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Abstract

Readers’ expectations of quality play a significant role in the success of a translation.
However, studies assessing the translation quality of literary texts in view of
Translation Quality Assessment (TQA) models have paid scant attention to these
expectations. In response to this gap in knowledge, the present study empirically
examined readers’ preferences regarding translation quality in view of House’s (2015)
prescription of overt translation for works written by renowned authors and explored
the reasons behind these preferences. The study initially applied House’s (2015) TQA
tools to determine whether two different translations of Naguib Mahfouz’s Midaq Alley
—one by Le Gassik (1975) and the other by Davis (2011) — showed any overt or covert
translation tendencies, and then interviewed 20 American readers. The findings
revealed that while some of the participants preferred overt translation, citing reasons
including a desire to engage with the original culture and a need to access the authentic
meaning and style of the original text, others preferred covert translation, as they
expected naturalness and creativity. This study provides valuable insights for
translators and translation scholars, enhancing our understanding of the relationship
between translation typologies and readers’ reception.

Keywords: Translation Quality Assessment, overt translation, covert translation,
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1. Introduction

The West has shown an increasing interest in Arabic literature, specifically after the renowned
Egyptian author Naguib Mahfouz received his Nobel Prize in 1988 (Al-Toma 2005: 29;
Tresilian 2008: 18). The number of Arabic literary works translated into English increased from
66 between 1966 and 1988 to 288 between 1988 and 2008 (Al-Khawaja 2014: 197). Among
Mahfouz’s writings, the novel Midag Alley (1947) has been the most influential. It has attracted
Western readers, especially in the U.S. (Khalifa 2020: 5), where it has been translated three
times by American publishers (the first two translations were by Le Gassik in 1966 and 1975,
and the third and most recent was by Davis in 2011 which was also adapted into the American-
Mexican movie The Alley of Miracles. One challenging aspect of literary translation is that
literary works embody not only the language of the original but also its culture, history, and
traditions (Hyde 1991: 39; Kuleli 2020: 619; Alhamshary 2021: 140). Thus, to guarantee that
such literary works are well transferred into the target language (TL), their translation quality
should be maintained, especially in the case of literary works written by significant authors
who are considered assets in their own cultures (House 2015: 59).

The attempts that have been made to assess the translation quality of Arabic literary
texts in general (e.g. Hassan 2015), and Mahfouz’s work in particular (e.g. Aladwan 2011; EI-

49



SKASE Journal of Translation and Interpretation

Zawawy 2019), have been through applying functional Translation Quality Assessment (TQA)
models, including those developed by Nord (1991) and House (1997). Besides, House’s (1997,
2015) TQA models have been applied to assess the translation quality of literary texts in
different languages (e.g. Kargarzadeh & Paziresh 2017; Naidj & Motahari 2019). Although
prior studies evaluating the translation quality of Midaqg Alley, in particular, have concluded
that it was satisfactory, these assessments have been conducted using a functional TQA model.

Since novels and their authors hold such a significant position in the source language
(SL), House (1977, 1997, 2015) prescribes overt translation—the translation type that retains
the source text’s (ST) function, style and culture in translation. Translating these texts overtly
meets their functional equivalence, which is the benchmark for the assessment of translation
quality in House’s (2015) TQA model. In overt translation, the translator does not follow the
TL’s norms, but only transfers the ST and the source culture to the target text (TT). On the
other hand, according to House (2015: 56), covert translation, i.e. the translation that follows
the TT and its culture, should be used for original texts that are not pragmatically or culturally
specific in the SL; thus, the ST’s function must be transferred to the TL in a way that is
appropriate for the receiving culture.

Although House’s approach has received acknowledgement for its comprehensiveness
and for proposing these translation typologies, it does not consider the TT’s actual readers. In
fact, House (2001: 254) questions the assessment’s objectivity when it relies mainly on “social
evaluation” (i.e. on human subjective intuition and judgment), in the absence of any well-
defined linguistic rules (i.e. when based on a TQA model).

American readers’ reviews of English translations of Midag Alley on Amazon.com
suggest that some readers are not satisfied with these translations, especially with Le Gassik’s
version. While some readers raise concerns about the omission of large portions of the ST in
the TT, others refer to the choices made by the translators in rendering the cultural items and
style of the original text. For instance, one reader states that:

This book is among the best by Mahfouz [...], but there is too much lost in the
translation, this affected not only the plot but also Mahfouz’s style. The reduction has
changed the novel into a short story in my opinion.

Another reader clearly criticizes the transference of cultural items as follows:

The main feature of this book is the places and culture of the inhabitants of this alley.
| feel the translation of many cultural features especially the street names are made so
western. | understand the translator made it for the reader, but it made it read alien
to its Egyptian culture.

