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Abstract 

In Les bouts de bois de Dieu, Sembene Ousmane, like most African writers, 
communicates the African experience, culture and tradition to the Western world 
through their works. However, most of these texts are translated by Europeans. 
This paper is interested in the translation of the kitchen practices given to us in the 
novel. The African traditional culinary practices are sharp contrasts to the 
practices of the European culture where the translator, Francis Price, originates 
from. This paper attempts to evaluate how well the translator has surmounted the 
lexical, semantic, linguistic and meta-linguistic problems encountered in the work. 
The paper found out that in literary translation, one does not just translate the 
ideas but also the culture of the source text. Adopting the Interpretive method, the 
paper concludes that though the translator has been able to transfer meanings, his 
translation is characterised by inconsistencies, which has resulted in failure to 
communicate to the target readers, in most instances, the original information of 
the author. 
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Introduction 

In Les bouts de bois de Dieu, Sembene Ousmane, like most African writers, communicates 
the African experience, culture and tradition to the Western world through their works. 
However, most of these texts are translated by Europeans. The African traditional culinary 
practices as given to us in the novel,  are sharp contrasts to the practices of the European 
culture where the translator, Francis Price, originates from. The translation of cultural 
elements constitute the bulk of difficulties faced by the translator of a text that originates 
from a culture that is different from the culture of the translator. Cultural elements, 
according to Samovar, Porter and McDaniel (2007), include language, history, religion, 
social organisations and values. The way people cook, eat, what they cook and the utensils 
they use, are all matters of culture. Kitchen  practices, as far as this article is concerned, 
therefore, covers cooking and eating habits, food items and utensils. There are five key 
words in this work namely Culture, Translation, Interpretive Method, Language and 
Equivalence,  and they shall be visited very briefly. 
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Culture  
Culture is generally believed to refer to the way of life of people. According to Isamah 
(1993), it is one phenomenon on which there is a rare consensus among scholars.  This is 
because culture is ubiquitous, complex, all pervasive and difficult to define.  For  Ojo-Ade 
(1989), the way people live is their culture; the totality of their beliefs, codes of  conduct, 
technique, all elements that are necessary for existence and survival in a social setting. 
According to  Hofstede (2001) culture is to a human collective what personality is to an 
individual. However, In this article, the definition by Kukah (2007) is preferable. It says “ 
a people’s culture is the universe that incorporates the essence of life expressed in their 
songs, dances, dress, food, stories and so on”. Thus culture covers all aspects in the lives 
of people in a community.  
 
Translation 

Translation is a kind of activity which inevitably involves at least two languages and by 
implication two cultural traditions.  Thus, every translator faces the challenges of 
translating cultural aspects implicit in a Source Text (ST) and of finding the most 
appropriate technique of successfully conveying these cultural aspects in the Target 
Language (TL). This is why Heidi Holzer (http://noveladventures (2001) asserts that  there 
is nothing more satisfying than finding the perfect word, one that truly expresses the 
nuances of meaning in the ST. 
 
The phenomenon called “translation” has been defined in many ways by many scholars.  
According to Nida and Taber (1974:12), translation consists of reproducing in the receptor 
language, the closest natural equivalent of the source language message, first in terms of 
meaning and secondly in terms of style.  For  Catford (1965:20), translation is the 
replacement of textual material in the Source Language (SL)  by equivalent textual material 
in another language, that is, an operation performed on language whereby a text is 
substituted in one language for a text in another.  For Newmark (1991:27) translation is 
transferring the meaning of a stretch or a unit of language, the whole or a part of a text, 
from one language to another.Marianne Lederer (1994:11) defines it as a process which : 
 

consiste à comprendre le texte original, à    déverbaliser sa   forme 
linguistique et à exprimer d’une autre langue les idées comprises et les 
sentiments ressentis. 

