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Abstract

Swearing and taboo expressions refer to the words that indicate offensive meaning
or embarrassment. Translating them from one language to another presents a chal-
lenging problem as they can be unacceptable within a social group. The current study
aims at investigating the translation strategies that can be used to render swearing
and taboo expressions from the source language to the target one. The data of the
study are collected from Sarah Kane’s Blasted and its translation into Arabic. The data
comprise the swearing and taboo expressions of the source text and their translation
in the target one. It is hypothesized that some translation strategies are used more
frequently than others, and that the translation of some taboo words can involve the
use of more than one translation strategy simultaneously. The analysis of the select-
ed data verifies the hypotheses of the study and comes out with the finding that the
strategies of literal translation, explication, and equivalence are more frequent in the
translation of taboo expressions in the literary text from English into Arabic.

Key words: Taboo, Swearing, Translation strategies, Cultural differences, Sarah Kane,
Blasted.

1. Introduction

Swearing words and taboo expressions have attracted the attention of scholars in the
field of translation (Goddard, 2015; Hawel, 2019; Diaz-Pérez, 2020). Goddard (2015, p.
213) states that swearing words have a vital role in expressing and managing personal

and interpersonal activities as well as “fulfilling important social functions”. They give
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valuable information about individuals’ social classes that is crucial in understanding
their social background (Diaz-Pérez, 2020, p. 416). The swear words and vulgarization
are commonly used in drama dialogues (Ali & Mewada, 2024, p. 10). However, the
translation of swearing words from one language into another presents a challenging
problem because of the cultural and social differences between the languages. There-
fore, the current study investigates the challenges of translating such words from
English into Arabic in the language of drama.

As for the taboo expressions, they are usually considered as inseparable part of any
language. They can comprise any activity, subject, or a word that a person in a com-
munity avoids because of the fact that they can result in an offensive or embarrassing
impact (Diaz-Pérez, 2020, p. 416). Taking into account the common use of the taboo
expressions in drama, and that one dramatic text can be rendered to different lan-
guages, studies must be conducted in this area to determine the way or the trans-
lation strategies that are effectively used in translating these expressions into differ-
ent linguistic backgrounds. Therefore, the current study investigates the strategies of
translating the swearing and taboo expressions from English into Arabic Sarah Kane’s
Blasted.

Sarah Kane is one of the most prominent British playwrights of the 1990s. She is
known for her plays that mostly have the feature of violence. She is regarded as an
outstanding prototypical character in the theatre of In-Yer-Face. She is considered
one of the greatest thoughtful British playwrights and undeniably the most radical
female (Saunders, 2002, p. 134). Blasted is the first play that is written by Sarah Kane
in 1995. In Blasted, there is neither linear arrangement of time nor static settings. The
drama deals with issues such as death, hooliganism, suicide, war, torture, rape, and
abusive relations. In Blasted, Kane wants to demonstrate that the lives of individuals
can be thrown into total disturbance with no encouragement. In addition, Kane wants
to exhibit the destructive definition of violence for the audience and readers as she
declared that violence, taboo, and swearing are the most crucial issues that must be
investigated in the world (Kane, 2001, p. x).

2. Review of Literature

Swearing and taboo expressions are inseparable components of ant language. These
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expressions involve the words and phrases that a person avoids due to their offensive
and embarrassing impact. According to Ljung (2011, pp. 184-185), these expressions
can be classified into five general types or themes. They are the “religious theme,
scatological theme, reproductive organ theme, sexual activities theme, and finally the
mother theme”. They involve “the utterance of words or expressions considered ta-
boo” (Sahari, 2025, p. 2). Taboo expressions are regularly considered shocking, rude,
or offensive. The vagueness and duality of the nature of taboo expressions deepen
the problem of their rendering between different languages.

Different studies have investigated the strategies of rendering the swearing and ta-
boo expressions from English into Arabic. Debbas and Haider (2020) investigate the
cultural challenges of translating the swear words and taboo expressions in the Amer-
ican animated series Family Guy. They find out that such challenges of translation can
be attributed to the cultural differences between the audience of the source language
and the target one. Owing to these challenges, the translators are usually compelled
to use certain translation strategies such as omission or resorting to euphemistic ex-
pressions.