As can be seen from these comments, the feedback provided by readers highlights their
dissatisfaction with the current translations of Midag Alley, suggesting the presence of potential
quality-related issues in these translations from the readers’ perspectives.

Concerns about the importance of considering the reader in translation have been raised
for many vyears, albeit from different perspectives. For instance, Pym (2020: 453) raises
concerns regarding the limited knowledge about “how readers construe translations”, and
Hermans (1999: 63) points out that the translator’s primary concern should be the TT reader,
because the text only comes alive in the hands of readers when they make sense of it.

Readers of the TT may have certain expectations about these foreign texts and cultures,
especially in literary translation, which contains a variety of culturally and historically specific
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references, as well as other ST-related features. Therefore, the literary translator’s job is
critical, because the translation is expected to satisfy these readers’ expectations and to
guarantee an appropriate transfer of the traditions and cultures without diminishing their value
(Hassan 2015: 60), resulting in a better quality of knowledge about other societies. Thus, the
TT readership’s expectations must be examined through empirical studies, and specifically,
readers’ expectations should be scrutinized regarding House’s prescription of overt translation
to translate literary texts.

The present study is an attempt to examine one of the most distinctive aspects of quality,
determined through an empirical evaluation whereby quality (as shown through the translator’s
choice of overt or covert translation) is determined through the eyes of the TT receivers. The
main objectives are to empirically investigate whether the readers’ expectations are in line with
House’s prescription of overt translation to translate fiction written by significant writers and
to identify the reason for these expectations.

2. Litrature review

Scholars have shown an increasing interest in TQA, leading to the proposal of a number of
TQA models, including those by Reiss (1971), Nord (1991), Williams (2004), Delizée (2011),
Hewson (2011), and House (1977, 1997, 2015). Each of these models have tackled the TQ
differently. In some of these TQA models, quality is defined in terms of function whether as it
manifests in the text types (Reiss 1971), in the interaction between the text’s intra-textual and
inter-textual factors (Nord 1991), or in the text’s situational context (House 1977, 1997, 2015).
On the other hand, in William’s (2004) model, quality can be defined as transferring the ST
argument into the TT based on specific criteria, whereas in Delizée’s (2011) model, quality is
determined by examining several translation skills (e.g. linguistic and professional skills). In
Howsen’s (2011) model, assessing the quality requires examining the paratexts of the ST and
TT (e.g. collect information about ST, the author, and the translator) as well as examining the
TT at the micro level.

Many of these models (e.g. Reiss 1971; Nord 1991; Howsen 2011) are considered
theoretically valid; nevertheless, they do not have a clear operationalization methodology
(House 2015). In fact, except for House’s (1997, 2015) models, the parameters set by the
aforementioned models to assess the TQ are unsystematized and randomly discussed. By
incorporating the register theory, House’s (1997, 2015) models provide a more systematic way
to assess the TQ by identify the text’s function, discussing these parameters under Field, Tenor,
and Mode. Moreover, in terms of the model’s operationalization, House (1997, 2015) provides
a clear methodology to identify the text’s function and its translation quality.

Regardless of the different criteria that these TQA models use to approach the TQ, none
of them include the actual TT reader in their assessments, but they rather assume an implied
reader. The major distinction between implied and actual readers made by Suojanen et al.
(2015) can shed light on how the concept of TT reader has been approached in translation
studies. While the former is addressed through theoretical concepts, the latter is examined
through empirical research involving actual participants. Although concern for the reader in
translation has a long tradition in translation studies, scant attention has been paid to the actual
reader in literary translation studies that are concerned with TQA.

House (2015: 12), particularly, is highly critical of Toury’s (1995) assertion that
translation is considered a fact of the target culture, arguing that a more valid approach to
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assessment must begin with an analysis of the ST. However, the translation may not be
considered successful if it does not satisfy the TT readers’ expectations in the first place (Ameri
et al. 2018: 435; Jiang 2010), because without taking the TT readers’ expectations into
consideration, it is hardly possible to “judge the translation’s extra-linguistic context
adequately” (McAuley 2015: 221).

A thorough investigation of the literature reveals that the TQA has been mainly tackled
theoretically. Among these studies are theoretical endeavors undertaken to explore the different
methodologies adopted to assess translation quality (e.g. Han 2020), to explore and
demonstrate TQA-related terminologies (e.g. Brunette 2000). Other studies have applied a
theoretical TQA model such as House’s (1997, 2015), TQA models (e.g. Vallés 2014; Naidj &
Motahari 2019), and Nord’s (1991) TQA model (e.g. Aladwan 2011) to assess the translation
quality of literary texts. However, the evaluation in these studies relies solely on applying a
TQA model and assessing the quality of literary translation, completely neglecting the actual
TT readers, who represent a significant priority in translation.

