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Abstract 

Producing the suitable equivalence in translation is a difficult task that faces translators in the 

process of translation as translators strive to transfer the original meaning of the source text 

(ST) into the target text (TT). The main aim of this paper is to identify and  investigate the 

occurrence of shift in English- Arabic translation and its effects on the original meaning. The 

methodology of this paper is based on the investigations of some extracts taken from the 

English novel Lord of the Flies and its Arabic version in terms of linguistic shifts. Catford 

(1965:73) defined shift as "departure from formal correspondence in the process of going from 

SL to TL." According to Catford, there are two main types of shift: level shifts and category 

shifts. The latter can be subdivided into four kinds: structure shifts, class shifts, unit shifts and 

system shifts. The data analysis showed that the translator has performed shifts mostly at all 

levels. Most of these shifts were successfully done; i.e. the original meaning of the ST was 

clearly conveyed. However, some kinds of shift were not appropriate in certain contexts, 

therefore, the meaning was affected and not clear. This may be due to the different linguistic 

systems of English and Arabic. The Arabic version showed some additions to Arabic text 

which is a sign of preference of explicitness in Arabic style. 
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1.1 Introduction  

This paper is an attempt to discuss the shifts in the Arabic translation of William Golding's 

(1954) novel,  Lord of The Flies. The discussion is based on examples collected from a 

standard Arabic translation of this novel. First, the paper will introduce the shift and elaborate 

on its types with examples from English Arabic translation. Then, the rest of the paper will be 

dedicated to analysis of the translation shifts in the novel.  

To produce a successful translation, there are many factors that should be taken into 

consideration. The two essential factors are linguistic and the non-linguistic. The first one 

covers words, phrases, clauses and sentences. The second, non-linguistic, involves the cultural 

knowledge  on both source language SL and target language TL . A translator makes attempts 

to transfer the meaning from one language SL to another TL by means of the universally 

known practice of translation. In this respect Popovic (1970: 79 ) argues that  " this transfer is 

not performed directly and is not without difficulty" This means that the process of translating a 

text can be analyzed along range of difficulties, which bring about a number of shifts in 

linguistic, aesthetic and intellectual values of the source text. 

In seeking to realize the appropriate equivalence at word level and above word level, textual 

equivalence and pragmatic equivalence, translators resort to do translation shifts. This 

phenomenon is permitted in translation as far as it does not distort the  meaning of the source 

text. Shifts in translation can be defined as the translator's attempt to establish translation 

equivalent between two different languages (Al- Zoubi & Al- Hassnawi, 2001). Shifts examines 

the linguistic changes that take place in translation between the ST and the TT ( Munday, 2001). 

According to Vinuti (1989:184), " Translation theories that privilege equivalence must inevitably 

come to terms with the existence of 'shift' between the foreign and translated texts ". In 1965 the 

term shift was first applied by Catford in his work A linguistic Theory of Translation in which he 

discusses  the phenomenon of shift in translation. 

1.2 Types of shifts 

Catford (1965:73) defines shift as " a departure from formal correspondence in the process of 

going from SL to TL."  He suggests that there are two main types of translation shifts, namely 

(1) level shifts, where the SL  item at one linguistic level (e.g. grammar) has a different level 

(e.g. lexis), and (2) category- shift, which is departures from formal correspondence in 



 

 

translation, divided into four types: (i) structure shifts; (ii) class shifts; (iii) unit shifts and intra-

system shifts (ibid, 76).  

1.2.1 Structure shift, which involves a grammatical change between the structure of ST and that 

of the TT. This types is the most frequent category shifts at all ranks in translation. For 

example, the structure of Arabic sentence which is predicate- subject - complement (PSC) is 

different from that of the English sentence which is subject- predicate complement (SPC). Let 

us consider the following examples: 

1.The man went to the factory.  S- P- C 

1a.    P- S- C 

2. A blue pen     Modifier (M),  Head (H) 

2a.     Head, Modifier 

3. Nine men    Modifier, Head 

          3a.     Head, Modifier 

In 1 there is a structure shift because the English text starts with a subject whereas the Arabic 

text starts with a predicate. Similarly, the structure of the noun phrases in 2 and 3 is different: 

the English noun phrase is modifier head (M-H) whereas  the Arabic phrase is head qualifier 

(H-Q).  

1.2.3 Class-shifts " occurs when the translation equivalent of a source language item is a 

member of a different class from the original item" Catford (1965: 78).  For instance, a verb 

may be replaced with a noun as shown in the examples below: 

4. The presidential palace 

4a.                                 

