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Abstract

Scientific translation criticism provides a systematic approach to assessing translation quality and the
consistency of translators’ decisions. In the past, such evaluation was largely intuitive and taste-based, but
contemporary translation studies have proposed a range of theory-driven models for methodical assessment.
Adopting a descriptive—analytical approach, the present study examines Bahman Razani’s Persian translation
of Naguib Mahfouz’s novel The Thief and the Dogs (Al-Liss wa al-Kilab) based on Antoine Berman’s theory
of deforming tendencies. To this end, three chapters from the initial, middle, and final sections of the novel
were selected as the sample corpus and analyzed with a focus on three high-frequency tendencies:
rationalization, clarification, and qualitative impoverishment. The frequency of each tendency was calculated
and presented statistically using charts. The findings show that qualitative impoverishment, with a frequency of
89, is the dominant tendency in this translation. It appears mainly in the form of imprecise equivalent choices
and the reduction of the semantic and phonetic load of words, resulting in a weakening of meaning.
Rationalization, with a frequency of 72, operates through breaking long sentences, altering punctuation, and
simplifying syntactic structures, thereby rendering the fluid and multilayered style of the source text more linear.
Clarification, with a frequency of 61, increases the readability of the target text by adding explanations and
specifying referents and pronominal gender; however, by resolving deliberate ambiguities, it reduces the text’s
“calculated strangeness.” Overall, the findings indicate a clear tendency toward target-oriented translation and
a distancing from the style and form of the source text. The study also underscores the importance of theoretical
models in literary translation criticism and the need to define the limits of obligatory rationalization in
structurally non-isomorphic language pairs.
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Introduction

Literary translation has long oscillated between fidelity to the source text and acceptability and
fluency in the target language. This challenge becomes more pronounced in non-isomorphic
language pairs such as Arabic and Persian, due to fundamental syntactic, semantic, and cultural
differences. This situation highlights the necessity of scientific translation criticism and
systematic evaluation. In earlier periods, translation assessment was largely based on personal
taste and subjective judgment; however, in recent decades, developments in translation studies
have made it possible to conduct structured and theory-based quality assessments.

Antoine Berman, through his theory of “deforming tendencies,” argues that literary translations
frequently undergo transformations that distort the style, structure, and signifying processes of
the source text. From his perspective, translation should not be limited to the transfer of
propositional meaning but should also convey the experience of foreignness and the “calculated
strangeness” of the source text. Alterations in syntax, vocabulary, punctuation, tone, and rhythm
may contribute to textual deformation, although in non-isomorphic language pairs some degree
of change is unavoidable. Distinguishing between obligatory changes and optional or excessive
interventions therefore constitutes a central concern in translation criticism.

Naguib Mahfouz’s novel The Thief and the Dogs, with its complex narrative structure,
multilayered tone, and extensive use of stream-of-consciousness techniques, provides a suitable
corpus for examining Berman’s theory. The novel has been translated into Persian several
times, one of which is the translation by Bahman Razani. The present study focuses on three
high-frequency deforming tendencies, namely rationalization, clarification, and qualitative
impoverishment, in order to examine how these tendencies manifest in Razani’s translation and
how they affect the style and meaning of the text.

Literature Review

Studies related to The Thief and the Dogs and its translations can be broadly divided into two
categories: literary-thematic research and translation-oriented studies. The first category
includes research primarily concerned with intratextual analysis of the novel, paying limited
attention to translation issues. Works by Ganjian Khanari and Baderstani (2009), Soli (2010),
Jamshidi and Maymandi (2012), Mogaddasi (2014), Mokhtari and Zandna (2015), and
Masoumi (2014) mainly examine narrative structure, themes, characterization, and stylistic
techniques. While valuable for understanding Mahfouz’s narrative world, these studies do not
systematically address the evaluation of Persian translations and thus leave a gap from a
translation studies perspective.

The second category consists of translation-oriented research that evaluates translations using
various theoretical frameworks, particularly Berman’s theory of deforming tendencies.
Karimian and Aslani (2011), by applying seven components of Berman’s model to Qasem
Rubin’s translations of works by Marguerite Duras, demonstrated that strict fidelity to the
author does not necessarily result in higher translation quality, especially when the translator
prioritizes target-language norms. Afzali and Yousefi (2016), in their analysis of Jibrail al-
Mukhal‘a’s Arabic translation of Saadi’s Gulistan, concluded that the translator’s limited
familiarity with Persian and the structural differences between Persian and Arabic were major
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causes of deforming tendencies. This study highlights the importance of linguistic competence
in mitigating textual distortion.

