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In this short talk, I’m going to give you an overview of my doctoral research, whose aim is to 

examine translations published in newspaper articles relating to the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict. This conflict has led to extensive press coverage since its very beginning. It is one of 

the major conflict of our era and we can read or hear about almost every week. In fact, the 

Israeli-Palestinian conflict is a quite difficult issue, with a complex background, where 

different peoples, cultures, religions and social values are interwoven. Among the main events 

related to this conflict, we can mention the 1948 war in the former Mandatory Palestine; Ben 

Gurion’s Declaration of the Establishment of the State of Israel (14th May 1948); Sabra and 

Shatila (1982, refugee camp near Beirut); the numerous rockets launched from the Gaza Strip 

and the recurrent Israeli bombings on the same Strip, not to mention Rafah boarder issues and 

the questions surrounding Yasser Arafat’s death in Paris on 11th November 2004.  

All these events gained increasing importance in the media throughout time and as the 

conflict continued, the situation got discussed the world over and by more and more 

politicians and heads of State. In most articles in the written press, a lot of quotations are to be 

found and most of the time, those quotations depend on translation. Most final readers are not 

aware that parts of the newspaper articles that they are reading are in fact translations and 

when they are aware, they can hardly imagine what a translation hides.  

Translation Studies overflow with writing explaining to which extent the translation and the 

source text are not as similar as one might expect them to be. As KOSTER (2002: 26, in 

Hewson 2011: 16) says: a translation is “a representation of another text and at the same time 

a text in its own right”. Indeed, texts reflect their author’s intention and ideology and are 

written with a purpose. This is visible in the whole argument of the text but also in the 

selection of words and their connotations. According to Mathieu GUIDÈRE (2009), 

connotations are subjective values that are added to the lexical meaning of words and modify 

it. Connotations can be linguistic, emotional or cultural. They can be present in the text, with 

a particular terminology, be implied by the argumentation, or come from the context or the 

readers’ knowledge. A linguistic connotation is for example contained in the adjectives or 

adverbs that qualify, respectively, a noun or a verb; an emotional connotation would be the 
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use of a certain vocabulary arousing pity, anger or any particular feeling; and a cultural 

connotation would be for example the use of a specific word with an evident cultural 

connection, arousing particular feelings for the readers.  

 

As RUSSELL explains in The problems of philosophy (when talking about the way we 

apprehend the reality of a table): 

We are all in the habit of judging as to the ‘real’ shapes of things, and we do this so 

unreflectingly that we come to think we actually see the real shapes. But, in fact, as we all 

have to learn if we try to draw, a given thing looks different in shape from every different point 

of view. If our table is ‘really’ rectangular, it will look, from almost all points of view, as if it had 

two acute angles and two obtuse angles. If opposite sides are parallel, they will look as if they 

converged to a point away from the spectator; if they are of equal length, they will look as if the 

nearer side were longer. All these things are not commonly noticed in looking at a table, 

because experience has taught us to construct the ‘real’ shape from the apparent shape, and 

the ‘real’ shape is what interests us as practical men. But the ‘real’ shape is not what we see; it 

is something inferred from what we see. And what we see is constantly changing in shape as 

we move about the room; so that here again the senses seem not to give us the truth about 

the table itself, but only about the appearance of the table.  

(Russell 1929, p. 6-7, emphasis added) 

 

Our mental representation of a table is thus the combination of all that we have seen from the 

various angles. The same reasoning is also applicable to situations. Indeed, as we need to 

move around the table to see it under every angle, we also need to consider all points of view 

if we want to look at the whole situation; we need to move around it and see how it changes, 

how our perception is modified by changes of perspective. The situation is not what we see in 

a given moment, but the combination of all that we have seen of it, under different lighting, in 

different contexts, the association of the various perspectives creating a representation of that 

situation. We cannot think about the situation as we think about a table, our knowledge of a 

situation depends on the elements we have received. Our vision of the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict depends on what we know of it, on the information we have received, through various 

means, like social networks, TV, books or the media; so the knowledge and understanding of 

a situation may differ among people. 

The reading of a text is influenced by the reader’s knowledge of the situation, which, 

combined to the information contained in the text, contribute to framing readers’ 

understanding. In newspaper articles, situations and events are presented under a certain 

perspective, depending on the editorial line of the newspaper and on the journalist’s 
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perception of the situation. The information gathered in the article are organised in order to 

create a specific representation of reality. 