On the other hand, TQA has been researched empirically to evaluate the translation
quality of the TTs from the perspective of the TT reader through questionnaires (Chesnokova
etal. 2017) and by surveying readers’ reviews on book websites (ilmek 2020). These empirical
studies are mainly inclined towards the TT readers, passing over the fact that translation is also
a linguistic act that needs to be evaluated based on well-defined rules — that is, based on an
acknowledged TQA model — rather than relying mainly on human subjective intuition and
judgement.

From a different perspective, while not directly relevant to the current study, some
attempts have been made to document the reception of literary translation by focusing on the
cognitive effort required in receiving domestication and foreignization strategies in children’s
books translated from English into Afrikaans (Kruger 2013), stylistic and linguistic preferences
of readers towards translation (D’Egidio 2015; Wang & Humblé 2019), and the influence of
interaction between the reader and translator on readers’ reception of a translation (Chen 2022).

In the context of Arabic literature TQA, readers’ reception appears under-researched,
which prompts the necessity for empirical examination. In fact, very few studies have tackled
the translation quality of Arabic literary works (e.g. Aladwan 2011; Hassan 2015). Yet, these
studies are purely theoretical, based on textual analysis, neglecting the reception of the actual
TT readers for whom these texts are translated in the first place. The TT readers, though, play
a significant role in TQA, as indicated by Li (2012: 128-129), who maintains that the ultimate
assessment criterion for the success of a translation must be its acceptance by its receivers,
since he depicts translation as a social activity through which the translator provides a service
to others, namely the TT readers.

As can be concluded from reviewing the previous studies, hardly any study has tackled
TQA of literary texts through TT readers’ reception based on a theoretical TQA model. Thus,
the current study attempts to contribute to the existing body of knowledge on translation quality
assessment by investigating whether House’s (2015) prescription of overt translation to
translate fiction goes in line with the TT readers’ expectations and the underlying reasons
behind their preferences.
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3. Methods

This study aims to examine readers’ preferences with regard to House’s (2015) prescription of
overt translation to translate literary texts. Therefore, to prepare the materials for the interviews,
House’s (2015) TQA model was applied to identify the translation types employed in the two
selected TTs, namely overt and covert translations. Subsequently, in the second phase of data
collection, interviews were conducted to investigate TT readers’ preferences towards covert
and overt translations of excerpts from Midaq Alley.

3.1. Materials for interviews

In the first phase, data was collected from books: the ST was collected from &l 38 Midaq
Alley (1949), written by Naguib Mahfouz in Arabic, TT1 from Le Gassik’s (1975) English
translation of Midaq Alley, and TT2 from Davies’s (2011) English translation of Midaq Alley.
In Midag Alley, Mahfouz shows how ordinary people were affected by World War 11, with the
story unfolding in an actual historical location and holding cultural value in Egypt (Deeb 1983:
121-124). Since the story tackles one of the major social classes spread throughout the Middle
East, namely the working class, this novel is representative of many Middle Eastern societies.
To analyze the data, House’s (2015) TQA model was applied to the ST, TT1 and TT2.
To apply House’s (2015) TQA model, one must provide the ST textual profile attained by
analyzing the ST within its situational context, under the register categories Field, Tenor,
Mode, and Genre through their linguistic realization in the text, in order to provide a statement
of function. This is followed by providing the TT’s textual profile and comparing it to the ST’s
textual profile to produce a statement of quality and determine whether the function of the ST
has been rendered into the TT overtly or covertly. Following House’s (2015) operationalization
phases, the ST and its translations were analyzed to identify instances in which the translations
were different, i.e. where the text was translated overtly in one TT and covertly in the other.
The examples provided in Table 1 represent both the various linguistic realizations of Field,
Tenor, and Mode in the ST and their treatment in the TTs, i.e. the covert and overt translations.
In House’s (2015: 127) TQA model, Field refers to the text’s subject matter and social
action. Lexical means are sought, including the granularity of lexis, lexical fields (the semantic
fields of words), and Hallidayan processes (material, mental, and relational) House (2015:
126). In Midaq Alley, Field is realized through the use of several cultural, religious, and
historical references, metaphors, and similes to feed the subject matter and social action.
Tenor refers to the participatory relationship between the addresser and addressees
(House 2015: 127). This is identified via examination of lexical and/or syntactic means
according to the dimensions of the author’s temporal, social and geographical provenance, as
well as his or her intellectual and emotional stance, social role relationship, social attitude, and
participation (House 2015: 126). In Midaq Alley, the inclusion of lexical items used in a certain
period, among a certain social class or in a particular country, shows the author’s temporal,
social, and geographical provenance. Further, his (intellectual and emotional) stance is
manifested through the use of positive/negative connoted words and long compound-complex
sentences in which additive paratactic relations are dominant. The social role relationship
appears through the names of the characters and the use of different utterances with various
illocutionary forces. Also, the use of both popular and formal lexical items reflects the text’s
formal-consultative social attitude. Finally, the novel’s complex participation is visible through
the ample use of exclamations, comment parentheses, elliptical clauses, phrases marked [-
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formal], direct address to the reader using the second-person pronoun you, imperative structure,
stimulating dialogue, and rhetorical questions.

