
FALSE COGNATES: A MINEFIELD FOR'

ALGERIAN NON-PROFESSIONAL TRANSLATORS:
Belkacern IIELMEKKI / Lrnivcrsitl of Oran

Since Algeria got its inclepertdettce ll'otlr the Lrellclt back irl
l9(r2. the successive Algerian Coventttteltts ltat'e beetl nlakillg a great

cleal oleliblts t0 tr) to arabize the Algeliarl adrllinistration. This is rvcli

leflectecl in thc series ol larvs that harc beell etlactecl over the last cort-

plc of clecacics ri,hiclt aimed at the ltrorttiltiott of the Arabic lallgLtage

alrong the Algerialt citizetts. Probablr. tile rllost littllotrs tltre is Act 9l-
05. u'hich u,as later nroclilled attd cotrplelretltecl b1' Act 96-30. I-he

laüer provicles that ail acirninistratir e cot't'espotlcletlce shottlci lre in Ara-

bic, and that those who làil to abide b1 this law r.rottlcl be llrred be-

tro'een AD 1.000 ancl AD 5.000. Nevertheless. tili nol'ada1's. there are

stiii oflrcial papers being isstrecl itt Frettch. as rrell as adnlirlistratire
corrcspotrclencc beittg cottcluctecl itt F-rettclt..lLlst go to allv colllpanl . be

it state-or.l'led ot'private. look at the btrlletirt board atld vor.l riiil sec

rnciloranda u'ritten. most of the titrte. itt Frc'rtch rathcr thatl iil Arabic.
îhis le 1'lc':cts hou' strong tlte itnpact o1- tllore-tllall-a-cellttlrv F letlch

coli,lrialisr.r.r \\ i1s 1-)n thc Algerian people.

Ii 
'r 

as in the cottrse of tttr teacitirtq o1' Applied l-rallslatiorl
rl,-,drrli: at the UFC (l.jltiversilé cie la Fortllatitrrl CotltitlLte)" Irlglish
Secticn. that Irealised the fàct tltat the Frettch larrgLrage is still ertjor-
ing a predontinant piace aurtltgst the r\lcerians. In firct. in this rnodLrle.

stuclcnts are reqLrired to translate fronr ancl irtto Ertglish, atld tlle choice
r:f tlie otirer language is lett ollen to tltent. that is. ertller AraLric or

Frerrch. ilrit o1'91 sttidents (seconcl as riell as thiril year stLtdetlts) orlly'

3 studeiits; opted rbr Arabic" nltereas 88 stLrdertts opted fbr French. Tlre

",11,. 
I'rrirrr.ration I could -sive mr sell irs to this ovenvheltl.ting tettde ncy

t-..] r:;e F i',,:iich ratilsr- tharr r\ral-.ic is tirat it is casier to tiattslate betu'een

l-rercir ri;r,i [inglish. due to the iai,i thnl thesc tr'r,o lartgr-ta-{es tlse tdellti-
'"i ',1,:-1tr,, u,heleas Arab:c uses a di1'Tèrent otti:. Bi: tliat as it ntal',
1l-ri'Lruglie rit the tia:rs!atitii: lrractice- I noticed tirat these sttrderlts itill
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collectively into the trap of 'false fi'iencls'. so, rvhat are '.false friencls,,
then?

LingLrists,suallv use the terrr "false f iends" to refer.to those
words that exist in two differeirt lauguages using the sarne scripts, such
as English arrcl Frenclr. and r,vlrich ar.e spelt nrore or less likervisc but
have differert nreari,gs. such as the English word "Acrucrl/l," 2,.,,1 ,,.,"
Frerrch word "Acruellenrcnr". -l-he latter have- totally clifferlerrt lnean-
ings. despite the fact that they looli alike, as a resLrlt. this can cause
confusior.r, as confirrned by M. Ballard. who talks aboLrt:

tlt,.s itttt't.'fi't.t,ttt.r,.\ qlti
.t'étublissenl clcm,s' lc c:ervetru,s,olrs
I 'ef/at du princ:ipe d'uncrlogie ( I )

o, the othe. hard, sylvia.e Grarger arcl Hele, Swallorv use a
diff-erent tenninology to refer to tlris sort of confirsion. They use the
terrn "deceptive cognates" to designate those ',parrs of rvorcls which are
etymological11, related, siurilar i, forrn but sernartically clivergent..'(2)

This differerce i, meanirg despite the Iikeress of the words in
both langLrages can be attribLrtecl to the fact that afier being borror.vecl
fi'orr tlre Latin and Greek languages, these r'urcls develJpecl cliffer
ently.(3 )

As part of this module, namery Appriecr rransration. a set or
texts contaitlitlg sonle Iegal ternrirtology r,vas assignecl to tlre stLrclepts irr
orcler to translate into French or English. while correcting their transla_
tiors, the first thing that st'Lrck nre \\,as the fact that all of-them fell into
the trap of'false friends'.

