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Abstract: 

This study explores the application of ecological translation theory to Naguib Mahfouz's novel 

The Thief and The Dogs through a comparative analysis of its English translations. Ecological 

translation emphasizes the interconnectedness of language, culture, and environment, advocating 

for a balanced and adaptive approach to meaning transfer. By examining selected passages from 

the original Arabic text and their corresponding translations, the research highlights how 

ecological considerations influence the translator’s choices and affect the preservation or 

transformation of cultural and contextual elements. The study reveals that ecological translation 

not only provides a nuanced framework for assessing translation fidelity but also deepens our 

understanding of how literary works function across linguistic and cultural ecosystems. This 

comparative approach sheds light on the translator’s role as both a mediator and a participant in 

cross-cultural dialogue, emphasizing the ethical and contextual dimensions of literary translation. 
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 I. Introduction 

Literary translation is one step above word-for-word replacement from language to language. It 

is the delicate process of shifting the social, cultural, and environmental context in the source 

text. Literary translation is connecting two worlds, and ecological translation is very interested in 

substituting not only linguistic meaning but also environmental and cultural meaning that is 

contained in the source text. This research attempts to analyze the environmental translation of 

Naguib Mahfouz's The Thief and the Dogs, the groundbreaking novel of Arabic fiction. The 

novel is preoccupied with issues of identity, morality, and social justice and presents significant 

challenges to translating its dense cultural and environmental depictions from Arabic to English. 

It is one of the primaries aims of this research that it would outline how the ecology and nature 

segments of the book are translated from Persian to English. The Thief and the Dogs is based on 

the world of Cairo during decades of the middle 20th century, and the city as such is one of the 

settings of the narration. The relations between human beings, city world, and nature are 

explained succinctly and are not excluded from the overall trends of the novel. Therefore, 

ecological translation must fill the gap of linguistic balance so that the ecological consciousness 

of the source text is maintained. Analyzing the processes by which these ecological attributes are 

being translated, this research seeks to contribute further knowledge on ecological translation 

and its pivotal role in cross-cultural communication and literary heritage. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1.2 Environmental Dimensions 

This study will give details on how Mahfouz's urban and natural setting in his work can be best 

conveyed through translation without rendering an injustice to its cultural background The aim is 

to further debate ecological translation as an important field in literary analysis where 

environmental contexts are known to be the center of the work's literary importance. Through 

this approach, this research intends to give a glimpse into the way ecological translation can be 

made a necessary aspect in cultural heritage preservation and literary work integrity. 

 

  1.3 Research Questions 

The study aims to address the following questions: 

1. In what ways is nature portrayed in The Thief and the Dogs, and what significance does it 

hold within the narrative? 

2. How does the novel illustrate the relationship between the environment and social or 

cultural values? 

3. How do English translations of the story represent these ecological and cultural aspects, 

and what challenges do translators face in capturing their meaning? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 1.4 Research Rationale 

The translation of The Thief and the Dogs is problematic since it is based on a rich cultural and 

environmental background. While there is a large corpus of research on Arabic-English 

translation of culture and language, there is little research on ecological translation. This study 

attempts to fill this gap by investigating how environmental and cultural elements are preserved 

or changed in translation. The importance of this research is in certain key points: firstly, it is a 

contribution to the newly emerging field of eco-translatology, emphasizing the need for 

environmental and cultural awareness in translating. Secondly, it offers an insight into the 

significance of environmental descriptions in Arabic literature. Second, it offers an account of 

why translating Arabic literature, particularly works involving complex environmental 

descriptions, is such a difficult task. Lastly, it raises the issue of the translators as cultural 

brokers, facilitating between two poles of opposing publics and keeping language and culture 

intact. of diverging audiences and keeping the integrity of language and culture intact. 

 1.5 Hypotheses  

1. 1) Nature Representation: The nature representation in The Thief and the Dogs is of 

utmost significance in portraying the internal struggle of the protagonist, relating it to 

those of identity, betrayal, and social justice. 

2. 2) Environment-Society Interaction: The novel illustrates the interconnectedness of the 

environment and society in mid-20th-century Cairo, with natural and urban environments 

reflecting the challenges of society and impacting moral choices of characters. 

3. Ecological and Cultural Factors in Translation: English translations of The Thief and the 

Dogs do not manage to retain the ecological and cultural factors of the novel since there 

can be loss or re-interpretation of appropriate environmental information owing to 

linguistic and cultural differences 

1.6 Significance of the Study 

The research is significant in the following ways: 

1. Contributing to Eco-Translatology: Transferring the ideas of eco-translatology to the critique 

of The Thief and the Dogs' translation, the research contributes to the field of translation studies 

and reiterates the importance of environmental awareness in literary translation. 