 
[involves  understanding the original text, deverbalising its linguistic form 
and expressing, in another language,  the ideas it  contains, and the 
sentiments felt]. (All translations in this paper except otherwise stated are ours) 

 
The Interpretive Method of Translation 

The Interpretive theory of translation, which is the theory adopted in this thesis, is a 
process that consists of the transfer of meaning or sense from the SL to the TL using the 
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equivalent form. It is derived from the “Interpretative” point of view in the sense that a 
translator will first of all read a text, then interpret, according to his understanding, the 
message or sense of the text before putting it in writing otherwise called “translation”. The 
central point of this theory is that the translator does not concentrate on words or linguistic 
structures present in the SL, but rather on the meaning and the sense that these words 
carry. It sees translation process not as a direct conversion of the linguistic meaning of the 
source language meaning, but as a conversion from source language to sense, the 
intermediate link being non-verbal thought which, once consciously grasped, can then be 
expressed in any language regardless of the words being used in the original language. 
The Interpretive theory of translation, which is known as the theory of sense translation 
and semantic – communicative translation, was developed at the Ecole Supérieure 
d’Interprètes et de Traducteurs (ESIT), of the University of Paris III, Sorbonne Nouvelle, 
and popularised by Mesdames Danica Seleskovitch and Marianne Lederer.  The fore-
runner of this theory was Saint Jerome.  
 
Equivalence: “Equivalence”, is a word with dual meanings.  It is, firstly, a method of 
translation and secondly, the translation of any text is normally supposed to be an 
equivalent of the original text.  In translation, equivalence refers to a situation in which the 
same situation given in the Source Text (ST) is expressed in the Target Text (TT), using 
entirely different devices.  According to Enoch Ajunwa (1991:35), equivalence is a 
translation technique which refers to a sort of lexical change of point of view.  It is the 
technique used in translating proverbs and idiomatic expressions when the same situation 
occurs in the SL as well as in the TL. 
 

Language: Language, according to Louis Hjelmslev, is the instrument by which man 
fashions out his thoughts, his sentiments, etc. 
 
Summary of the novel 
Ousmane Sembène’s Les bouts de bois de Dieu is an African novel depicting the colonial era 
in an African society.  It is a novel of action and counter-action, bluff and counter-bluff.  
The events of the strike on the Dakar-Niger railway line between October 10, 1947 and 
March 19, 1948, provide the circumstances of the novel.  The railway and the colonial 
authorities on the one hand and the indigenous railway workers and their families on the 
other, enact the harrowing drama of confrontation typical of the colonial times.  For 
making demands for better working conditions, the strikers in the novel are mowed down, 
beaten to the point of laceration, imprisoned, killed, deceived and their families 
incarcerated to break their spirit and sabotage the strike.  The black railway workers choose 
delegates to present their demands to the white authorities and also take charge of 
negotiations.  Most of the meetings ended in violent disagreements.  Although the 
emphasis of the narrative is on collective heroism, one can still distinguish a leader, 
Bakayoko, who was the source of inspiration and encouragement for all the strikers.  He 
was the symbol of the true, bold, uncompromising, selfless African fighting for the good 
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of his people. The events in the story cover Bamako, Thiès and Dakar. The colonial masters 
stopped the supply of water and grains to the black communities to intimidate the 
workers, yet the strike continued.  Then the women joined the men in the struggle and 
conducted a long march of protest in solidarity to their men.  The workers achieve victory 
in the end, and this optimistic ending is the whole point of the novel. 
 
The translation of kitchen practices 
Henceforth, we shall refer to Les bouts de bois de Dieu  as  LBBD and  God’s Bits of Wood  as 
GBW 
(i) Est-ce que tout le monde a soupé? 

- Oui, il ne reste plus que toi et Adjibid’ji.  
Fatoumata s’installa derrière son mari et resta ainsi durant tout le repas en signe de 
politesse.  Mamadou Keita et la fillette se lavèrent les mains. (LBBD p. 29) 

 
…”Has everyone had supper?” 
“Everyone except yourself and Ad’jibid’ji” 
Fatoumata seated herself  behind her husband, where she would remain throughout the 
meal as a sign of courtesy.  Mamadou Keita and the child washed their hands.  (GBW p. 
11) 

 
(ii) Un peu à l’écart du marché, à l’angle du dépôt, Dieynaba avait installé son étal…A 
sa droite s’entassaient des piles de calebasses, devant elle, la grande calebasse-mère pleine de 
bouillie, a sa gauche un bol ou trempaient des cuillères…(LBBD p. 39-40) 

 
Dieynaba had set up her stand a little apart from the market proper, on the corner nearest 
the workshop. On the stand before her was an enormous gourd filled with porridge. To her 
right there was a pile of smaller gourds, and to her left a bowl in which spoons were soaking 
(GBW p. 16) 
 
