for achieving greater readability.

Lexical transfer of all the functions of a source language lexical item to
its assumed target language equivalent. In other words transferring the
referential and conceptual meaning, connotation ,collectability and
register restriction.

Use of paraphrase where there are cultural gaps between SL and TL.

Other scholars have referred to lexical simplification strategies in their

studies, Toury (1995: 212-220) gives an example of the type of lexical transfer in

discussing “translation-specific lexical items and their lexicographical treatment”;



the word “na’ara” in Hebrew points out essentially to a teenager, but in Hebrew
texts translated from English, it has acquired some of the functions of the word
“girl”. Toury attributes this phenomenon to the fact that “a verbal formulation of a
translation is partly governed by a felt need to retain aspects of the corresponding
source text invariant” (1995: 215).

Moreover, in her course book for trainee translators, Baker (1992: 23-44)
discusses the different strategies used by professional translators for dealing with
non-equivalence at word level and she refers that the effectiveness of this
procedure is attributed to the fact that “the hierarchical structure of semantic fields
IS not language-specific”.

Vanderauwera (1985 cited in Laviosa- Braithwaite, 1998: 288) uses modern
colloquial, simple and confidential synonyms vis-a-vis old, formal, affected and
high level words in the source text.

Strategies of Lexical Simplification Applied on This Study

Studying meaning semantically and pragmatically has changed from the old
perception which regards meanings of words fixed and unchanged towards words
getting their meaning according to the context and can be changed through the
culture in which they are used (Althibany, 2011: 11).

Numerous linguists have recognized the importance of seeking a proper
equivalence during the translation process. Catford (1965: 50) defines translation
equivalence as “translation equivalence occur when an SL and TL texts or items
are relatable to (at least some of) the same relevant features of situation substance”.

Nida (1964: 159) distinguishes between two types of equivalence: (1) formal
equivalence which concenterate on the message itself , its form and content and
there should be a close similarity between the ST and TT message , (2) dynamic
equivalence which tends to create the same effects on the reader of the TT as those

obtained by readers of the ST.



In line with Nida , Newmark (1988: 39) distinguishes between
communicative translation (the translator tends to create the same effects on the TT
reader as those obtained by the ST reader) , and semantic translation (the translator
focuses on the rendition of the textual meaning of SLT according to the syntactic
and semantic characteristics of TLT).

Moreover, it is undeniable that Baker (1992) was the most outstanding
theorist focusing on equivalence at word level and she claims that a word is the
basic meaningful unit in language (Baker, 1992: 9). The following are the
suggested strategies:
1.Using More Frequent Words

Nida (1964: 16) posts that the translator should employ the forms of speech
in common usage. Even if a particular form does have a clear counterpart in the
target language, the frequency at which it is used or the reason for which it is used
will differ.

Translation by more frequent words implies sub-other strategies included
within this strategy aiming to lexical simplification such as:

1. Translation by a more general word (superordinate) if there are not

equivalent hyponyms in the target language

Before discussing this point, it is necessary to shed some light on hyponym’s
definition. Hyponymy refers to the semantic relations of inclusion. The meaning of
a more specific word is included in the meaning of a more general word, i.e. an
expression A is a hyponym of an expression B if the meaning of the two
expressions leads to a relation between their denotations, for example, terms like
daisy, daffodil, rose, lilac, etc. all contain the meaning of flower, they are all
hyponyms of flower (Al-Sulaimaan, 2011: 197-202).

Dickens et al. (2002: 56-57) argues that translation by generalization is one of

the most widely used strategies in dealing with various kinds of problems in



translation; the translator normally uses a more general word "superordinate™” or a
more commonly recognized to replace the more specific one. Similarly, Baker
(1992: 23) suggests such strategy to deal with the problems of non-equivalence.
Existing certain gabs between source and target languages makes the translator
resorts to generalization through the process of translation , that’s what Hosseini
Maasoum and Davtalab (2011: 1767 ) report in their research .

There are some words or phrases in one language which are unknown for
another language, this phenomenon is called “semantic voids” or lexical “gap”, in
some cultures, lexical gap may be observed in a way that people make distinctions
between different aspects of a concept, for example, Arabic uses 20 different
words to identify different kinds of “camel” and they conceptualize camels, more
specifically, however, other languages like English does not make any distinction
between different kinds of camel, it is used as a generic word. Consider the
following:

1) "They were rather handsome, had been educated in one of the first

private seminaries in town".