2. Insights into Arabic-English Translation: The study provides valuable insights into the 

challenges involved in translating literary works from Arabic to English, especially those works 

that have such rich cultural and ecological backgrounds. Such insights will be beneficial for 

translators, scholars, and lecturers in getting to know more about Arabic-English translation. 

3. Conservation of Ecological and Cultural Heritage: By this study, the way ecological and 

cultural aspects are preserved during the process of translation comes into question with the 



focus laid on the process of translation in order not to sacrifice cultural and environmental 

heritage. Translators' roles as bridging agents between ecologies and cultures come forth as they 

facilitate the disparity between source and target communities by filling that gap. 

4. Comparative Translation Analysis: Comparative translation analysis of two English 

translations of The Thief and the Dogs employed in this study is a rigorous examination of risk 

and potentiality of ecological translation. The model allows conducting further research in 

literary fiction translation. 

5. Broader Utility to Literary Studies: The findings of the study have broader utility to literary 

studies, and for ecocriticism and cross-cultural communication, in particular. With a treatment of 

the relationship between language, culture, and nature in literary translation, the study joins 

increasingly more studies in the ecological aspect of literature 

II.Theoretical Framework and Literature Review 

Literary translation is not merely a highly complicated process requiring similarity in language 

but also ecological and cultural sensitivity. This is particularly true for Arabic literary texts, 

which are rich in cultural allusions, idiom, and ecological imagery which are predominantly 

difficult to manage for translators. Scholars have investigated various facets of English to Arabic 

translation over the years, ranging from linguistic organization to culture and reliance on context 

in reaching translation choices. Lacking within the literature, though, is an ecological perspective 

on translation, namely in the writing of Naguib Mahfouz, widely regarded as the most renowned 

writer within the Arab literary sphere. This literature review tallies five path-breaking studies as 

the starting point of Arabic-English translation studies, detects research areas of deficiencies, and 

locates the contribution of this research in the progress of the field of eco-translatology. In 

tracing where ecological and cultural considerations are translated, the study seeks to advance 

the knowledge of where language, culture, and environment intersect in literary translation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Theoretical Framework 

The environmental translation of Naguib Mahfouz's The Thief and the Dogs presents an 

interesting argument for the examination of the complex interaction between language, culture, 

and nature in literary translation. The book explores the translation of ecological and cultural 

elements of the source text into English, illustrating the increased function of translation as an 

ecologically and culturally driven process. The following aspects form the essential dimensions 

of such an engagement: 

Language is not just a tool for communication but also a carrier of cultural and ecological 

meaning. Mahfouz uses Arabic in The Thief and the Dogs to transfer Cairo's sounds, images, and 

sensations, in addition to the values and social norms of mid-20th-century Egypt. For instance, 

idioms like al-kalb al-mu'addab (the trained dog) carry cultural meaning and have no literal 

equivalent (Zafar et al., 2024). In addition, symbolic references to dogs as representations of 

loyalty or treachery convey societal attitudes towards animals and their role in human existence, 

a translation issue requiring further investigation into the cultural and ecological context 

(Botirovna, 2022). 

Culture structures our experience and interaction with nature. In The Thief and the Dogs, the 

portrayals of the streets of Cairo, the desert, and the Nile are culturally laden. For instance, the 

crowded streets of Cairo signify moral decadence and the protagonist's alienation, depicting the 

cultural influence of urbanization (Mahfouz, 1961). Similarly, the Nile and desert landscape 

imagery connects the characters to their environment. Translators must navigate through such 

cultural allusions, ensuring that both environmental and cultural sensitivities are translated 

(Hassan, 2018). 

In The Thief and the Dogs, setting is not merely a descriptive background but a conditioning 

influence of the action. Ecological elements like dog imagery, Cairo streets, and natural 

landscapes underlie motifs of betrayal, revenge, and social justice. Dogs, for example, symbolize 

betrayal and fidelity and mirror the inner turmoil of the protagonist, whereas Cairo streets 

symbolize his state of mind, evoking a sense of claustrophobia and disorientation (Mahfouz, 

1984). Natural landscapes such as the desert symbolize freedom and escape from the rigors of 

city life. Translators must be sensitized to these thematic and narrative functions, and to 

reproduce their meaning in translation (Chen, 2023). 