In 4 the adjective  presidential  is translated into a noun  as in 4a which belongs to a 

different class. This is considered as a class shift. Consider example 5 and 6: 

5. They gave their agreement. 

5a.      



 

 

6. To err is a human 

6a.  

In 5 in the English sentence the noun agreement is translated into a complete structure in 

Arabic as the word  includes a subject they and a verb  and an object. In 6 the infinitive 

to err is translated into a noun . The following examples are adopted from Ghazala (1995) 

7. "UNESCO": (United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization)  

7a  ) 

In 7 the underlined adjectives are replaced with nouns in the Arabic translation which indicates 

that the translator did class shift. 

 8. The guests had left.  

8a  

 

 9. They are working hard.   

9a     

 

In 8 we notice that the past perfect tense had left is shifted to past simple  as in 8a. In 9 the 

present continuous tense is shifted to the present simple in 9a and the time expression  (now) 

is added in order to refer to the present progressive. 

 

1.2.3 Unit-shift involves a change in rank which means "a departures from formal 

correspondence in which the translation equivalent of a unit at one rank in the SL is a unit at 

different rank in the TL" Catford (1965: 79). This is to say that the translation equivalent of a 

SL item at a certain grammatical rank happens to be a TL item at different rank. Consider the 

following examples:  

10. My club holds a meeting once a week.  

10a  

In 10 the noun phrase my club which is at group level is translated into Arabic (10a) at different 

grammatical rank, that of the clause ( dependent clause). This is considered a  unit- shift. Let us 

take more examples: 



 

 

11.    

11a. female- doctor.   

12.The beautiful girl went home. 

 12a.   

In 11 the morpheme,   (female marker) in is replaced in English by the word 

female, thus we end up with two English words. Therefore, a morpheme is shifted in a word.   

  

 In 12 the English noun home which is at the word level has its counterpart in Arabic      

at a different grammatical rank, that of the group (prepositional phrase). 

1.2.4 Intra-system shift "means a departure from formal correspondence in which (a term 

operating in)  one system in the SL has its translation equivalent (operating in) a different non- 

corresponding system in the TL" ( Catford (1965: 79).  Examples:  

13. We must carry on foot.  

           13a.      

In 13 the word foot which is singular is shifted in the TT to plural  . Here we have a shift 

from singular to plural which indicates as intra- system shift. 

  14. The Tale of two Cities  

14a.   

In 14 the English noun phrase two cities is translated into a single word  into Arabic. 

Consider the following examples: 

15. Six O'clock is the time fixed. 

15a.  

16. Walking in the garden is pleasant. 

16a    

 



 

 

17 Free medical treatment 

 17a

In 15, 16 and 17, the indefinite noun phrases: six o'clock, walking in the garden  and medical 

treatment are replaced with the definite noun phrases in Arabic respectively: 

   

Moreover the noun phrase  in 17 medical treatment is translated into Arabic as: ,  here we 

end up with a shift from a phrase to a single word.  

18. Scientists work day and night. 

18a.  

19. Life is beautiful.  

19a.  

In 18a and 19a the English zero article is replaced with the Arabic definite article  (the). 

To sum up, translation shifts occur at different types in the linguistic context when rendering 

text from one language into another. These changes are permissible as far as they do not affect 

the intended meaning of the original.  

So far, we have focused attention on the linguistic shift and its types which were illustrated 

with examples. The following section seeks to analyze these types of shift in English- Arabic 

translation. 

1.3 Data Analysis 

In  this section, the paper will examine The types of shifts made by the translator, Lamya 

Alhabal, of  the Arabic  translation of William Golding's novel,  Lord of The Flies. The data are 

quoted from different chapters of the novel. Let us take the following examples: 

1. There were differences between this meeting and the one held in the morning. (p.35) 

(p.35)

 



 

 

The Arabic translation above, shows intra-system shift. The English plural noun differences 

shifted to a singular Arabic noun . Also, the adverbial phrase in the morning translated 

with  Here the word "  "was added in order to make the text more explicit. 

 

2. The afternoon sun slanted in from the other side of the platform and most of the children , 

feeling too late the smart of the sunburn, had put their clothes on.(p.35) 

 

P. 35) 

Structure shifts can be noticed in the translation above. There is a grammatical change between 

the structure of ST and that of the TT. The structure in  the first sentence of the ST is subject + 

predicate (SP) whereas in the TT it is predicate +  subject (PS). The  translator did intra- system 

shift as well. Thus, She translated the gerund "feeling" with the Arabic verbal sentence 

 . The translator again added the Arabic adjective  to the TT which may 

provide some more information to the TT reader. 

