The Translation of The School Principal by Adel
Abdelmoneim: A Critical Study Based on Lawrence
Venuti's Theory

(Coressponding) Associate Professor,
Department of Arabic Language and
Literature, Kharazmi University, Tehran,
Iran . isazaredorniani@khu.ac.ir

Isa Zare Dorniani

Associate Professor, Department of Arabic
Ali Asvadi Language and Literature, Kharazmi
University, Tehran, Iran. asvadi@khu.ac.ir

M.A. Student in Arabic Language
Yashar Hemmatzadeh Translation, Kharazmi University, Tehran,
Iran. Yashar.hmtz@khu.ac.ir

Abstract

The School Principal, a novel by Jalal Al-Ahmad, is regarded as a
cornerstone of contemporary Iranian literature, characterized by its
explicit, critical prose and a linguistic structure that is simultaneously
simple and impactful. The translation of this work into Arabic—
specifically the version rendered by Adel Abdelmoneim—has encountered
significant challenges arising from the profound cultural and linguistic
disparities between the two languages. Utilizing a descriptive-analytical
approach and grounded in Lawrence Venuti’s theory (1995) of
domestication and foreignization, this study seeks to evaluate the quality
of conceptual transfer within this translation. The analysis reveals that, in
an attempt to produce a fluid text that is readily accessible to the Arabic-
speaking audience, the translator predominantly relied on literal
translation. However, this pursuit of fluency has, in numerous instances,
led to a misinterpretation of the author’s original intent. This is
particularly evident in the treatment of metaphors and colloquialisms; the
translator's misconceptions are markedly visible, ultimately transmitting
these errors to the reader and compromising the linguistic identity and
cultural nuances of the source text.
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1. Introduction

Translation functions as an indispensable intercultural bridge,
facilitating the transfer of literary, cultural, and intellectual discourses
across linguistic boundaries. Within the domain of literary translation,
conveying not only the surface propositional meaning but also the
intricate stylistic nuances, cultural subtexts, and ideological stance of the
author constitutes a formidable challenge. This challenge becomes
exceptionally pronounced when dealing with contemporary socially and
politically engaged prose, wherein language operates as a dynamic
instrument for social critique, intellectual dissent, and artistic innovation.

Persian contemporary literature is rich with seminal works that
vividly mirror the socio-political turbulences and institutional shifts of
their respective eras. Among these, Jalal Al-e Ahmad’s renowned novel
The School Principal (Modir-e Madreseh, 1958) stands out as an
undeniable masterpiece of critical realism and modern Persian prose.
Authored in a sharp, outspoken, concise, and socio-critically charged
register, the novel reflects the bureaucratic decay, administrative
corruption, and existential alienation prevalent in Pahlavi-era Iran. The
narrative unfolds through the first-person perspective of a disillusioned
school teacher who abandons his classroom duties to assume the
administrative control of a dilapidated rural school, thereby exposing
systemic institutional flaws. Al-e Ahmad’s idiosyncratic prose style—
characterized by colloquial idioms, harsh lexical choices, syntactic
subversions, and native cultural markers—presents profound translational
difficulties for any cross-cultural transfer.

In the broader context of Arab literary reception, Al-e Ahmad’s
corpus has consistently attracted scholarly and translational attention. The
Arabic translation of The School Principal, rendered by the prominent
translator Adel Abdelmoneim, represents a significant undertaking aimed
at introducing this Persian socio-literary milestone to Arab readerships.
Nevertheless, given the deep cultural, linguistic, and stylistic disparities
between Persian and Arabic, this translation has triggered serious
scholarly debates regarding its fidelity, aesthetic preservation, and
methodological orientation. Translating a text so deeply rooted in Iranian
socio-cultural specificities into Arabic necessitates a conscious,
systematic translation strategy to manage the friction between source and
target norms.