(iii) Pourquoi ai-je proféré des ménaces?  Tout  ça, c’est à cause de cette 
grève…Ou alors, c’est peut-être que je suis méchante?  Non, je ne suis pas méchante, c’est 
parce que nous avons faim…Ah c’est à devenir folle; une situation pareille: plus d’eau, 
plus de malo! (LBBD p. 84) 
 
But why should I have threatened him? Is all of this because of the strike – or is it perhaps 
because I am evil?  No, I know that is not so, I am not evil – it is just that we are hungry…  
But it is enough to drive one mad – no rice, not even any water… (GBW p. 45) 
 
(iv) –  Dieu merci, nous avons quatre kilos de riz, une boîte de lait pour Greve et du 
rakal… (LBBD p. 88) 
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God be praised, we have ten pounds of rice, a can of milk for strike, and some earthnut cakes… 
(GBW p. 48) 
 
There are two elements of culture in example (i).  The first is that wives do not serve food 
to their husbands and walk away.  They sit down with their husbands while they are eating 
as a sign of respect.  Secondly, in the African culture, people eat with their hands using 
their fingers instead of cutlery.  This is indicated by the phrase se laverènt les mains.  These 
two actions of culture have been clearly translated by the translator using literal 
translation.  He has rendered the phrase as washed their hands. The cultural items in example 
(ii) namely calebasses, calebasse-mère and bouillie, have been rendered in English as smaller 
gourd for calebasses, enormous gourd  for  mère-calebasse and porridge for boúillie.  These 
translations are appropriate transfer of the meaning of the message in the source text. 
 
The loan-word malo, which was used by Sembène and whose meaning he gave, as a 
footnote, to mean rice has been translated directly in the text as rice by Price, thus there has 
been no need for a footnote.  This may be a smart move by the translator but the negative 
implication here is that the English readers, unlike the French readers will have no idea of 
how rice is called in Wolof  language.  Sembène knew that malo is called du riz in French 
and he could have easily written it into the text since he wrote the whole novel in French.  
Perhaps, since he could not write in his mother tongue, he decided to pop in a few words 
in his native African language as a mark of his identity as a black man.  If this was the case, 
his intention has not been translated into the target language by the elimination of that 
word in the English equivalent of the novel.  And this is exactly what the translator has 
done in example (iv) as he translates rakal as earthnut cakes.  In the novel, Sembène explains 
what rakal  means as a footnote:   
 
Tourteau d’arachides. 
The Concise Oxford Hachette Dictionary defines tourteau as oil cake.  Translating rakal as 
Earthnut Cake gives the impression that earthnut is a kind of African fruit or nut which can 
be used in making a cake.  Since tourteau does not mean earthnut cake, this is a 
mistranslation on the part of Price.  We propose the following as alternative translation: 
 Sembène:  rakal 

Price:   earthnut cake 
Our Suggestion: (a) groundnut  cake 
 

Earthnut Cake does not give the target language readers any clue as to the constituents of 
the food item whereas it is clearly given in the foot note that the major ingredient of this 
cultural food item is groundnut. 
 
Still on the translation of example (iv) we notice that the translator has not calculated the 
quantity of rice correctly.  A kilo in French equals two pounds.  The original text says:  
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quatre kilo de riz and the translator says ten pounds of rice.  The correct translation should 
be eight pounds of  rice. 
 
(v) – ceci, dit Deune, célèbre pour son appétit, ceci, femme, n’est pas digne du palais 

d’un mendiant.  Ce soir, je me fais ton mendiant. Les hommes silencieux comme 
si le bassi leur avait ravi la parole, plongérent leurs mains dans le n’dappe et, ainsi 
récompensée, Houdia Mbaye suivit des yeux les doigts agiles qui confectionnaient des 
boulettes, bouchées après bouchées. …Soudain, on entendit la voix de Badiane: 
Femme, dit-il, c’est très bon. – il  rota (LBBD p. 92-93) 

 
This, said Deune, who was famous for his appetite, this, woman, is not worthy of 
a beggar’s palate – but tonight I will be your beggar! As silently as if the sights of 
the couscous had robbed them of speech, the men plunged their hands into the common 
vessel, their agile fingers forming the meat and grain into little balls, dipping them swiftly 
in the sauce and carrying them to their mouths.  Houdia M’baye had watched every 
movement…Suddenly then, she heard Badiane’s voice. Woman, he said;it is very 
good.  He belched loudly…  (GBW p. 52) 