 

3. The choir, noticeably  less of a group, had discarded their cloaks. (p.35) 

(p.35) 

First, a structure shift occurred in the above translation because the nominal sentence in ST is 

changed by verbal sentence. Second, the noun phrase the choir  is replaced into the TT by two 

words    which indicates  that the translator attempts  to make the meaning clearer to 

the reader. 

 

4. He lost himself in a maze of thoughts that were rendered vague by his lack of words to 

express them. Frowning, he tried again. (p.83) 



 

 

In 4 the translator first did more than one shift: she performed  a structure shift, i.e. the TT 

starts with SP while  the structure in the Arabic text shifted to PS. The translator also changed 

the tense of the verb try from past tense tried  to present tense . This class shift may be 

considered as mistranslation because the tense of the verb in the TT is in past not the present. 

The pronoun himself  is shifted  in a Arabic to a noun   which makes the Arabic text 

explicit to the reader. We may claim  that the translation in 4 was not effective, especially the 

rendering of the phrases lost himself   and  a maze of thoughts as:  . The 

appropriate translation might be:  . Hence,  the whole text may be 

translated as:   

5. Ralph sat on a fallen trunk, his left side to the sun. 

         (p.35)  .  

The ST structure in 5, starts with the proper  noun: Ralph while the TT starts with the verb: 

. So there is a structure shift. Furthermore, the translator gave additional information by 

inserting three words: a verb ;  an adverb   and the conjunction   instead of the comma 

in the original text. This addition made the text clearer in Arabic..   

5. Silence  (p.35) 

   (p.35)

In 5 the English noun silence is replaced by two words in Arabic : the verb  and the noun 

. Thus one word is added, i.e. the indefinite English noun silence is shifted to noun phrase 

in Arabic  . However, the translator mistranslated the imperative phrase silence now. 

According to the context, this phrase is said by the leader Ralph as an order to the boys to keep 

quiet. Therefore, a more appropriate translation may read:  

  

6.We are on an island. We've been on the mountain- top and seen water all round. We saw no 

houses, no smoke, no footprints, no boats, no people. We are on uninhabited island with no 

other people on it.      (p.35) 

(p.35)



 

 

The above translation shows that the auxiliary verb are  in the  ST is omitted when translated 

into Arabic. Whereas the indefinite article an in the first sentence is replaced by zero article in 

the TT. The Arabic items:  are added to the text. The present perfect have 

been is shifted to the prepositional phrase  . This could be considered as shift level.  

 

7. All the same you need an army                         (p.35) 

(p.35) 

In 7 we can notice that the verb "need" is replaced by the prepositional phrase  " . This is 

a class shift  which takes place in the TT. 

 
8. I climbed a rock, "said Ralph slowly, " I think this is an Island"  (p. 15) 
                                            

(p.13) 
 
In 8 the translator added the word " in the TT which gives additional information and  

makes  the translated text less  context dependent.   

 

9. Piggy shook his head. 

 " I can't swim. I wasn't allowed.  (p.14) 

     
 

 
In the Arabic text the verb  does not exist in the ST but added to the TT. The verb swim  in 

the ST is rendered in the TT as the definite noun  which may be considered class shift.  

 
 
10. By the time Ralph finished blowing the conch the platform was crowded. 

 
 
The translator in 10 added a common noun in  the target text  which makes the context 

more explicit than in the source text. Here it can be noticed that  shift takes place in the 

linguistic context;  i.e. the translator added more information to the Arabic text.  

 
11. Piggy put his flashing glasses and looked down at Ralph. 
 

"Not them. Didn't you hear what the pilot said? About the atomic bomb? They're all dead."    



 

 

 

-  
 

In 11 the proper noun Piggy is replaced by a pronoun implied in the verb  (he returned). 

This can be regarded as class- shift. Furthermore, the translator added the phrases  ( to 

his face),  (I mean his talk) and the reported verb  (said) which do not exist in the 

ST. The aim of this addition is to make the text less dependent on its context. Although the 

translator did all these adjustment, he did not achieve the appropriate translation. The effective 

translation could be:   

- 
 

 
12. "so we can't have    (p. 138) 
 

p. 144)    
 
 
In 12 there is a class shift: the verb have is replaced by  the Arabic noun . The phrase  a 

signal fire  was mistranslated as  ( one fire) while the word signal means  . The 

author of the novel uses the fire as a signal of rescue. So, the translator did not achieve the 

intended meaning. Therefore, the most appropriate translation could be:   

    
 
13. Most of the boys were looking down now, at the grass or their feet.  (p. 140) 
 

 
In 13 the past continues tense were looking is shifted to present simple tense . 
 