In Mode, which tackles the text’s medium (spokenness versus writtenness) and
connectivity (coherence and cohesion), lexical, syntactic and/or textual means are sought
(House 2015: 126-127). In this novel, the written-to-be-read-as-if-spoken medium is indicated
through the use of special spoken language signals, vulgarisms, interjections, qualifying
adverbial modals, quotation marks, anacoluthon, and the use of personal didactic. Finally,
connectivity is achieved through the use of structural parallelism and lexical repetition.

The examples shown in Table 1 have been selected based on two main criteria. First,
they are representative of the findings under each register variable, covering all the situational
dimensions under Field, Tenor and Mode. Second, these instances have each been translated
covertly in one TT and overtly in the other, providing an opportunity to present the TT reader
with the two translation types simultaneously.

Detailed results of this analysis are not presented here, as the current study focuses on
readers’ expectations and this phase of data collection aimed solely to prepare the materials for
the interview, and more importantly, due to space restrictions. Suffice to say that several
instances of overt and covert translations were identified by comparing the textual profiles of
the ST and the TT, following all the steps required based on House’s (2015) model. The

instances used in the interviews are presented in Table 1.

Table 1: Summary of examples of overt and covert translation

Ex Linguistic ST Gloss TT1 TT2 Covert/
realizations Overt
1 Cultural a4 di  Struts off in his He struts off, The owner, TT1 covert
reference .oy jubaand caftan.  dressed in his Master Salim translation
flowing robe and  Elwan, who TT2 overt
cloak. struts off in his translation
Jubba and
caftan.
2 Religious 4l aie o5lss  And they say And said that he ~ They declared TT1 covert
reference AWl e s about him that was a fine and that he was one  translation
il opallall heisaholy man  holy man of of ‘God’s TT2 overt
ollh a6l of the good God, to whom Righteous translation
g 4 2!l devoted to God, revelation came  Friends’ and
- Adails to whom in two that the
revelation came  languages, revelation had
in the two Avrabic and been imparted
languages, English! to him in both
Arabic and Arabic and
English. English.
3 Historical SV @l jsls It reached far And had even Extending TT1 overt
reference igluall  beyondthealley  crossed the beyond the translation
inglly tothe boundaries of confinesof the ~ TT2 covert
ielalls  Sanadygia, the alley to the alley to reach translation
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Ghuriyah, and

quarters of

Boxmakers

the Sagha. Sanadiqiya, Street, Ghouriya
Ghouriya, and Street, and the
Sagha. gold market.
4 Metaphor aul pcwanjé And thoughts And this brought  And thoughts TT1 covert
bl crowded in his tormenting crowded into his translation
head. thoughts to his head. TT2 overt
mind. translation

5 Simile a8 pe a2y And followed He was followed  Uncle Kamil TT1 covert

«(Jead iy him uncle Kamil by Uncle Kamil, 23\::3?:?;’ like a translation
e 4xed oI35 strutting like a swaying as palanquin, TT2 overt
el (LY palanquin, majestically as ELCkiTng:?OJ:f; translation

hardly picking the royal camel and deliberately
his feet off the litter on its way as he walked.
ground. to Mecca
picking his feet
high up off the
ground.
6 Social dialect JB &35, And afew men A few men are And a small TT1 covert
Lkaclie o scattered scattered about number of translation
sl o s8a between its seats  on the couches people are TT2 overt
smoking gozas. smoking. distributed translation
among the seats,
smoking gozas.

7  Words with Sl JUa&  The Midaq’s Clever people. Alley’s TT1 covert
negative (Ch-2,p.33)  scoundrels. (Ch.2,p.12) scoundrels. translation
connotation (Ch. 2, p. 19) TT2 overt

translation

8 The s ol Cawal  Umm Hussein- Mrs. Kirsha, the  Umm Hussein, TT1 covert

5 characters’ alxall 3150l - the wife of Boss  cafe owner’s Boss Kersha’s translation
E names o A4l S Kirsha- became wife, was wife, was now TT2 overt
.8+ in a permanent extremely in a state of translation
distress. worried. permanent
distress.