The above sentence contains a word ‘seminaries’, which refers in Arabic to
a specific theological school , but it is possible to be translated by more general
word in order to produce a natural translation for the reader, as

ALl 8 oY) dalS ) o laad] (o 5an) 5 8 L o | Cuild S 5 a YU

2. Translation by Familiar Synonyms

The study of synonymy and synonymous words has many aspects in
translation studies and studies of translated language before corpus-analysis of

translation equivalents and recently in corpus-based studies of translation

10



universals. Jantunen ( 2004: 103) refers to the use of common level or familiar
synonyms that might account for lexical simplification in translations. Jantunen
(ibid.) reports that “the range of synonymous words is not narrower in translations;
in some cases, the range of synonymous degree modifies is even wider in
translation”.

Logically speaking, the strategy of translation by using familiar synonyms
in the target language enhances the translated product to sound more natural and
accepted for the target readers.

Consider the following example and its different renderings in Arabic :

2) “The Longbourn party were the last of all the company to depart”

............... Oaaall AT ) ssisl de gane cuilS
......... 8 dlaall cilelaall JAT () ) sari o) paai (IS
........... el AT (s sf o da elime ] S
As we can see in the first and second translation, the students tended to use
common words, while in the third one they tried to render it literally.
2. Avoiding of Lexical Repetition

The issue of lexical repetition is a highly-valued stylistic device in literary
texts where it performs generic functions, it may serve as musical, thematic or
symbolic device .(Buitkuvieng ,2012: 109).

Although repetition has a major function in literary texts, avoiding
repetitions is one of the most recurrent norms of translation, therefore it is referred
to it as a universal feature of translation (Ben-Ari, 1998: 69).

In the current paper , certain methods have been applied in an attempt to
avoid repetition in a targeted simplified texts, as :

1. Lexical Deletion

11



Omission is a strategy employed for translating repetition which is termed
by Ben-Ari as canceling repetition in order to reduce the number of repetitions in
the target text (Ben-Ari, 1998: 72). This can be explained by the following
example:

3) "His sisters were fine women, with an air of decided fashion".

The above sentence contains a repetition represented by the lexical item
women* for the word sisters ,which should be avoided by omission because it
relates to a previously mentioned lexical unit. 4 students out of 6 translated this
sentence simply, for example:

e V) 5 A sall Card (adla laa ciladl | oS 43l 5A)
sl YL (iad ey (pflanda L8 LIS
While the two others failed to translate by using simplification, such as:

2. Lexical Variation

There are cases where the repetition is acknowledged, though with variations
the translation resorts to this strategy when canceling is impossible (Ben-Ari, 1998:
73), or when omitting is implemented at the expense of the intended meaning since
the repetition seems to be rhetorically motivated (Nassar, 2008: 42). Consider the
following example:

4) "Dear madam, do not go. | beg you will not go. Mr. Collins must
excuse me. He can have nothing to say to me that anybody need not
hear. | am going away myself".

The previous sentence includes a lexical repetition go in its third occurrence,
therefore translation by lexical variation is useful for such problem . All the
subjects tried to avoid this repetition consciously or unconsciously, for example:

v dag) Gasa L ot ) Ju il

12



iy Ll ) e Y

3. Pronominalization

The translator can use pronouns or what is called pro-forms in place of a full
lexical item (Nassar, 2008: 64). Consider this sentence:

5) "And upon Elizabeth's seeming really, with vexed and embarrassed
looks, about to escape, she added: Lizzy, I INSIST upon your staying
and hearing Mr. Collins".

This sentence contains a lexical repetition represented by the proper names;
Lizzy and Mr.Collins (occurs in other places in the texts), which can be avoided
by the following pronominalization strategy. Only one out of 6 students replaced
these proper names by suitable pronouns, as in the rendition below:

Al aaind g 85 ) Lggle jual L3l A1 i ) LS
But the others reiterate this repetition in their renderings into Arabic, such as:
OS2l e (rani 5 (A5 O el U5 5]
4. Paraphrasing

In this type of avoiding repetition, the translator opts for rendering the ST
lexical item by using a paraphrase in TT (Nassar, 2008: 69). Buitkuvieng also
adopts this strategy (2012: 110-113) to render lexical repetitions, here is a
representative example:

6) "It was next to impossible that their cousin should come in a scarlet
coat, and it was now some weeks since they had received pleasure
from the society of a man in any other colour™.