To systematically evaluate how Abdelmoneim navigated these
translational complexities, Lawrence Venuti’s (1995) sociological and



ideological framework—specifically his foundational dichotomy of
domestication and foreignization—provides a robust theoretical lens.
Venuti famously argues that translation is never a transparent, neutral act;
rather, it is a site of ideological manipulation governed by target-language
cultural values. Domestication minimizes the foreignness of the source
text, aligning it with target-language norms to produce a fluent and
readable text at the expense of cultural alterity. Foreignization,
conversely, preserves the linguistic and cultural idiosyncrasies of the
source text, disrupting target expectations. This study aims to critically
investigate Adel Abdelmoneim’s Arabic rendering of The School
Principal through Venuti’s framework, identifying dominant strategies
and assessing their impact on the reproduction of Al-e Ahmad’s aesthetic
discourse.

2. Literature Review

The critical evaluation of literary translations between Persian,
Arabic, and other languages has attracted substantial scholarly attention,
providing a solid foundation for empirical translation criticism. A
systematic review of prior research reveals several key milestones:

1. Sadeq Hedayat’s Translation Studies: Early foundational
investigations into the translation of contemporary Iranian
fiction—most notably comparative assessments of Sadeq
Hedayat’s The Blind Owl across European and Middle Eastern
languages—highlighted the perpetual tension between literal
fidelity and cultural domestication, establishing initial criteria for
evaluating prose translation shifts.

2. Narrative Voice and Cultural Asymmetry: Subsequent studies
examined the rendering of narrative voices and ideological
subtexts in translated literature. Researchers demonstrated how
institutional constraints and cultural asymmetries frequently
compel translators to adopt assimilationist strategies,
systematically eroding culture-specific items.

3. Stylistic Shifts in Contemporary Persian Prose: More recent
scholarly inquiries have focused on micro-level stylistic shifts in
translated Iranian fiction. These investigations underscore how
complex syntactic structures, colloquialisms, and regional idioms
present formidable bottlenecks when transferred into languages
possessing powerful, canonical literary traditions such as Arabic.

4. Al-e Ahmad’s Literary Corpus: Regarding Jalal Al-e Ahmad
specifically, previous academic scholarship has predominantly
concentrated on thematic analyses, ideological commitments,



and the stylistic evolution of his Persian essays and novels.
However, comprehensive, theory-driven investigations into the
Arabic translations of his major narrative works remain notably
scarce.

While sporadic reviews have touched upon general readability and
surface-level accuracy, a systematic, corpus-based examination mapping
specific micro-level translational shifts against Lawrence Venuti’s macro-
strategies (domestication vs. foreignization) has been largely absent in
existing literature. This study directly addresses this critical gap by
integrating qualitative textual scrutiny with quantitative frequency
analysis to evaluate Adel Abdelmoneim’s Arabic translation of The
School Principal.

3. Resecarch Method

This study adopts a descriptive-analytical and comparative
research design within a mixed-methods paradigm, integrating qualitative
textual interpretation with quantitative frequency analysis. The research
corpus comprises the complete Persian text of Jalal Al-e Ahmad’s novel
The School Principal alongside its published Arabic translation by Adel
Abdelmoneim. From this extensive corpus, a purposive sample of
seventeen prominent textual instances—encompassing complex idioms,
culture-specific colloquialisms, bureaucratic metaphors, and stylistic
idiosyncrasies—was selected as diagnostic textual nodes where source-
and target-culture frictions are most acute. The evaluative framework is
anchored in Lawrence Venuti’s sociological concepts of domestication
and foreignization. To operationalize these concepts, the study establishes
a set of comparative structural-semantic criteria, namely semantic-
pragmatic correspondence, functional aesthetic efficacy, and norm-
breaking deviations. The selected Persian segments and their Arabic
counterparts were systematically juxtaposed and coded as -either
domestication, which involves cultural assimilation and target-language
fluency, or foreignization, which entails literal transfer and the retention
of source cultural markers. Subsequently, a quantitative frequency
analysis was conducted to calculate the statistical dominance and
percentage distribution of each macro-strategy across the sampled corpus.
This dual methodological approach ensures a rigorous, objective, and
comprehensive evaluation of the translator’s stylistic choices, ideological
orientation, and overall fidelity to the original literary discourse.