9 Popular Swy & d Andifa “If there were “And if, aswas  TT1 overt
words 3413 saly  bleeding occurs serious loss of not unusual, a translation
(consultative  side joel_ Wl —and thisisnot  blood, as hemorrhage TT2 covert
attitude) Al xie e arare thing — it frequently occurred itwas  translation

was regarded happened, he generally
from God. generally regarded as

considered it the
work of God”.

God’s will”.
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10 Exclamation Lsac i ledd  For God How She now saw How TT1 covert
s Les 4l rilliant and how — how farsighted surpassingly translation
loylai  clever he is and he had been. sagacious and TT2 overt
how far is his far-sighted is translation
seeing! God!

11  Special Usis Omes 0a Hussein became  Hussain now Hussein became  TT1 covert
spoken s S4ialial;  crazy and was found himself frantic and translation
language Ui H4iddve  jnvaded by a completely experienced a TT2 overt
signals alais @30 violent unsettled and violent reaction  translation

o) oe S dal revolution full of hostility against the alley
4l S cabyamy  Joaded with for the alley and  inhabitants.
alais 3630 hatred for the its inhabitants. True, he had
sal adlatys  ally and its For a long time long proclaimed
sma  inhabitants. Yes, he had expressed his hatred of it
he was long time  his disgust for and them looked
ago cursing his the alley and forward to a
hatred of the tried to plan a better life.
alley and its new life for
inhabitants and himself.
looking forward
for a new life.
12 Vulgarism ae 3 lilds  As for the look As for that The look inhis ~ TT1 covert
e dl s of hiseyes, God  challenging look  eyes, though, translation
§ < gid 3 yly  fight it (cursing),  in his eyes, what  God damn TT2 overt
= 1dise el of a look that asplendid battle  them, called for  translation
requires the most it invited. a violent
violent fight! response.
13 Interjection 2ol .25 Then.. My God  Then there he Then... dear TT1 covert
couaal o whatis this? He  was, sitting God, what was translation
e Layd «ilse  did not leave his  clutching the that? He was TT2 overt
ash A place, holding stem of his still there translation
laaba 6 the tube of his water pipe. holding the hose
hookah! of his water
pipe!
14  Structural Ll g3 They went to it They had gone They have TT1 covert
parallelism G GlasSe  exhausted, into factory arrived translation
Ole yug el 88 emaciated and work exhausted,  exhausted, TT2 overt
Jas 5eS,8 L poor, and soon emaciated, and emaciated, and translation
T iy they experienced  destitute. Soon poor, only to
«a)ll eyl atransform and remarkable undergo within
g s> el achangeina changes were a short interval,

short period of

noticeable: their

eating well
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(e xS time, they got once when once they
Jls ax oSial s filled after undernourished had gone
hunger, and got bodies filled out  hungry, dressing
dressed after and seemed to decently when
nakedness, and radiate a healthy  once they had
got some weight  pride and been barely
after emaciation.  vitality” clothed, filling
out when once
they had been
thin.
15 Lexical bues o (WAL What a “How awful, “There has been  TT1 covert
repetition Slsdas ey suffering. Hamida! Both of so much translation
S5 WS 48 Hamida! You us are miserable  suffering, TT2 overt
Wasll 138 Jeiy  are suffering | because of that Hamida! You’re translation
L sy am sufferingwe  low bestial suffering and
Laiw (S5 291  both are criminal”. I’'m suffering.
Re WS ok suffering Both of us have
13 {lall because of this been made to
Js¥l sl mistake that suffer by what
Les flbe  stands between criminal did”.
2w WilS  us, However,
Wi, while both of us

suffer with this
mistake, the first
criminal tranquil
and happy as if
he is enjoying
our suffering.

3.2. Interviews

Twenty participants were selected through purposive sampling and recruited via e-mail and
WhatsApp. The interviewees were selected based on the following criteria. Firstly, as stated
earlier, Midaq Alley has been translated three times for publication in the USA, which indicates
a high interest in translating this novel for the American audience. Therefore, all the
participants were Americans. Secondly, they all spoke English with native/near-native
proficiency. Finally, they were familiar with literature and literary language.

Participants signed a consent letter and were made aware that their participation was
anonymous. The research was approved by the research ethics committee of the University of
Malaya. Interviewees were presented with a total of 15 examples, with five of each belonging
to different situational dimensions under each register category, namely Field, Tenor, and
Mode, as shown in Table 1. These examples were translated overtly in one TT and covertly in
the other. The interviews took between 45 and 70 minutes. During the interviews, participants
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were shown each example on a single slide in the form of a table showing four columns, namely
the ST, gloss (showing a literal translation of the ST), TT1, and TT2, respectively. The
participants were asked which translation they preferred and why.