The lexical item colour is considered a repetition because it is a superordinate
of the lexical item scarlet, therefore is rendered by paraphrasing to avoid repetition
which expressed by using different words.

Some students tended to following paraphrasing in their renderings, such as :

13



Laiaa 1 5 Lagiliad die abisd Bac Cacae 38y Ay S Ala L je Lagae (3l S () dasiasall (e S
bl e e da ) dnaay
While the others failed to avoid this type of repetition , such as:
| giad Ol da sl Came 385 (5l (5 3a B Liana LS g Lague () (30 o)) Janiesally a0l (S
C A O b da ) padina
3. Approximation of the concepts expressed in the source text
Baker (1992: 15) refers to the problems of non-equivalence encounter in
translation and suggest solutions to deal with because the choice of suitable
equivalents in a certain text depends on many factors, one of these factors is
linguistic and the other factors are extralinguistic (the way the author of the source
text and the producer of the target text), that is the translator choose to manipulate
the linguistic systems in question.
Non-equivalence at word level means that the target language has no direct
equivalent for a word which occurs in the source text (ibid.).
Baker (1992: 18) discusses some common problems related to the current

strategy of non-equivalence, among them are:

a. Culture-specific concepts

A concept (abstract or concrete) in the source language is unknown in the
target language, it may relate to religious belief, a social custom or even a type of

food, for example, an abstract concept, “speaker” (of the house of commons) has
no equivalent in Arabic, it is often translated into *“_.d,”, another example on
concrete concept is “airing cupboard” in English which again is unknown to

speakers of most languages .(Baker , 1992: 18).).

b. The source-language concept is not lexicalized in the target lanquage

14



The source language concept may express a known concept in the target
language but there is no word in the target language to express it, for example, the
word “savoury” has no specific equivalent in many languages such as Arabic
although it expresses a concept which is easy to understand (ibid.: 18-19).

Baker then suggests strategies to deal with such problems among them are:

1. Translation by cultural substitution

This strategy involves replacing a cultural-specific item which does not have
the same propositional meaning in the target language by a similar concept that has
the same impact on the target reader (Baker, 1992: 29). Baker adds the translator’s
decision to use this strategy depends on his purpose in translation (ibid). For
example:

7) "Till Elizabeth entered the drawing-room at Netherfield, and looked

in vain for Mr. Wickham among the cluster of red coats there
assembled, a doubt of his being present had never occurred to her".
The above sentence contains a cultural-specific concept ‘red coats’ which is
unknown in Arabic. It is related to a military uniform, therefore translating with
cultural substitution to approximate it to the target readers is an agreeable solution.
Out of 6 students, 3 of them were aware of such problems in translation. They
tended to use strategies of approximation of the concepts expressed in the source
text, such as :
llia Jabadal) Cleant ( aleSy g anall (e 32308 Dy Caa
However , the other students failed to solve these problems in translation and
translated directly, for example:
lia Gaadinall o) yea lilalae i jall paad) (g 6leSo s aall e (5 5aa Sb Caliid
o el Calaleall (553 (3o pan Jans g aleSo 5 sl e (5 50a Db Cling

Newmark (1988: 82-83) refers to “approximate translation” as translation

where a SL cultural word is translated by a TL cultural word.

15



As-Safi (2009: 59) argues that this strategy endeavours to create balance
between the SL cultural values which are acceptable or unacceptable in the TL and
only an approximation, rather than complete translation, is possible in order to
achieve natural and acceptable rendition.

2. Translation by a more neutral/less expressive word

This strategy is particularly useful when a translator encounters an expressive
word and cannot convey the true meaning or even leads to misunderstanding
(Binh, 2010: 39). The translator resorts to this strategy when he picks up an
equivalent but perceived differently in the target language, therefore, he tends to
use a less expressive correspondence in the target language to avoid the risk and to
make the translated text more natural. For instance :

8) "And they were at last obliged to accept the second-hand intelligence
of their neighbour, Lady Lucas".