Translators play a significant role in bridging the linguistic and cultural gap between the target 

and source languages. In translating works like The Thief and the Dogs, they must preserve the 

Arabic cultural and ecological nuances in a manner that makes sense to English readers. This 

involves going beyond challenges like idioms, culture-specific allusions, and nature descriptions 

specific to the source text. Adequate translation calls for proper knowledge of both cultures, and 

translators typically employ strategies such as paraphrasing, cultural substitution, or the addition 

of explanatory comments to be able to maintain the power and integrity of the source text (Hu & 

Tao, 2016). 



The Thief and the Dogs' Eco translation has crucial ramifications for literary criticism and eco-

translatology. It emphasizes the importance of considering ecological and cultural contexts in 

translation, debunking the theory that translation is merely a linguistic process. It contributes to 

the new field of eco-translatology by proposing a framework for examining ecological 

translation in literature, demonstrating the challenge and value of translating ecological and 

cultural contexts, and showing translation's potential for creating cross-cultural understanding 

and environmental awareness (Halimah, 2018). In its examination of how translators navigate 

such complexities, this study offers a more nuanced view of translation as an environmental and 

cultural process with significant implications for translators, scholars, and educators in the field. 

 

II. Literature Review 

Introduction 

Literary translation is an arduous and demanding task that goes beyond linguistic technical 

equivalence to require ecological and cultural responsiveness of the source and target language 

environment. It is particularly so while translating literature in Arabic, as the translation of 

Arabic literature is closely pursued by cultural references, proverbs, and ecological metaphors, 

all of which become a nightmare for translators. Naguib Mahfouz is one of the greatest literary 

minds of the Arabs. He has written in exquisite literary prose, where his novels like The Thief 

and the Dogs ecologically and culturally comprehend beautiful poetic refinement. While a lot of 

research work has been done in Arabic-English translation, something that remains under-

researched to be tackled is the translation ecology that is at work when reading Mahfouz's 

novels. This literature review discusses significant Arabic-English translation studies, identifies 

any research gaps, and demonstrates some of how eco-translatology can be used to enhance 

literary translation with a perspective to know better where environment, language, and culture 

meet. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Body 

1. Difficulty of Translation from English to Arabic 

Zafar, Tojiyeva, and Komilovich (2024) demonstrate some of the many linguistic and cultural 

challenges confronting English-to-Arabic translators. Among them are idiom-related issues, 

cultural issues, and differences in syntax. The authors recommend that translators should rethink 

their method of bridging the gap between the two languages and employ methods such as 

paraphrasing and substitution of culture. Those methods are greatly needed when translating 

Mahfouz’s, The Thief, and the Dogs, which is riddled with idiom expressions and cultural 

references difficult to translate into the target language (Zafar et al., 2024). 

 

 

2. Expressiveness of Arabic and English Languages 

Botirovna (2022) talks about the expressiveness of English and Arabic languages and how the 

differences present extra challenges to the translation process. The article emphasizes the 

importance of cultural competence in translating literary works into specific cultural and 

environmental contexts, as in Mahfouz's novel. Translating Arabic idioms to convey in English 

without breaching boundaries into cultural meaning is a mountainous endeavor, and Botirovna's 

work emphasizes the importance of addressing these asymmetries to maintain the source text 

(Botirovna, 2022). 

3. Contextual Considerations in Translation 

Eshbo'riyevich (2024) discusses the application of context in translation, particularly literary 

translation. He argues that there must be some consciousness of the broader context—

environmental and cultural—so that one can make appropriate translation decisions. This 

particularly applies to Mahfouz's The Thief and the Dogs, in which the social and physical Cairo 

settings are intertwined in the narrative. Translators should consider the source language's 

ecological environment so that the target language can be described properly (Eshbo'riyevich, 

2024), based on Eshbo'riyevich's book. 

4. The History of Arabic Lexicography and Its Influence on Translation 

The history of Arabic lexicography and its influence on translation are addressed by Komilovich 

(2024), especially of the issues caused by the very large vocabulary of the Arabic language. This 

is relevant to translating Mahfouz's work, where it is necessary to know Arabic lexical meanings 

in detail to translate the text meaning accurately. Komilovich suggests that having developed 

Arabic lexicons has made it easier for translators to prevent such problems, even though there are 

still a few problems when translating culturally related words (Komilovich, 2024). 