Moreover, Abdelaal and Al Sarhani (2021) examine the challenges that translators
come cross when translating swear words from English into Arabic in the movie
“Training Day”, and the translation strategies used to overcome these challenges. The
analysis of the selected data reveals that translators usually use omission and euphe-
mism in rendering the swear words and taboo expressions from English into Arabic.
They attribute the use of these strategies to the “cultural constraints, as the translator
observed the target culture constraints that sometimes make it difficult to render
some swear and taboo words into Arabic, especially those which are perceived as
very pejorative and unacceptable” (Abdelaal & Al Sarhani, 2021, p. 9). Thereupon,
the present study investigates translation strategies of rendering the swearing words
and taboo expressions in the dramatic text Blasted. Thus, a number of translation
strategies are reviewed in the presents study to be investigated in the selected data.
Lorscher (1991, p. 76) states that a translation strategy involves a “potentially con-
scious procedure for resolving a problem encountered by an individual when trans-

lating a segment of text from one language into another”. This proposes that some
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strategies of translation may be used unconsciously during the process of translation.
Whether translation strategies are consciously or unconsciously employed, they have
a significant influence on perception of the translated text. Several scholars in the
arena of translation have proposed different classifications to the strategies of trans-
lation, including Newmark (1981), Levy, althoff and Vidal. (2012), and Venuti (2017).
Diaz-Cintas (2009, p. 45) presents eight strategies that can be used in translating the
swear words and the taboo expressions. The translation strategies are as follows:

1. Omission, which includes completely omitting the cultural connotation of an ex-
pression.

2. Literal translation, where the source text closely or literally translated into the tar-
get text as much as possible.

3. Borrowing, where terms of the original text are borrowed to be used in the target
text.

4. Equivalence, where the translation of the source text can carry a similar function
and meaning in the target culture.

5. Adaptation, where the translation is accustomed to align with the target text and
culture to induce similar meanings to the original one.

6. Replacement of the cultural term with deictics.

7. Generalization involves the neutralization of the translation of some of the terms
used in the source text.

8. Explication, which characteristically involves rephrasing to explain the cultural
terms of the source text in the target one.

To address the aims of the present study, the aforementioned strategies of translation
are employed in the analysis of the translation of the swearing and taboo expressions
from English into Arabic in Blasted.

3. Research Methodology

The data of the current study are collected from Sarah Kane’s Blasted and its Ara-
bic translation, 09»4s. The latter is translated by Abdul Razzag Belhashmi and is re-
viewed by Nawaf Bakri. The data consist of swearing words and taboo expressions in
the English text and their corresponding translation in Arabic. The analysis of the se-

lected data involves identifying the swearing words and the taboo expressions, their
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translation, and the translation strategy used in each translation. The strategies of
translation are “omission, borrowing, equivalence, adaptation, replacement, general-
ization, and explication”. The data of the present study are analyzed both qualitatively
and quantitatively. The qualitative analysis involves explaining the way the translation
strategies are used in translation. One example of the taboo expressions and swear-
ing words is selected to be examined in details. The quantitative analysis involves
figuring out the frequencies and percentages of the used translation strategies.

4. Data Analysis and Discussion

In Blasted, the extract “Hate this city. Stinks. Wogs and Pakis taking over” is translated
as “elyiodl Sty IV casdases) 3l cyo B el yae 03 g g S Lgioesly ipukell o 0T,
using the strategies of equivalence and explication simultaneously. The strategy of
equivalence involves translating the taboo expression “wog” as “JIdY\”. However, the
translation of this phrase is explicated and paraphrased in the target text where the
phrase “cadawgl @&dl (10 84l e is added to the translation to make the translation
more comprehensible and contextually meaningful. It is also added to explain the
reference of the taboo word “wog”. Moreover, the taboo expression “sl,a=J\" is also
added to the target text so that the translation can convey a similar meaning to the
source one.

The example “Don’t be fucking stupid” is translated as “dus djiﬁ ¥” by using the
strategies of literal translation and omission. The strategy of literal translation is used
in translating the taboo expression “stupid” into “4«£”. The translation of this word
as such can be understood by the target readers because the word “s&” can be used
in Arabic language to describe someone who is stupid. However, in translating this
extract, the strategy of omission is also used where the word “fucking” is omitted or
untranslated into the target text. The untranslatability of the taboo expression in this
context can be attributed to the cultural differences between the source language
and the target one.