This representation has strong links with ideology. In the words of Mason (1994: 25), an 

ideology is “the set of beliefs and values which inform an individual’s or institution’s view of 

the world and assist their interpretations of events, facts, etc.” and, as FAIRCLOUGH (1989: 3) 

explains, “ideology is pervasively present in language”. Ideologies are thus a determining 

factor to be taken into account when analysing political translations, as they influence the 

mental process of word selection, favouring the use of one word on another, depending on the 

connotations it bears. Translation is all about decision making, weighting words to favour one 

of the possibilities. 

Psychology provides some interesting elements which shed some light on the mental 

processes involved in decision-making. Psychological studies demonstrated that decision-

making is far from being a rational and linear process and involves both conscious and 

unconscious processes. When reading a text, our mind consciously focuses on some particular 

elements, but the understanding of the meaning of text, using our linguistic knowledge, as 

well as all the paralinguistic elements in our mind and our knowledge of the situation is rather 

unconscious. At this stage, our mind also considers the connotations as well as the meaning of 

the words to give an interpretation to the text we have just read. Interpretation is affected by 

all that we know about the world and the feeling arousing while reading the text. This applies 

to any reader, including translators. 

A close link between translation and politics appears in the selection of words, reflecting the 

ideology of the author of the text, but also the one of the translator, editor or reviewer. 

Concretely, in the source text, ideology is reflected in the addition, removal or attenuation of 

the connotations present in the source text, which can be achieved through the addition or 

removal of words in the translation, as well as by reorganising the sentence. As Loupaki 

(2010) points out, translators tend to “reproduce [… the] norms shared by their community”. 

A change of perspective can arise from re-labelling, that is, by modifying the name of an 

organisation, for instance. And if translators, editors or journalists take the liberty to change 

the original label into another label conveying different connotations, these connotations will 

modify the expression of the author’s point of view. As always, it is all a matter of 

perspective: one or two words adequately changed can be enough to change the perspective 

from which the events, persons or organisations in question are seen by readers.  
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Some examples mentioned by Ahmed AYYAD (2012) about the translation of the Road Map 

(2003) illustrating common cases of re-labelling (reframing) from Al-Quds newspaper: 

 

1. The settlement will resolve the Israel-Palestinian conflict  

[Al-Quds]   اإلسرائیلي –النازع الفلسطیني ھذه التسویة ستحل  

Gloss: ‘This settlement will resolve the Palestinian-Israeli conflict’ 

 

This example illustrates a shift in the labelling, inverting the names of the parties and 

thus adopting the perspective of the Palestinians as they are the first mentioned. The 

conflict opposes Palestine to Israel. The inversion strengthens their position.  

 

2. “[…] IDF withdraws progressively from areas occupied […]” 

[Al-Quds]   المناطق التي احتلھاتدریجاً من الجیش اإلسرائیلي  ینسحب  

Gloss ‘withdraws the Israeli army progressively from the territories it 

occupied ...’ 

 

IDF (Israeli Defence Forces) is replaced by the Israeli army, which is more neutral. 

This modification avoids referring to the Israeli armed forced as an organ of 

“defence”, which would hint that Israel is under attack and might appear provocative 

to Palestinians. 

Translating areas occupied, which is preceded by a zero article, by the territories it 

occupied removed the ambiguity, and conveys the idea of a complete withdrawal. This 

case is similar to the French translation of UN Security Council Resolution 242 of 

22nd November 1967. 

 

  

 نَِزاع = ِصراع

long battle 
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3. “Israel takes measures to […] lifting curfews and easing restrictions on 

movement of persons and goods […]” 

[Al-Quds]   الحصارورفع    

Gloss ‘and lift the siege’ 

Here, the replacement of curfew by siege has a strong significance. Israel was 

imposing a curfew to Palestinian people in the Gaza Strip and Gazans called the 

occupation of the Strip by Israel “a siege”. The use of the word siege has a strong 

cultural meaning for Palestinian people. Even nowadays, after Israel has withdrawn 

from the Gaza Strip, the Arabic word siege continues to be used to refer to the military 

incursions, the bombings and the control of the sea by Israel. 

 

Another example from the press 

 
At his cabinet meeting Sunday morning, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said that “attempts to 
impose a boycott on the State of Israel are immoral and unjust” and will not succeed. Netanyahu 
warned that the boycott threats “cause the Palestinians to adhere to their intransigent positions and thus 
push peace further away.” 
 