 
(vi) Aux temps anciens, avant même que l’étoile du matin eût disparu dans les 

premières lueurs de l’aube, commençait le chant des pilons.  De cour en cour, les 
pileuses se renvoyaient le bruit léger du martèlement incessant de leurs pilons et 
ces bruits semblèrent cascader dans l’air bleuté comme le fait le chant des 
ruisseaux… (LBBD p. 158) 

 
In the old days, the singing of the pestles had begun even before the morning star 
disappeared in the first light of the dawn. From courtyard to courtyard the women 
had exchanged their unceasing, pounding rhythm, and the sounds had seemed to 
cascade through the smoky air like the song of a brook…  (GBW p. 97) 

 
(vii) –  Je suis trés honoré de votre visite, dit Fa Keita.  Je n’ai pas de Kola à vous offrir, 

mais je me considère comme endetté. (LBBD p. 366)  
 

…Fa Keita said, I am honored by your visit to my home.  I have no kola to offer you, but I shall 
consider myself your debtor.  (GBW p. 236) 
 
In example (v), we are given several aspects of all African culture on cooking and eating 
habits.  First we see that Africans eat from a common container.  The practice of eating 
alone or from individual plates is unAfrican.  The act of communal eating is indicated in 
the example by the cultural loan-word  n’dappe which the author explains through a 
footnote as récipient commun. 
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Another aspect of African culture portrayed in the example is that Africans eat with their 
fingers as we have already mentioned in example (i).  This is indicated by the phrase 
plongèrent leurs mains dans le n’dappe,which Price has translated as:  plunged their hands into 
the common vessel. This rendition is acceptable as it conveys the sense of the source text 
message. 
 
We wish to remark, here also, that Price has translated the cultural loan-word n’dappe 
directly into English as common vessel, instead of retaining the original word n’dappe.  This 
direct translation of his probably stems from the author’s footnote, récipient commun.  Also, 
he has translated bassi as couscous.  We do not know how Price got to know that bassi means 
couscous as Sembène has not given any information on this food item, either as footnote or 
glossary, in the entire novel. 
 
Finally, there is the act of belching after a heavy meal.  Among Africans, especially in the 
rural setting, belching is done with pride…  Commenting on this table manner, Ajunwa 
(1991:72) says that: 
 
Belching, which is done publicly even with a touch of pride after a good meal and as an 
indication of satisfaction by Africans, is considered primitive  and uncultured by 
Europeans.  So, to overcome the  problem of translating such African cultural  aspects, non-
African translators of modern African  literature must understand the traditions, culture 
and  world view of  Africans. 

 
In this instance, Price has captured this typical African table manners and rendered it 
adequately in English as he belched loudly. 
 
Example (vi) and (vii) also carry the stamp of African eating habits.  In (vi) we see that food 
preparation begins early in the morning, and sometimes before dawn.  It also involves a 
lot of pounding using the mortar and pestle, a practice which is alien to the culture of the 
translator.  We notice that in the translation  the word pileuses which is the adjectival form 
of the verb piler,meaning to crush, and, in the given context, refers to the people pounding 
the mortar, has been translated as the women.  This is a good modulation. 
 
In example (vii), we encounter  the practice of offering Kola to visitors. This practice is 
common in Chinua Achebe’s novels many of which portay Igbo culture and tradition.  This 
shows that kolanuts are not peculiar to the Igbos only but serve in other parts of Africa as 
a symbol of welcome, acceptance and brotherhood.  Using the word-for-word technique, 
Price has rendered the message of this last example into the target language. 
 
Conclusion.  
In order to have a good literary translation,  a great deal of effort has to be made by the 
literary translator.  First and foremost, the translator requires training.  He is also expected 
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to be well-versed both in the Source Language (SL) as well as in the Target Language (TL).  
He must also know the history, character and especially the culture of the people whose 
language is being translated.  That is to say that a literary translator translates not only the 
message of the ST but also the culture embedded in it. We have seen from the appraisal so 
far, that Price’s translations of cultural elements have been characterised by 
inconsistencies, mistranslations and undertranslations, which have resulted in loss of 
meanings and mis-informations.   
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