A false frierrd rnay be Iexical as rveil as granrmaticar. The
fo.mer is rnore frequent ancl nrore troublesoure tharr tlre Iatter as it af--
fects ureanirrg. In fact, whe, tlre Ar_seria, learrer is fircecl *ith a new
vocabulary that has its look-alike i, Fre,ch. ire the, te,cls to learn it
u'ith its F'rench rleanirrg. Iror instance the 

'r,orcl 
-'puitt'in English has

its false friend"puirt" in Frerch. y,et the latte*reans ..br.eutt. 
insteacl of

"(tche". As we are corce,red *,ith Iegal translatiorr iu this article. illLrs-
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trations will be restricted to the terminology that is frequently encoun-
tered in legal texts.

Lexical false friends can be classified under two major groups:
absolute and partial. Absolute false friends, or tottrlly tleceptive cog-
nates, as Sylviane Granger and Helen Swallow refer to them, tend to
cause less confusion when compared to partial false friends. This is
due to the fact that the fonner are those cognates which are completely
different at the semantic level and have no conlmon rneaning. using
Ronald Sheen's description of this group of lexical false friends, we
can draw two circles representing the semantic field of eaclr cognate.
These two circles arg separate from each other, hence they share no
con-lu'lor1 nteaning, as the following diagrarn for tlre cognates of the
Frenclr "dispule" and the English "dispute" illustrates: '

English
dispute

(an argument or a dis-
agreement between two

. people)

No contrtror-r

meanir-rg

'Ihr-rs. as depicted i, tlre above diagra,. ,.tli1tute,' in Enslish
rreans an "argur.nent or a disa-r.recnrent betrveen two people''. ancl its
exact translation in Frerrch is not "r/l.s7rzrlc (FR)" bLrt"./ltlgc".

Arother exarnple fifting i, this category of fàlse l'r'iercls is rlre
word "offlcious" (E,n-q) and "officieirx" (Fr). Whereas in English the
word "officior.rs" is an adjective that is used to indicate the qLrality of
being "too ready to tell people what to cio or to use the power one has
to give orders", in }rrench, thc rvorcl "olrcieux" nrears "unoffrcial".

French
dispute

(a quarrel)
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Also. one ca, be rlisled b.v' the Frerrch $,orcl "rc.oarrs " ard the
English word "r.e.out.,\e". L Fre,ch, "recout:.\' rrea,s arr ,.appeal'..

tliat is, a fbrural request to a coLrrt of iar.l, for a juclgernenr to bc
clrarrged. Yet. in English, the word "recour,se " nreans',the fact of hav-
ing to. or being able to, use sorrething tliat can provicle lrelp in a cliTr-
crrlr situation."

On the otlrer hand. parlial false û.iencjs. or purtiall.l, deceptive
cognutes, are morc conrplex antl I u,oLild call thern the reai ..troLrble

nlakers". This is becaLrse of the lact that the iirlse coqnates of both
languages, i.e. Ll ancl L2. have at Icast one rneairing in cornn.ron ancl at
least one nteanirrg not sharecl b.v,both. trr this regar.il. C. Dentanuelli et
al state:

,Saul.y lc.s futrx trttti,s purl iel.t
Tto.tcrtl prohlètttc tltrtt.s ltr tlta.\ut.a oLt.

it I'iuver.çe de.s iirtr.t. rrttti.s t.ott4tlet.s
cltti tt'rtttl en cotlututtt Lutcun tlc lattt..s
.çerts, il,s pLu.lugc.\ uyac. leur.s. honto-
logtrc.s da lu luttguc c:ihle ccrlcrirt
.:atts. (J )

Again i, this respect. Ro.ald Shee. describes this category or.
1'alse fiiends u,ith trvo intelsecting circles. or or.)e circle insicle the other
one (in this afiicle. the latter arc labelled as the oLrter ancl inner.circle).
In the case of two intersectine circles. the area of intersection repre-
sents the sernantic field that is shared by both cognates. as indicatecl in
the fcrl lolving c1 iaqranr :
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French
location