The strategy of explication is used in translating the phrase “You’re just too thick to
understand” into “uely)l &uss <SI” where the taboo expression “thick” used in this
context is translated with explication by adding the word “_«,JI” to the target text.

This addition can explicate that the word “thick” is intended to describe a person who
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cannot understand something easily. The word “_+!,JI” is not found in the source text,
but it is added to the target one so that the target reader can understand what the
word “thick” is intended to mean in this context. Therefore, the word “_«!JI” is added
just only as explication.

Moreover, the strategy of generalization is used in translating the phrase “The wog”
into “slya=dl cadawgl 35d1” where the speaker in the play uses it to describe certain
group of people, but in the translation process, it is generalized to describe the whole
community of the middle east. The use of this strategy enables the readers of the
target text who is intended by using the taboo word “wog”. Moreover, using this strat-
egy, the translator can avoid using notes in the translation to tell the reader who is the
intended to be described as “wog” in the play, particularly in this context.

In the translation of the phrase “Lucky bastard”, the translator uses the strategy of
literal translation to render it as “bgla=s ue9” where the taboo word “bastard” is
translated as “4£9”. The use of this strategy can be attributed to the fact that the word
“a£9” has the same cultural reference or meaning in Arabic as the word “bastard” in
English. Therefore, using this strategy, the target text still matches the source one.
Moreover, the target reader can still get the same meaning.

The strategy of adaptation is used in translating the phrase “I’'m fucked” into (o258 Ja)
=" where the translation is adapted to align with the target language and culture.
The translation of this phrase literally can communicate a very bad meaning to the
target readers. Therefore, the adaptation strategy is used to make the target text cul-
turally more acceptable.

It is worth noting that the strategies of borrowing and replacement are not used in
translating the work under investigation. The other examples of the taboo expres-
sions and swearing words in the drama are listed in table 1. The table involves the En-
glish taboo expressions, the Arabic translation of each, and the translation strategies
used to render each expression. The translation of some examples involves the use of
more than one translation strategy at the same time.

Table 1. The taboo expression and swearing words in Sarah Kane’s Blasted.

The English swearing and taboo expressions  The Arabic translation T h e
K Pt R s A A v
AR SRR CVEENE | e ol sl
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translation strategy (s)

Wog Jddl Equivalence

Hate this city. Stinks. Wogs and Pakis taking over AgyS sl Lduaedl oda o,ST
elydzdl poliwSWlg JIASY! cpdasog) (8801 (pe 8 il poo 2D guno, Equivalence and Expli-
cation

You a nigger-lover? Szl (goxe oo il Jo Literal translation

You like our coloured brethren?  s¢udl Wilgs] (s Jo  Literal translation
Aye.Spaz @3l 4l J=! Explication
The wog elydzdl cmdawgl 3,801 Generalization

Don’t look very sexy duuwizll 8 ggid) 8 nio I cpdd Y Literal translation
You are stupid slias> Literal translation

You're just too thick to understand o)l s cSIExplication
Fucking Jesus 4=l Equivalence

Fucking s Literal translation

I'm fucked e s2844)  Adaptation

Don’t be stupid dus dgii Yy Literal translation

That coon (53 els Adaptation

The conker (253! Literal translation

Tosser Jase Literal translation

He should have gone for scum them and the wogs o2 (panzr! Dbl Gues ade O
dawd) lawsdl 3,4l Lgaig  Equivalence and Explication

Don’t be thick o)l S 3955 Explication

Liar 381l Explication

You're fucking thick. el 3= (Il dusd <3l Equivalence and literal translation
You’re cruel =9 &l Literal translation

Don’t be stupid dus djSJ Yy Literal translation

You’re a nightmare. _x3:8 <l Literal translation

Turning into wogland onad Jawwgl 3 Wy I Js=iiw Explication

Lot of bastard soldiers out there. 2la z)ldl (§ sl gVl 590zl oo ASI Az Literal
translation

Fucking accent gl BSWI ) Literal translation
JECIERESINVIRY [Fcatif et A ulic el A TS e
= NECT L e N A N *z ”: :“



e &

3

;w.% #4 ISSN 2663-9351 - 2okl fvanasdl) ol Al bl ik (JEMSES)

o
/)
ok

G

What'’s a fucking Welsh, never heard of it Loga od Lalll ($3)9 Ao 2owel o)