Farsian and Ismaili (2017), in their study of the latest Persian translation of Camus’s The
Stranger, argued that Berman’s model tends toward perfectionism and that full adherence to it
may result in translations that are difficult to read. In the domain of religious texts, Niazi,
Asghari, and Hashemi (2020) examined Rezayi Esfahani’s Persian translation of the Quran with
a focus on rationalization and concluded that rationalization may be either obligatory or
optional. They therefore proposed introducing the notion of “obligatory rationalization” into
Berman’s framework, directly addressing the issue of language non-isomorphism. Similarly,
Delshad et al. (2015) analyzed Sayyid Ja‘far Shahidi’s translation of Nakj al-Balagha and found
that, due to the nature of religious discourse, the translation remained largely source-oriented
and exhibited fewer deforming tendencies. Obeydan and Zare-Barmi (2023) further
demonstrated that Berman’s model is applicable beyond literary texts by applying it to a
political-religious corpus.

Despite these contributions, two major gaps remain in the literature. First, there is a lack of
statistical analysis of the frequency of Berman’s deforming tendencies in Persian translations
of Arabic literary works. Second, few studies simultaneously examine multiple deforming
tendencies within a single translated text. Moreover, Berman’s framework has not yet been
directly and independently applied to the Persian translation of The Thief and the Dogs. By
focusing concurrently on rationalization, clarification, and qualitative impoverishment, the
present study seeks to address these gaps and to provide a clearer understanding of the strengths
and limitations of Berman’s model in the Arabic—Persian language pair.

Research Methodology

This research adopts a descriptive-analytical approach based on systematic comparison of the
source and target texts. The study aims to measure the occurrence of three deforming tendencies
identified by Berman, namely rationalization, clarification, and qualitative impoverishment, in
Bahman Razani’s Persian translation of The Thief and the Dogs. To achieve this, three chapters
were selected as the sample corpus: one from the beginning, one from the middle, and one from
the end of the novel, ensuring coverage of different narrative phases and stylistic features. The
selected samples were classified according to the three analytical categories, and the Arabic
source text and Persian target text were examined side by side. For each instance, the translation
shift was first described, then categorized according to Berman’s framework, and finally
evaluated in terms of its impact on style, meaning, and fidelity. To enhance analytical rigor,
Berman’s original theoretical works (1995, 1999) and subsequent critical discussions by
scholars such as Venuti and Hermans were also consulted.

Conclusion

The findings indicate that Bahman Razani’s translation of The Thief and the Dogs demonstrates
a clear target-oriented tendency rather than an effort to preserve the foreignness and stylistic
specificity of the source text. Analysis of more than 222 instances shows that qualitative
impoverishment, with a frequency of 89, is the most dominant tendency. Inaccurate equivalent
selection has reduced semantic density, imagery, and phonetic resonance, at times leading to
semantic deviation. In several cases, incorrect etymological assumptions, insufficient attention
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to morphological structure, and misinterpretation of verbs and idiomatic expressions resulted
in weakened translation quality.

Rationalization, with a frequency of 72, adapts Mahfouz’s text to Persian linguistic norms
through sentence segmentation, punctuation changes, unnecessary transpositions, and syntactic
simplification. These interventions often transform the rhythmic, fluid, and multilayered syntax
of the Arabic text into more linear structures. While some of these changes can be attributed to
obligatory rationalization resulting from language non-isomorphism, many instances reflect
optional translator intervention, which from Berman’s perspective diminishes the text’s guided
foreignness.

Clarification, occurring with a frequency of 61, enhances readability by adding pronouns,
specifying referents, introducing explanatory adverbs, and resolving stylistic ambiguities.
Although some clarifications, such as gender specification, are structurally necessary, excessive
explanation and the elimination of intentional ambiguity lead to the loss of the source text’s
calculated strangeness and reduce the aesthetic experience of the reader.

Overall, despite its fluency, Razani’s translation exhibits significant stylistic and semantic
distance from the source text and can be characterized as a target-oriented rewriting rather than
a representation of Mahfouz’s foreign textuality. Theoretically, the study confirms the
effectiveness of Berman’s model for translation criticism in non-isomorphic language pairs,
provided that a clear distinction is made between obligatory and optional shifts. Practically, the
findings offer valuable insights for translators and critics seeking greater accuracy, fidelity, and
methodological rigor in literary translation evaluation.
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