4. Research Questions



1. Based on Lawrence Venuti’s theory, to what extent has the
Arabic translation of the novel The School Principal succeeded
in accurately reconstructing the literal meaning of the source
text?

2. To what extent has this Arabic translation succeeded in
recreating the critical tone, idioms, and colloquial expressions of
the original work?

5. Findings

The empirical and comparative analysis of the parallel corpus
yields profound insights into Adel Abdelmoneim’s translational behavior
and ideological orientation, demonstrating unequivocally that
domestication operates as the overarching macro-strategy throughout his
Arabic rendering of Jalal Al-e Ahmad’s The School Principal. The
quantitative distribution reveals that domesticating and culture-
assimilating strategies account for more than 75 percent of the examined
textual shifts, highlighting a systematic institutional and stylistic
inclination toward target-language fluency, structural transparency, and
enhanced readability for the Arab readership. By consistently prioritizing
target-audience comprehensibility and normative stylistic expectations,
the translator frequently smooths out Al-e Ahmad’s intentional lexical
roughness and harsh literary edges. Consequently, culture-specific
bureaucratic terms, administrative ironies, and socio-political critiques
inherent in the 1950s Persian educational setting are replaced with
generalized Arabic equivalents. This domesticating assimilation
inadvertently neutralizes the critical ideological charge of the original
text, leading to a noticeable erosion of the author’s unique aesthetic
identity. Furthermore, the qualitative evaluation uncovers a crucial
theoretical distinction regarding literal translation: instances of rigid,
word-for-word rendering identified within the target text do not stem from
a conscious, subversive foreignizing strategy designed to disrupt reader
complacency in line with Venuti’s paradigm, but rather reflect interpretive
inadequacies and stylistic bottlenecks when confronting complex,
culture-bound Persian idioms. Ultimately, the empirical findings confirm
that while Abdelmoneim successfully produced a smooth, accessible
narrative surface, his heavy reliance on cultural domestication and
occasional interpretive missteps severely compromised the stylistic,
structural, and artistic integrity of Al-e Ahmad’s literary masterpiece,
sacrificing source alterity for target fluency.

6. Conclusion



This study investigated the Arabic translation of Jalal Al-e
Ahmad’s seminal novel The School Principal by Adel Abdelmoneim,
utilizing Lawrence Venuti’s sociological framework of domestication and
foreignization to evaluate translational fidelity, aesthetic preservation, and
stylistic transfer. The comprehensive comparative analysis—integrating
qualitative textual scrutiny with quantitative frequency measurement—
leads to the definitive conclusion that domestication serves as the
overarching, guiding macro-strategy of the entire translation project.
While this assimilationist strategy successfully enhances surface
readability, structural transparency, and linguistic fluidity for the Arab
reader, it fundamentally compromises the unique aesthetic, stylistic, and
ideological integrity of Al-e Ahmad’s original prose. The deliberate
smoothing of culture-specific markers, regional idioms, and harsh
syntactic subversions results in the invisibility of the author and the
domestication of a fiercely critical text into conventional literary moulds.
Furthermore, the study highlights that instances of literal translation
found in the target text should not be misconstrued as intentional
foreignizing maneuvers designed to challenge reader complacency;
rather, they represent interpretive bottlenecks and translational
inadequacies arising when confronting culture-bound Persian
expressions. Ultimately, translating socially engaged literature requires a
delicate, highly reflexive equilibrium between respect for source-text
alterity and target-audience accessibility. Abdelmoneim’s heavy reliance
on cultural domestication illustrates the pervasive pressure of target-norm
assimilation in literary transfers. Future research in Arabic-Persian
translation studies must continue to explore how ideological constraints,
institutional norms, and cultural asymmetries shape literary translation,
urging translators to adopt more balanced, culturally sensitive
methodologies that honor the polyphonic voices and critical dissent
inherent in contemporary Middle Eastern literature. Moreover, the
findings demonstrate that macro-level domestication operates in tandem
with micro-level retention, producing an uneven texture in which
foreignized items remain embedded within an assimilated framework.
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