(“Israeli leaders cry foul over Kerry’s boycott warning”, The Washington Post, 02.02.2014) 
 
 
M. Nétanyahou a choisi de ne pas répliquer directement, tout en soulignant que « les tentatives pour 
imposer un boycottage d'Israël sont immorales et injustes », notamment parce qu'elles confortent les 
Palestiniens dans « des positions intransigeantes ». « Nous comptons sur les Etats-Unis, a insisté, lundi, 
le premier ministre israélien, pour continuer à s'opposer aux boycottages contre Israël. » 
 
(“La campagne de boycottage des colonies crée des remous entre Washington et Israël”, Le Monde, 
04.02.2014) 
 
In the Swiss newspaper Le Temps and in L'Orient Le Jour, for instance, we find "immorales et 
injustifiées" 
 
Sur la même ligne, mais moins agressivement, M. Netanyahu lui-même a souligné que les « tentatives 
de boycotter l’État d'Israël (étaient) immorales et injustifiées » et qu'elles n'atteindraient « pas leurs 
objectifs ». 
 
(Agence France Presse, afp.com, 03.04.2014) 
 
But, calling any attempts to impose a boycott “immoral and unjustified”, Netanyahu said: “No 
pressure will cause me to forfeit the State of Israel's vital interests, chiefly the security of its citizens.” 
 
(Reuters, reuters.com, 02.02.2014) 
 
 
وأثارت ھذه التصریحات غضب الیمین اإلسرائیلي إذ راى وزیر الشؤون االستراتیجیة یوفال شتاینتز وھو مقرب من نتنیاھو أن 

 ."الھاوال یمكن احتممھینة وغیر عادلة "تصریحات كیري 
 
 The original Hebrew statement says "Humiliating and unjust and will not be tolerated" 

curfew = التجول حظر  

prohibition of circulation 
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These examples highlight the coexistence of different translations of Netanyahu's quote. The 

most important and striking element is that the boycott attempts are, "immoral and unjust" in 

some versions, while they are "immoral and unjustified" in others. 

What difference does it make for the boycott to be unjust or unjustified? If something is 

unjust, it is "not fair", while if it is unjustified, it is "not vindicated". If we consider the 

connotations that those two words bear for the readers, we can say that the first version will 

rather emphasise the victimisation of Israel, which is hit by strong international measures and 

faces injustice. In this case, it would appear even more logical and legitimate that Israel would 

complaint and oppose such measures. The second version however insists on the fact that a 

boycott would be an excessive measure which is not based on anything concrete. Moreover, 

the use of the word "immoral" is almost attacking the values of the United States. 

If we have a look at the two main international news agencies, we can notice that both of them 

used "unjustified", even though the original Hebrew speech used the word unjust. 

If we examine the Arabic version more carefully, we can notice that the boycott attempts are 

not "immoral" in Arabic, but "humiliating", a word which conveys anger and vexation and 

accentuates the fact that Israel has a right to strongly oppose to this measure.    

 

Now, let me say a few words about news agencies, which are very important for the press. 

News agencies gather information from around the world and provide it to newspapers and 

journalists, as a basis for their work. With an intensive flow of information, those agencies 

provide almost ready-to-use material and obviously, they also provide translations. About 

translation in the news agencies, we can read García Suárez quoted in Bielsa and Bassnett 

(2008), who explains that: 

In the case of a news translator, and specifically of a translator who works in a news agency, 

what is characteristic is that faithfulness to the original text is subordinated to faithfulness to 

the narrated facts, which on some occasions and whenever there exists a clear justification 

allows for the introduction of alterations of meaning, which are intolerable to a translator 

specialized in other fields; that is to say, it obliges the translator to combine his translating task 

with the task of a journalistic editor. 

(Bielsa, & Bassnett, 2008, 64-65) 
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News agencies, in addition to imposing time constraints on their translators, also oblige them 

to adhere to the previously established narrative, thus favouring and overtly legitimating the 

distortion of the original message, along with its ideology, to reframe it to their own editorial 

guidelines. Similarly, Pym says that: 

The sheer quantities of weakly authored material now being translated have brought about 

significant differences in the professional tasks of many trained mediators, who are writing 

summaries, revising, providing linguistic consultation services, producing new texts for new 

readers, post-editing controlled translations, or managing language services. In such fields, the 

regulated replacement of natural-language strings often has a priority lower than effectiveness 

and timeliness. Translations are thus to be assessed as new texts designed to serve new 

purposes, without any necessary constraint by equivalence. 

(Bielsa, & Bassnett, 2008, 65-66; emphasis in the book) 

In such cases, alterations would not be the consequence of a specific interpretation from the 
translator, reflecting ideological beliefs, but a real organised manipulation of the information, 
with no respect for the original message. The so-called translation is not a translation 
anymore, it becomes a rewriting of the original message, serving a particular purpose or 
refusing to express the real purpose of the original.   

 

Translation plays a key role in communication in the context of the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict. A lot of politicians comment on the situation in the Middle-East and rely on 
translations. Between Israel and Palestine, translator are walking on the Green Line, on an 
invisible and changing border, on the edge of interpretation torn in half between the original 
message and the constraints of the real world. 
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