 



5. Ecological Imagery and Translation 

Kurganov and Samigova (2022) write of the need to understand the ecological dimension of a 

text, particularly in literary texts embedded thoroughly within their natural as well as social 

environment. Johnson (2020) also argue that it is necessary to preserve ecological features while 

translating Mahfouz's The Thief and the Dogs. The Cairo Street and dog symbolism must be 

interpreted with very high sensitivity towards symbolic and cultural meanings these images 

carry. Kurganov and Samigova's study validates the call for ecological translation, suggesting an 

interdisciplinary approach integrating linguistic, cultural, and ecological considerations 

(Kurganov & Samigova, 2022). 

Conclusion 

Thus, in short, Arabic-English translation poses more than just linguistic problems, such as 

cultural and ecological problems which are neglected by traditional translation theories. Zafar, 

Tojiyeva, Komilovich, and others' writings are found to be of interest in this regard, particularly 

via Naguib Mahfouz's The Thief and the Dogs. Translators can better understand how the 

ecological and cultural components of the source text must be maintained by following the 

principles of eco-translatology, emphasizing the mutualism of the text, the culture, and the 

environment. This review has called for more research in eco-translatology, especially in literary 

translation that is closely related to its environmental and cultural context. 

 2.3 Gap in Literature 

While the studies provide helpful insights into the linguistic, cultural, and ecological concerns of 

Arabic-English translation, there exist several gaps in the literature that this research tries to 

bridge: 

1. Absence of Specialized Focus on Ecological Translation: Most existing studies focuses on 

general translation problems, for instance, idiomatic expressions and cultural references, but not 

specifically on ecological translation. There is a need for more research on the translation of 

environmental elements, such as natural imagery and ecological terms, in literature. 

2. Lack of In-Depth Analysis of Mahfouz's Novels: Even though Naguib Mahfouz is one of the 

most celebrated authors in Arabic literature, there is a lack of research on the translation of his 

novels, particularly from an ecological perspective. This study fills this research gap by 

providing an in-depth analysis of the ecological translation of (The Thief and the Dogs). 

3. Inadequate Focus on Eco-Translatology: As much as the 2021 study on eco-translatology 

provides a theoretical framework for ecological translation analysis, empirical studies employing 

the application of this framework in analyzing specific texts are absent. This study contributes to 

the field of knowledge through the application of eco-translatology in The Thief and the Dogs. 

4. No Comparative Study: Most of the studies focus on a single translation of a text, without any 

comparison being made between translations. This study fulfills this gap by conducting a 



comparative study between two English translations of (The Thief and the Dogs), highlighting 

how these two translations approach ecological and cultural elements differently. 

 

 

 

 

 

What Distinguishes the Current Study from Others 

The current research differs from the previous research in several significant ways. To start with, 

while previous research has predominantly addressed generic translation issues, such as 

idiomatic expressions and cultural references, this study specifically addresses the ecological 

dimension of translation and how ecological factors like nature imagery and eco-terminology are 

translated. Secondly, it applies the principles of eco-translatology to Naguib Mahfouz's The Thief 

and the Dogs translation study with a theoretical framework to address the ecological dimensions 

of literary translation which has not been applied in previous studies consistently. In addition, 

this research conducts a comparative study between two English translations of The Thief and 

the Dogs, which reflects a truer picture of the ecological translation approaches and indicates the 

differences in translators' approaches toward ecological and cultural matters. Furthermore, even 

though Mahfouz is globally recognized as a core writer of Arabic literature, his writings have not 

been studied in detail from an ecological translation perspective, and thus the current research is 

a significant contribution to the body of knowledge. Finally, the study has general implications in 

literary studies, particularly in ecocriticism and cross-cultural communication, to deepen our 

understanding of the interrelation between language, culture, and environment in literary 

translation. By filling knowledge gaps in the literature—such as the limited studies on translating 

ecological components and using eco-translatology in some literary pieces—this research 

contributes to the literature on ecological translation and underscores the importance of 

ecological sensitivity in protecting the depth and richness of literary pieces. 

 

  

 

 

 

 



III. Theoretical Framework and Methodology 

3.1 Eco-Translatology as a Theory 

Eco-translatology, proposed by Hu and Tao (2016), is a holistic theory of translation as an 

ecologically interactive process. Eco-translatology addresses translation as a dialogue among the 

source text, target text, and their contexts. Eco-translatology is concerned about the 

interconnectivity of linguistic, cultural, and ecological energies. The six ecological axioms of 

eco-translatology interdependence, adaptation, preservation, holism, diversity, and sustainability 

guide the analysis of The Thief and the Dogs. These values put great importance on preserving 

the ecological and cultural elements of the source text in translation in a way that makes the 

target text resonate with the richness and depth of the original. Using eco-translatology to (The 

Thief and the Dogs) studies, this paper discusses how translators can translate the ecological and 

cultural elements into English translations. 