Then, to analyze the data collected via the interviews, a thematic analysis was
conducted to identify the emerging themes. Thematic analysis is considered “a method for
developing, analyzing and interpreting patterns across a qualitative dataset, which involves
systematic processes of data coding to develop themes” (Clarke & Braun 2021: 66). Clarke &
Braun (2021: 89) propose six phases to conduct a thematic analysis, starting with familiarizing
oneself with the data, then generating initial codes, generating initial themes, developing and
reviewing the themes, refining, defining and naming themes, and writing up. All these phases
were followed to conduct the thematic analysis in this study, whereby the interview data were
read and re-read several times to ensure familiarity with the interview content and critically
analyze it to determine what data recurred in the respondents’ answers. These answers were
then coded and arranged into categories, named as themes. The findings from this analysis will
be presented in the next section.

4. Findings

The findings from the interviews showed that the participants preferred excerpts from both
translation types proposed by House (2015) — overt and covert translations — regardless of the
category to which they belonged (i.e. Field, Tenor, and Mode). As can be seen from Table 2,
while the respondents chose overt translation 51, 48, and 50 times under Field, Tenor, and
Mode respectively, they also chose covert translation 49, 52, 50 times under these categories.
Overt translation was chosen 149 times in total (under Field, Tenor and Mode), while covert
translation was selected 151 times (under these categories). These results indicate that the
respondents expressed a relatively equal preference for the two translation types, with no clear
preference for either. Hence, it can be concluded that the TT readers involved in this study did
not prefer one translation type over the other; rather, they preferred each in certain instances
for specific reasons, contradicting House’s (2015) prescription of overt translation.

Table 2: Summary of TT readers’ preferences for overt and covert translations

Category Translation Ex1 Ex2 Ex3 Ex4 Ex5 Total

Field Overt 13 8 9 11 10 51
Covert 7 12 11 9 10 49
Tenor Overt 10 9 8 10 11 48
Covert 10 11 12 10 9 52
Mode Overt 12 7 10 11 10 50
Covert 8 13 10 9 10 50
Total Overt 149
Covert 151
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4.1. Criteria for selecting the preferred type of translation

From the participants’ answers, four themes emerged, two of which referred to the participants’
justification for preferring overt translation, namely that translation should reflect the ST
culture and the TT should reflect the ST’s accurate meaning and style, while the other two
alluded to covert translation, namely that the TT should be creative and should sound natural
in the TL.

4.1.1. The translation should reflect the ST culture
The participants demonstrated a notable inclination towards being introduced to the ST’s
culture, as encapsulated in the text, encompassing aspects such as traditional costumes and
religious and historical references. This willingness to explore the ST culture aligns
harmoniously with House’s (2015) conceptualization of overt translation, wherein the
translator endeavors to preserve the cultural essence of the ST within the translation.

The interviewees’ interest in the ST’s cultural items was notably captured in their
tendency to appreciate elements such as the traditional costumes, as well as the cultural
connotations conveyed through religious references and reference to historical sites.
Consequently, when the translation effectively retained and portrayed these Arabic cultural
aspects, thereby situating the narrative within its authentic cultural environment, it garnered
respondents’ appreciation because this faithful rendition enhanced their understanding and
appreciation of diverse cultures, as expressed by Participant 3:

In this scenario, the focus is on a Western reader who receives an Arabic text stripped
of its original culture. The question arises: What is the purpose of this? The reader
should have read literature from their own culture rather than exploring literature from
other cultures if they are unwilling to be introduced to the original culture. | like the
translation showing the words in the original text’s culture [...] I want to know about
the story within the culture, where it takes place, and to enhance my knowledge of new
cultures.

Furthermore, overt translation enabled the respondents to appreciate additional facets
of the ST culture, including the manner in which the novel’s characters, representing the ST
culture, expressed formality in their communication. As one interviewee put it:

The word ‘brother Arab’ is more interesting — it sounded as if extracted from a speech
in a formal situation, maybe to motivate the listener so because the friendly way is
supposedly to say ‘brother’ or ‘bro’, but the use of the word ‘Arab’ makes it more formal
to me, if 1 may say, because | never can find other possible explanation and even
cultural, because in English and in western cultures — say in the US — we do not say
‘brother American’, you know?

4.1.2. The translation should be accurate
The respondents’ appreciation for translation accuracy was evident when the translation
demonstrated a faithful adherence to the ST’s style and meaning. In House’s (2015: 66) terms,
the faithful rendition of the ST’s meaning and style is associated with the concept of overt
translation maintaining a high degree of fidelity to the ST.

