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Why a Narrative Approach 
(Historical Context) 

•  Traditional preoccupation with equivalence 
•  Assumption of neutrality, ‘facilitating 

communication’ 
•  Preoccupation with binarisms 

•  Emphasis on quality rather than ethics 
•  Tendency to isolate the contribution of translators 

from that of other agents in an interaction 
•  Focus on single instances of source and target 

texts 

•  Focus on purely linguistic analysis 

 



Narrative 

•  A story, unfolding in time, with a (perceived) 

beginning and a (projected) end 

•  Constructed by numerous agents 

•  Populated by participants, real or imaginary, 

human or non-human, in a configured 

relationship to each other and to the unfolding 

story 

•  Realized in various media and by disparate 

means of expression 
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What is Narrative  
(as theoretical concept)? 

•  Not a genre or textual form – ‘the shape of 

knowledge as we first apprehend it’ 

•  Mediates and constructs reality 

•  Ultimate unit of analysis (in translation) is the 

narrative under construction 

•  Different narrative accounts are not just 

different versions of the ‘same’ story – 

conflict is built into the process of narration 



Conflicting Narratives: War on Terror 

Al Jazeera Translation 

وفي اخلتام أقول لكم وأصدقكم القول إن أمنكم ليس بيد كيري أو بوش أو القاعدة، إن 
أمنكم هو في أيديكم وإن كل والية ال تعبث بأمننا فهي تلقائيا قد أمنت أمنها. واهللا 

موالنا وال مولى لكم. 

In conclusion, I tell you in truth, that your security is not 
in the hands of Kerry, nor Bush, nor al-Qaida. No. 
 
Your security is in your own hands. And every state 
that doesn't play with our security has automatically 
guaranteed its own security.  



MEMRI Translation 

Your security is not in the hands of Kerry 

or Bush or Al-Qa’ida. Your security is in 

your own hands, and any [U.S.] state 

[wilaya] that does not toy with our 

security automatically guarantees its own 

security. 



Types of Narratives 
All heavily mediated by translation, 

locally and globally 

•  Personal – stories of the self, of an individual 

•  Public – shared stories of individuals, events, 
etc. 

•  Conceptual – specialist/expert accounts of 
some phenomenon in the world 

•  Meta – shared stories with extensive temporal 
and spatial reach 



1933/1953 Translation 
... sodat die heilige geslag hom met die volke van die 

lande vermeng het. 
 

[... in order that this holy generation does not 
intermingle with the peoples of the countries.] 

 
1983 Translation 

Hulle het hierdie volk hom laat vermeng met 
heidene 

 
[They allowed this nation to intermingle with the 

heathen (= non-believers).] 

Retranslation 



1933/1953 Translation 
 

Julle mag julle dogters nie aan hulle seuns gee ... 
 

[You shall not give your daughters to their sons.] 
 

1983 Translation 
 

Julle sal julle dogters nie laat trou met die heidene se 
seuns nie ... 

 
[You shall not allow your daughters to marry the sons 

of the heathen ...] 

Retranslation 



Intermarriage terminology of the 1933/1953 
translation, “which could be misunderstood as 
functioning within the political or judicial sphere”, is 
replaced with religious terminology in the 1983 
version, making it clear that “[i]ntermarriage is not 
forbidden among nations but between believers and 
non-believers”. 

 
(Naudé, Jacobus 2005:33) ‘Translation and Cultural Transformation: The Case of 
the Afrikaans Bible Translations’, in Eva Hung (ed) Translation and Cultural 
Change, Amsterdam & Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 19-41.) 



Public Narratives 
 

Media Translation 

•  Ahmadinjad – CNN live translation of 
press conference, 2006 

•  Nuclear weapons (vs. nuclear 
technology): “we believe all nations are 
allowed to have nuclear weapons”, the 
west “should not deprive us to have 
nuclear weapons”.  



Core Features/Dimensions of 
Narrative 

•  Relationality of parts 

•  Temporality (location in time and 
place) 

•  Selective appropriation 

•  Causal emplotment 



Exploiting Selective Appropriation 



Jenin Jenin  
 

Documentary, 2002  
 

Arabic with English Subtitles 
 

Director: Mohamed Bakri 

Relationality, Temporality, 
Causal Emplotment 



Narrative Features 
 Relationality  (shaheed, literally: martyr) 
 
Literally: we are still pulling martyrs from under 

the earth. 



Relationality 

English Subtitle 
 

They killed some mentally disabled 
people, children and women in the camp. 

We have mentally ill people who have been martyred, we 
have disabled people who have been martyred, we have 
children who have been martyred, we have women who 

have been martyred 



Relationality 

English subtitle 
 

In an area of 30 metres we 
discovered 10 corpses. 

Within a circle no more than 30 metres in radius 
we found ten martyrs 



Old Palestinian Man Speaking to Film 
Director against the Background of 

Demolished Homes 

 
Literally 

 
I don’t know, by God, by God, our home is 

no longer a home 
 
 





Framing 

•  Frames are structures of anticipation -  
strategic moves (active intervention; 
agency)   

•  Framing involves setting up a structure 
of anticipation, an interpretive lens to 
guide the hearer’s or reader’s 
understanding (and moral judgement) 
of the narrative  



Framing 









What Narrative Theory Brings to 
the Study of Translation 

•  A recognition of the complexity of human choices 
•  A willingness to engage with the ethical 

implications of translator choices (textual and 
non-textual) 

•  A highly flexible set of conceptual and analytical 
tools that extend beyond traditional linguistic 
analysis 

•  A method of linking the individual text to other 
texts and events that participate in elaborating a 
particular narrative 

•  Awareness of the embeddedness of the analyst 
in the narratives being analysed 