 

 

 

 3.2 Methods of Data Collection 

1. Source Text: The original Arabic text of (The Thief and the Dogs) by Naguib Mahfouz.   

2. Target Texts: Two English translations of the novel:   

• Translation by Trevor Le Gassick and M.M. Badawi (1984): This version was first 

published by the American University in Cairo Press and later by Anchor Books in 1989. 

• Translation by John Rodenbeck (1984): Revised by John Rodenbeck, this translation was 

also published by the American University in Cairo Press 

3. Secondary Sources: Scholarly articles and books on eco-translatology, Arabic-English 

translation, and Naguib Mahfouz’s works.   

The data collection process comes to an end through the emphasizing of important portions of 

the source text and its translation with particular attention towards ecological lexis, cultural lexis, 

and idiomatic. 

3.3 Data Analysis Techniques 

1. Qualitative Content Analysis: Close reading of source and target texts to identify variation in 

the representation of ecological and cultural elements. 

2. Comparative Analysis: Comparison of the two English translations to observe how translators 

handle ecological terms, cultural references, and idiomatic expressions. 



3. Case Studies: Comparison of some passages to uncover the problems and solutions of 

ecological translation. 

Analysis is based on principles of eco-translatology, i.e., preservation of the cultural and 

environmental features of the source text. 

IV. Findings and Discussion 

4.1 Representation of Nature in the Source Text 

The source material is rich in vivid descriptions of Cairo city and natural landscape that are 

incorporated into the texture of the text. They include: 

- Dogs: Symbolize betrayal and loyalty, which mirror the internal conflict of the protagonist. 

- Cairo Streets: Symbolize disorder and alienation, which mirror the psychological condition of 

the protagonist. 

- Natural Imagery: Desert and Nile imagery provide a sense of place and cultural identity. 

 

 

 4.2 Challenges in Translating Ecological Terms 

Translating ecological words such as al-kalb (the dog) and al-sahra (the desert) is especially 

challenging due to their symbolic and cultural significance. For example: 

- Literal vs. Interpretive Translation: Literal translators utilize literal words, while interpretive 

translators provide interpretive translations to present the cultural significance of such words. 

- Loss of Nuance: Sometimes, the richness of the environment in the source language gets lost 

during translation, losing depth to the story. 

 

 4.3 Cultural References and Their Translation 

There are some cultural references in the source language, e.g., al-haram (the forbidden) and al-

adab (literature), which are not word for word equivalent of English words. Translators use some 

strategies for translation of such references, e.g., 

- Cultural Substitution: Translate cultural references by the closest term equivalent in target 

culture. 

- Explanatory Notes: Explain to provide a reason to the cultural reference. 

 

 

 



4.4 Idiomatic Expressions and Translation 

Idiomatic expressions like al-kalb al-mu'addab (the well-trained dog) cannot be readily translated 

to a foreign language as they are bound to the culture. Translators apply several types of 

approaches to translate such expression forms narrated here below: 

- Literal Translation: Literal meaning of the expression remains the same. 

- Paraphrasing: A paraphrasing of the expression in a way that an equivalent sense remains the 

same as in the target language. 

 4.5 Implications for Ecological Translation 

The research highlights the importance of ecological sensitivity to translation and the need for 

adaptive solutions to preserve the ecological and cultural dimensions of the source text. The 

research shows how ecological translation is not only a linguistic process but a cultural and 

environmental action that constructs the reader's experience of the text. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  V. Conclusion 

 5.1 Summary of Findings 

This study explores ecological translation of (The Thief and the Dogs), paying attention to 

challenges involved in translating ecological and cultural elements into English translations. 

Comparison reveals striking differences between the translations, particularly in their 

presentation of nature, cultural reference, and idiomaticity. The research recognizes the 

importance of ecological sensitivity in translation and looks towards translators as ecological and 

cultural mediators. 

 5.2 Contributions to the Field 

The study contributes to the field of eco-translatology through the construction of a model of 

analysis of ecological translation in literature. The study also has practical applications for 

translators with an emphasis on cultural and ecological competence. By advancing our 

understanding of the ways language, culture, and the environment intersect in literary translation, 

the study moves the field of translation studies forward. 

 5.3 Recommendations for Future Research 

Future research can further extend the comparison to other Naguib Mahfouz novels or 

investigate ecological translation in other literary traditions. In addition, research can investigate 

how far technology can aid ecological translation and the impact of translation on cross-cultural 

understanding. 
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