The respondents expressed their appreciation for accuracy in translation, particularly in
retaining the ST’s style, reflected in the use of metaphors and similes. They valued this aspect
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of translation because it preserved the aesthetic value of the ST, conveying meaning in a
creative and expressive manner and allowing the TT readers to gain a deeper understanding of
the content, as noted by Participant 2:

| like the translation in TT2 more because it is more artistic. | can detect a cluster of
metaphors or metaphoric use of the words in the original text from the gloss. I like to
have this metaphor in translation too, you know [...] it speaks pages about the confusion
in the head of this person metaphorically, and it exactly shows like it is not one thought
or two, it is a crowd of thoughts [...] I will choose the second translation because it
exactly follows the original text in this.

Besides retaining the ST’s style, the respondents drew on the accurate transfer of
another aspect, namely the accurate meaning of words expressing the author’s emotions. The
interviewees appreciated overt translation when it accurately showed the original meaning of
a word, since this accurate transfer of meaning allowed them to gain a deeper understanding of
the author’s emotions and intentions within the narrative, as indicated by one of the
respondents:

‘[Cllever’ reflects a positive meaning but ‘scoundrels’ reflects a negative one [...]
‘scoundrels’ in this context cannot replace ‘clever’. The translation in TTI should have
put into consideration the precise meaning of the word in this context [...] the author
intentionally used this word for a reason: this is important to tell his story. It’s very
wrong to change it like TT1.

Likewise, the participants emphasized the need not only to communicate the author’s
emotions accurately, but equally importantly, to communicate the feelings of the characters in
the novel, expressed creatively by the ST author through the repetition of certain lexical items.
This was emphasized by one respondent as follows:

| like TT2: it heated the feelings just like the original because it is very expressive and
materializing the text it is more sensible and sentimental in this translation because it
gives a realistic description with expressive details [...] the repetition of ‘suffering’
gives me how is this man or women is suffering: it shows me the feeling and sets me in
the mood. | mean, it delivers the feeling as the person feels it, and | can experience what
she is feeling because of the emphasis of the word in TT2, just like the original.

4.1.3. The TT should be creative

The participants acknowledged the translator’s creativity, which was evident to them via covert
translation, reflecting the translator’s ability to simplify the ST, or not to translate it literally.
This deviation from the ST aligns with House’s (2015) concept of covert translation, where the
translator does not adhere to the ST’s norms and culture. This creativity was evident through
phenomena such as addition: that is, adding clarifying words in the TT that were not present in
the ST or simplifying words in the ST that the reader might have found relatively complicated.
For instance, respondents appreciated the translator’s addition of certain words because such
modifications facilitated a better understanding of the text, as mentioned by Participant 9:

Instead of using the metaphor and following the original, the translator added a more
beautiful touch by adding the word ‘tormenting’, which he finds more expressive and
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meaningful than the original metaphor because it clarifies what kind of thoughts this
person has in his mind.

Additionally, the respondents appreciated the translators’ creativity when they
employed more advanced English words, because they acknowledged that such creativity
contributed to the overall aesthetic appeal of the text, as stated by Participant 6:

TT2 sounds more convincing to me and more appealing because it displays a mastery
use of language form the translator’s side. He is considering that many people will read
the text [...] it uses nicer and more advanced English.

The interviewees also acknowledged the creativity reflected in the omission of some
bizarre features of the ST. For instance, they appreciated the translator’s decision to omit
dialect from the ST that they could not understand, as this omission contributed to a smoother
reading experience. As Participant 7 put it:

[ like the translator’s job in TT1 because he deleted the word ‘goza’ of the original,
which is very bizarre to me. I prefer ‘smoking’ in TT1 because this one is less difficult
and already conveys the needed information for me to conceive a number of people
drinking tea and smoking. OK, fine — I like that to stop right there.

4.1.4. Naturalness in the target language
As well as the translator’s creativity, the respondents also appreciated the naturalness of
translation in the TL, providing a more familiar text that read as if it had been written in the
TL. Providing the TT reader with a more familiar text aligns the TT well to House’s (2015)
notion of covert translation, through which the ST is utterly situated within the TL and culture.

Some participants expressed a preference for translating these cultural elements into
more familiar terms that would resonate effectively with English readers. This viewpoint is
exemplified by Participant 17°s comment, which emphasized how the transformation of a
culturally specific item in the ST into a more familiar element in the TT enhanced the TT’s
comprehension and catered to the expectations of English readers.

The expression in TT1 is fluent and very understandable. | read it and use it often myself.
| feel it reveals the meaning of the original properly. I like the use of common words,
used in daily life [ ...] here the original is not absent or changed in TTI — it just presents
the main idea of the original with very common and natural expressions in English.

