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Translation and translators in Tunisia in the 19" ¢
Abridge to exploration and knowledge
Dr. Adel ben Ali Neffeti *
Abstract

This article examines the relatively understudied phenomenon of
translation activities in 19th-century Tunis, a crucial period in
Muslim history marked by significant intellectual and cultural
developments. Recognizing Tunis' historical legacy as a prominent
academic centre, the study contends that translation was a vital
conduit for cultural exchange between the East and the West,
significantly influencing mutual perceptions. The research focuses
on the translation of European languages into Arabic, exploring
how this practice contributed to the gradual shift from Turkish to
French as the primary administrative and diplomatic language.
Through the lens of translation activities and evolving cultural
representations, the article investigates how translated works
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reshaped the images of both the "East” and the "West" in their
respective regions. By analyzing the motivations and methods of
Tunisian translators, the study highlights their role in
disseminating knowledge and fostering intellectual engagement
with Western thought. Methodologically, the research adopts a
comprehensive approach, incorporating historical analysis, textual
examination, and critical evaluation of translation practices. The
study ultimately seeks to demonstrate the pivotal role of
translation in shaping modern Tunisia's cultural and intellectual
landscape and its broader significance within East-West relations
during the 19th century.

Keywords: Translation, Tunis, Arabic Language, 19th Century,
Orientalism, Cultural Exchange, Intellectual History.

Summary of the Article

The 19th century marked a period of profound cultural and
linguistic shifts in Tunisia, shaped by its unique geopolitical
position and interactions with various European and
Mediterranean powers. Within this context, translation emerged as
a vital force, bridging linguistic and cultural divides between
Tunisia and the broader world.

Tunisia’s historical multilingualism, a result of its strategic
location at the crossroads of Europe and Africa, created a fertile
environment for translation practices. Translators skilled in
Arabic, French, Italian, Turkish, and other languages played an
essential role in facilitating communication across diverse spheres,
including diplomacy, trade, and cultural exchange. These
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translators were instrumental in diplomatic negotiations with
European powers such as lItaly and Spain and served as key
intermediaries in intellectual discourses.

Moreover, translation flourished within Tunisia’s dynamic
intellectual community. Scholars were deeply engaged in
translating scientific, literary, and philosophical works, thereby
promoting cross-cultural knowledge exchange. These translation
efforts not only disseminated information to external audiences but
also enriched Tunisian intellectual life by introducing diverse
perspectives.

Among the prominent figures of this period were scholars,
diplomats, religious leaders, and intellectuals dedicated to bridging
linguistic and cultural gaps. Notable examples include Ahmad al-
Shada’iq and Sulaiman al-Hurairi, whose contributions left
enduring legacies.

Ahmad al-Shada’iq (1804-1887), a Lebanese-born scholar and
writer who spent much of his life in Tunis, is recognized as a
pioneer of modern Arabic literature. Fluent in Arabic, Turkish,
Persian, and several European languages, al-Shada’iq undertook
numerous translations that made previously inaccessible works
available to the Arabic-speaking world. His most significant
project was his translation of Antoine Galland’s French version of
"One Thousand and One Nights" into Arabic, titled " al-af lailah
wa lailah." al-Shada’iq’s translation, enriched with his
commentaries and footnotes, became a highly influential edition
that significantly impacted Arabic literature and inspired
subsequent generations.

Sulaiman al-Hurairi (1820-1889), also known as Sidi Ali al-
Hurairi, was a Tunisian scholar, poet, and translator who
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advocated for the translation of French literature into Arabic. His
dedication led to the introduction of French plays, novels, and
poetry to Arabic audiences, further enhancing their literary
landscape. Hurairi’s translations were noted for their meticulous
linguistic precision and cultural sensitivity. He aimed to faithfully
convey the essence of the French originals while adapting them to
the Arabic language and cultural context, thereby significantly
contributing to the dissemination of European literary ideas in
Tunisia and the flourishing of Arabic literature.

The contributions of these figures and many others underscore the
transformative role of translation in 19th-century Tunisia. By
bridging linguistic and cultural divides, they introduced new
literary styles, genres, and concepts, which propelled the
development of Arabic literature and fostered cultural exchange.
Their remarkable legacies continue to resonate today, serving as
enduring testaments to the power of translation in shaping both
cultural identities and intellectual landscapes.
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