This sentence contains a concept *‘second-hand"* which is not lexicalized
in the target language, yet it expresses a known concept in the target language.
Thus it is translated by approximating of the concept expressed in the source text
I.e.by a more neutral word. All the students’ successes in approximating the second
item in bold type, such as:

mdal) S ) sanall g la 1S3 e alaie VI 15l g )
Al 5 SIAN il ulS g sl g sla () e salll DV Aedl) 85 s
4. Lexical Omission

Omission is defined as the opposite phenomenon to addition ; and in
translation is the strategy of omitting words whose meanings might be known or
understood in the text (Petruliong, 2012: 46). Petrulioné mentions that the motives
for such a decision as the translation may find no adequate way to convey the

original meaning or it may be reasoned decision when the translator could provide

16



some kind of paraphrase or equivalent but he does not do so because of the amount
of effort , this solution would require on behalf of the translator and the reader.

However, the author posts that these reasons are attributed to traditional
omissions which are identified by the failure of the translator to render the
necessary translation unit, therefore, the purposes for using omission is to ensure
linguistic accuracy and stylistic acceptability and avoiding text redundancy to
express the information in a more concise manner.

Also Barik (1971: 200) refers to omission as items present in the original
version that left out by the translators. This type of omission is considered clear
omission which is different from the other kind that falls under the category of
substitutions and errors .Omissions are determined according to the final content of
the original message (ibid.).For similar view ,see Ivocovani ,2009. Barik assumes
that the type of omission a word or phrase which does not change the grammatical
structure of the sentence and results in very little loss in meaning as “skipping
omission” (1971: 200).

Omission occurs when the translator has chosen not to include some piece of
information from the ST and the effect of deletion is usually that the text has been
simplified (Helgegren, 2005: 23).

Consider the following example presented by Baker (1 1992: 42) :

"The panda’s mountain home is rich in plant life and gives us many of the

trees, shrubs and herbs most prized in European gardens".
0% Y Al Qliely bl JaaY) e DI aag Gus clblall de Lbal) bl Gl g
) el Al oy
The source text addresses a European audience and the use of “life” and “give
us” highlights the intended orientation.
The Arabic translation addresses different audience and therefore the

translator omits these words. As regard to simplification ,omission is a common

17



strategy used by the translators to simplify a translation and it takes two forms:
horizontal omission which is the omission of words (Kruger, 2000: 161-162) and it
IS our concern in this paper and the other form is vertical omission, i.e. the
omission of sentences (ibid.).

Kruger (2000: 216) stresses that omission is the strongest way of simplifying
and thus reducing the number and range of lexical items in translated texts which
occur in the ST and omitted in the TT.

Omission occurs when the translator has chosen not to include some piece of
information from the ST and the effect of deletion is usually that the text has been
simplified (Helgegren, 2005: 23). For instance:

9) "Elizabeth listened in silence, but was not convinced; their behaviour
at the assembly had not been calculated to please in general; and with
more quickness of observation and less pliancy of temper than her
sister, and with a judgment too unassailed by any attention to herself,
she was very little disposed to approve them™.

The above sentence contains a lexical item ‘calculated’, which can be
omitted because it is not essential enough to the development of the text .

4 out of 6 students removed this item in their renderings into Arabic ,they
were aware to provide an acceptable version for the reader, for example

Qle) 8 e (S5l dudall 8 agils jaid Gllb (e 485 S5 Al (S5 6 sy Sl all Candlinal

RBTENY
ele IS 1aaT e ol Cppwalall G oS sl ()Y by @85 o Ll Y Cranay Eagl 5] Cinal
However, the two others inserted this item in their translations , such as:

) 40 3 pusiall (5 o el b g shas O LB (50 (1 5 Cramny g ) i

aenl)

18



Conclusion

The manual analysis for this type of simplification which is mentioned
above, has detected many strategies of simplification, for instance: using more
frequent words, avoiding lexical repetition, approximation of the concepts
expressed in the source text and lexical omission. The results revealed that the
translators sometimes differ or agree in using simplification strategies for the same
text. The present study indicated that approximately more than 50% of student
translators were more inclined to lexical simplification in their production process.
It also showed that 50% of the students are aware of simplification as a universal
characteristic of the translated text especially for cleaning away repetitions from
translation and non — equivalent problems in translation on the lexical level , while
the others tend to use literal renditions.

As a result, even simplification as a universal feature of translation remains
highly controversial because it is not fit for all languages and all types of texts, in
this analysis ,It is proved that this regularity in translation behavoiur is found to

some extent in the selected subjects’ translations .
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