(letting, renting;
Ieasing)

FrlEng
location

(a place where some-
thrng happens or

English
lccatron

(a p ace outsrde a film
stud o where scenes
of a frlm/movie are

English
assairarce
(a promise)

In the case of au'"outer and il.Iner circle situation"" that is. one
circle inside the other. the outer circle has the sanre nteanilt-il as the oue
inside. besides an adclitional meaning that it. i.e. the oLrter circle. does
luot share with the inner circle. In other words. tlte otrtel circle has a
u,icier serlantic field than the iirner circle. as displar,ecl in tire iliau.r'anr
bclor,v:

French
assurance

( i n s u ra n ce''co ntract"
+ a oromise)
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As no,-prol'essional translators. ,.r). UFC sltrcierrs rier relief
when thev corre across sLrch farsc- cogrates- thirkiirg rhar trrcr ha'c trre
sarre ,reanirlg: )'et. they' soo, realize that they ha'e lee,r tr.appctl.o, the ollrer haud. g'a,r,raticai farse fr.iercis can'be ,.ticed
throLrglroLrt tire lingLristic perflormairce. spoke, as i,reil as *r.ittcrr. .f'
these learners. In fact. the latter not onry ,se [rrgrish ri.rcrs * itrr
French rneani,gs, brt ars. tencr to transrate ,r',rr.Èf.r,.-,, orcr. he'cc
translatirg the serterce strLrcture it lu lct/re. F-or.the S.l,e oi, brc'i11,.
onl1,"a couple o1'erarnples u ill bc pr.eselrtecl irerc.

A cont rnort nr i stake ntacle [r1, these noti_1tr.o lèss iona l tran s ]trtorsis thc Lrse of'airriliar'_r' "ro hL:" rihen it shoLrlcl be ..1r., /rin,c,. arcl 
'iceversa. For inslance " a scltlcnce like:

-'.'ll u ohrcrtLr lc prt.stc t/c lrtga tIitt,s/rtrc.ri.tr lor..sqtr'il ut.trir 26 utt,s'.
is ver,r,ofien translatecl as:

-"lJc hu.s' oltruittctl thc proic.s.sit.tn of.un e.rttntirritr,q nrtr,qr.srt.trre ,,hatr ha
It,rrl l/,.rT,(//'\.

As ca, be,oticed ri'onr trris exarrpre. trre sttrcrert usecl trre aux_
iliary "/o huve" to talk about age. yet in Ergrisrr \\c .se '.rct bc.. i,steacr.'fhis is because in French we Llse the aLrxiJiarr, ,,",.1., ..n,,ri,l'i1to nu"";
w'11e, talking about age. Th,s. it is serf'-eviclert that the perso, sayingthis sente,ce is trarsratirg verbatirr 1r-o, tire French rangiLage. Ar_other rlistake i, the exa,pre abclve is the terse used. rn ..u ohrcnu,,,
the verb is i,7r,r.re; c'otttTto,sé" trrat is. "to have * past pr,-i.ipr",.. In
Irrench, this tense is Lrsuarr'rsecr whe, tarking aboLrt a i"rrirrJr.a..
tion i. the past. yet, the eqLrivarert lense i, E,grish shoLrrcr bL trre sirn-ple past rather tharr the preserrt pe.fèct. as it is the case irr this exarrpie.L Erglish, the present perl'ect "rra,e * past participre,,carrrof be usecito talk about conrpleted actio,s in the past. Here agai,. it is ob'ioLrs
tlrat tlre stude,t who macle tiris rnistzrke rrust ha'e trairslatecl t;t.r,,tt-r..

In a rvord. trarrsratirg bet*,ee, Fr.enc.h arcr Er-qrisir is a,rire_field for Alserian translators- particLrrarry ,orr-protèssiorar trarsiator.s.
They are urable to criscern trrese afbrenientiorecl pitfails i, their trans_lating process. Herce. trrey shourcl get usecr to treaciing careiuilv arcr itis.Lrnrvise of thern to take things for granted.'rhe rearrrer shourcr bear innrind the fact that,ot evelry wortr ii Frencrr that has its rook_arike in
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English does necessarily share the same rrreaning with it. T'ltis,,prin-
cipe d'analo54ie", To use M. Ballard's words, should be done away
with.
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