 A class shift  is occurred in the above translation, but the translator did do the appropriate shift. 

The suitable translation could be by shifting the past continuous to the present simple tense.  

 
14. " An assembly for only us?"        (p.185)  

 
In 14 the English structure starts with indefinite noun phrase an assembly whereas the Arabic 

structure starts with the verb  (I called). This can be regarded as structure shift. The phrase: 

, does not exist in the TT. The translator added these explanatory information to make 

the task of the target text reader easier.  



 

 

 

15. "But the island was scorched up like dead wood- Simon was dead- and Jack had

began to flow and sobs shook him." He gave himself up to them now for the first time on the 

island; great, shuddering spasms of grief that seemed to wrench his whole body.      (223) 

p.

 

In 15 the structure:(the island was scorched) is passive while  the Arabic text is shifted to 

active: . Thus a class shift occurred in the translation above. We also notice 

that Arabic noun  (ray) does not exist in the ST. The noun phrase: great shuddering spasms 

of grief is rendered as: . This translation makes the meaning ambiguous. The 

translator failed to transfer the natural equivalent of the ST.   

 

them, with filthy body, matted hair, and unwiped nose, Ralph wept 

for the end of innocence, the darkness of man's heart, and the fall through air of the true, wise 

friend called Piggy. (p. 223) 

 
In 16 the pronoun (them) is replaced with the noun ( ). This may be considered as a class 

 shift. The translator did this shift to make the reference more explicit.  The rendering of the 

following clauses: the end of the innocence  , the fall through air true:  

is unintelligible and the meaning  ineffective.   

 

17. The officer, surrounded by these noises, was moved and a little embarrassed. He turned 

away to give them time to pull themselves together; and waited, allowing his eyes to rest on the 

trim cruiser in the distance.    (p. 223) 

 

  
(p. 239)  
 



 

 

In 17 it is clear that there is structure shift between the ST and TT. Then the verbal phrase was 

moved is rendered into the Arabic verb:    which does not give  the right translation.   

Accordingly the whole meaning is affected. The accurate contextual meaning of the English 

word moved is  . Therefore, a more appropriate translation could be:  

:

  

18. The leaves came apart and fluttered down. Simon's contrite face appeared in the hole. 

"sorry." 

Ralph surveyed the wreck with distaste. 

"Never get it done."       (p. 54) 

 

  
 p.  

 
Here a structure shift takes place because the first sentence of the ST is SV is changed into VS 

structure in Arabic. Furthermore, the words  (the trees) and  (down to the ground) do 

not exist in the ST., however, the translator succeeded in conveying the intended meaning.   

 

1.4 Conclusion 

 

The results of this research shows that the translator made almost all of types of shift in 

translating the English novel Lord of The Flies. The most frequent type is the structure shift; 

this may be due to the differences between English and Arabic systems. Nearly most of the 

shifts that occurred in the above translation were successful. Some of them were inappropriate 

and consequently affected the meaning as in: we can't have signal fire is mistranslated as  

     

 

The Arabic translation of the English novel also shows some additions to the Arabic texts 

especially in the lexical words and reported verbs, which is a sign of preference of explicitness 

in Arabic style. 

 



 

 

In conclusion, shift is a prominent phenomenon  that takes place in every translation process 

and cannot be avoided. There are two main types of shift: level shift and category shift. 

Category shift is divided into four kinds: structure shift, unit shift, intra system shift and class 

shift.     

Based on the analysis of the data the translator resorts to shifts in the translation process in 

order to achieve the intended meaning of the original text. The shifts were done mostly did not 

change the meaning. These kinds of shift are imposed by structural differences between the two 

languages during the translation process.  

 

Briefly, translation shift is a method which can help to reinforce the translator's skills in 

encountering the problems of translation, especially the linguistic ones. We think It is necessary 

for the trainee translators to do shifts as far as it does not change the meaning. It is reasonable 

to suggest that translators should improve their knowledge on translation shift. Therefore, in 

order to achieve a successful translation, translators are required to be not only bilingual, or 

multilingual, but also bicultural, or multicultural equipped with good knowledge of as many 

cultures as possible. Finally, shifts in translation at particular type of text can be a rich area for 

research. 
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