Explication
Mind your fucking own.  &ualll ¢liggin einl.  Literal translation
Fucking beautiful = duez (p S Lialll Equivalence

Fucking bastard soldier (el A8 g S Literal translation

Funking bastards ate it all sg% (S9! cnedladl ale gYl

el 370 (£ 97 laex
dut 35SY  Omission and literal translation

Literal translation
We're all bloody hungry Equivalence

Don’t be fucking stupid

Course you funking do tlads adalb s Literal translation
The cunt Joludl elld Adaptation
Lucky bastard bolaxo uey Literal translation

Stupid bastard o 4y Literal translation

In addition to the qualitative analysis of the translation strategies used in the transla-
tion of the taboo expressions and swearing words in this play, the study quantitatively
investigates the data to find out the frequencies and percentages of the translation
strategies of the taboo expressions and swearing words in this play. Therefore, table
2 is devoted for this purpose.

Table 2. The frequencies and percentages of the translation strategies in in Sarah

Kane’s Blasted.

No. The Translation Strategy Frequency Percentage
L Omission } ARAE
V. Literal Translation V1 2y VY
¥ Borrowing ' vl
£ Equivalence V4. 2Y/
2 Adaptation ¥ TY%
1 Replacement : SRR
Generalization ! LA
Explication IRIRRLY
The Total £ You v/
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The quantitative analysis of the selected data shows that, in the translation of the
taboo expressions and swearing words in Kane’s Blasted, the most frequently used
translation strategy is the literal translation. the analysis of the data reveals that the
high frequency of this translation strategy can be attributed to the fact that it enables
the translator to preserve the meaning, tone, and emotional influence of the taboo
expressions and swearing words in the target text. Moreover, it can also be attributed
to the lake of euphemistic expressions in the target language that can make the taboo
expression seems softer, while preserving the force of the original taboo.

The next frequently used strategies are equivalence and explication. The frequent use
of these two strategies can be attributed to the fact that they enable the translator
to balance the accuracy of translation, the linguistic and cultural emotivities, and the
readers’ expectations. Moreover, the strategy of explication can be used by the trans-
lators to make what is implicit in the source text explicit in the target one.

The less frequently used strategies are omission, adaptation, and generalization.
The less frequent use of omission can be ascribed to the fact that omitting or not
translating something from the source text to the target one can influence the tone,
meaning, and the emotional impact of the latter. Concerning adaptation, it is also less
frequent because the translator avoids the use of this strategy owing to the risks of
misinterpreting the original text, or localizing it very extremely. As for generalization,
it is less frequently used because using it might undermine the communication of the
original text author’s intention.

Moreover, the analysis of the selected data reveals that the strategies of borrowing
and replacement are not used in the translation of Kane’s Blasted. With regard to
the strategy of borrowing, it is not used because of the cultural differences between
the source language and the target one. Therefore, borrowing a taboo expression
of swearing word from one language into another can influence its meaning, social
weight, and impact. Concerning the replacement strategy, it is not used in the trans-
lation of the data under investigation because replacing a taboo expression or swear-
ing word with diacritics can influence the translation by losing some of the intended
meaning communicated by the author with the source text.

In order to explain the aforementioned percentages in a more comprehensible way,
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they are visualized in the following figure:

Figure 1. The percentages of the translation strategies in in Sarah Kane’s Blasted.
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Conclusion

The analysis of the data under investigation reveals that translators recur to the use
of some translation strategies in rendering the swearing words and taboo expres-
sions in literary discourse, particularly drama. It is found that some of the translation
strategies are used more frequently than others. Moreover, the analysis of the data
shows that in translating certain examples of the taboo expressions and swearing
words, more than one strategy can be used to convey the meaning of the source text
properly to the target one. Some strategies are never used in the translation of the
selected data owing to the fact of cultural differences between the source language
and the target one. In addition, it is found that the swearing words and the taboo
expressions in literary discourse must be translated to the target text even if they are
culturally unacceptable, because leaving out some expressions from the target text
without any translation can definitely influence the intended meaning of the source
text. Furthermore, the taboo expressions and swearing words are sometimes euphe-
mized through the use of some translation strategies such as omission or adaptation
so that they can be culturally more acceptable to the target readers.
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