The respondents’ appreciation for naturalness in the TT extended beyond cultural
elements and encompassed the TT’s straightforward, easy-to-decipher style of English. Their
emphasis on achieving a clear and straightforward writing style in the TT highlighted the
importance of linguistic fluency and ease of comprehension. As Participant 16 put it:

I will go with the translation in TT1 because this translation just reads smoother. | do
not know again here, 1 am thinking whether repetition is favored in English language
in this context, | think Arabs tend to show affection, so | guess that is why the author
repeats this word, because the character is sharing a difficult experience or whatever,
but for the English reader, one word is just fine. TT1 is more related to English in my
beliefs.
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5. Concluding thoughts

The present study examined whether the TT readers’ preference aligned with House’s (2015)
prescription of overt translation in translating literary texts written by acknowledged writers by
focusing on Midag Alley. Additionally, the study delved into the underlying factors influencing
readers’ preferences for either translation type. The prominent finding that emerged from this
study was that the respondents did not have a strong preference for one translation type over
the other; rather, they preferred aspects of both types for specific reasons. This finding did not
align with House’s (2015) prescription of overt translation for significant literary works written
by renowned authors. The findings further revealed that the TT readers who favored overt
translation did so because they expected the translation to introduce them to the ST culture as
well as the ST’s author unique style. Meanwhile, the participants who preferred covert
translation expected the TT to sound natural and to reflect the translator’s creativity.

Notably, in line with the present study, some scholars (e.g. Kruger 2016; Barkhordar &
Fatemi 2020) have related House’s (1977, 1997, 2015) typologies of overt and covert
translations to Venuti’s (1995) translation typologies, namely foreignization (conforming to
the ST’s culture) and domestication (following the cultural norms of the target reader), with
overt translation reflecting foreignization in evoking the ST and its culture, while covert
translation is parallel to domestication in erasing any traces of the ST’s culture in favor of its
TT counterpart. In fact, the divergence in TT readers’ preferences, shown through the findings
of this study, highlights the ongoing debate surrounding translation tendencies of foreignization
and domestication in the context of literary translation. The choice between these two
translation typologies for literary texts has been the subject of intense debate within translation
studies (YYang 2010: 77). On the one hand, domestication is advocated for literary texts because
this translation style is seen as a means of facilitating cultural communication (Ping 2002: 39—
40; Wang 2014: 2427). On the other hand, Zhili (2002: 40-44) favors foreignization for literary
translation because the translator is primarily expected to convey the full and precise message
and style of the ST. For ideological reasons, Venuti (1995: 147) also prescribes foreignization
for literary texts to challenge the cultural dominance of certain powerful cultures, such as the
Western culture. The findings of this study, however, did not provide a definitive resolution to
this debate. Instead, it was revealed that the preferences of the TT readers were dependent on
the specific factors they valued in the translation.

Theoretically, House’s (2015) approach does not present a conflict between covert and
overt translations, as the choice between them is determined by the nature of the ST,
specifically its relatedness to the ST culture and its intended audience. For instance, texts that
are strongly rooted in the ST culture and are addressed specifically to the ST audience call for
overt translation, while covert translation is prescribed for texts that are not culturally
embedded in the ST or specifically targeted to its audience. However, the empirical findings of
this study diverge from House’s (2015) theoretical approach in the sense that the respondents
did not favor one translation type over the other; rather, their preferences were shaped by
individual factors that they prioritized in a translation, such as cultural immersion, accuracy,
creativity, and naturalness. This finding aligns well with Chesterman’s (1997) concept of
expectancy norms. This concept remains beyond the scope of the current study, but is subject
to the TT readers’ expectations and closely concerned with the attitudes of the recipients of a
translation.
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The findings, therefore, assist in our understanding of the TT readers’ role in translation
studies and shed light on their expectations and preferences regarding literary translation.
However, it is important to acknowledge several limitations associated with these findings.
Firstly, the study was conducted exclusively with American participants, which, although
justifiable, may restrict the generalizability of the findings. Including speakers of other English
varieties could potentially unveil additional quality-related phenomena that TT readers would
(or would not) like to see in translated literary works. Secondly, the study focused specifically
on Arabic-English translation, and it would be beneficial to investigate the reception of overt
and covert translations among TT readers in different language pairs. Lastly, this study
concentrated solely on fiction. Future research could explore how TT readers perceive and
respond to translated works in other literary genres, such as poetry and plays. By examining
the reception of literary translation in terms of quality, this study holds implications for
translators, translation trainees, and assessors responsible for evaluating the quality of
translated literary texts.
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