
Solving Translation Problems at Word Level 

 

 I. Problems of Non-equivalence at Word Level 

In translation, there must be found some words in the source language that do not have direct 

equivalents in the target language. According to Baker (1992: 21), non-equivalence at word 

level means that the target language has no direct equivalent for a word which occurs in the 

source text. Here are some common problems of non-equivalence. 

1. Culture-specific concepts 

The source-language word may express a concept' which is totally unknown in the target 

culture. The concept in duestion may be abstract or concrete; it may relate to a religious; 

belief, a social custom, or even a type of food. Such concepts are bften referred to as 'culture-

specific'. An example of an abstract English concept which is notoriously difficult to translate 

into other languages is that expressed by the word privacy. This is a very 'English' concept 

which is rarely understood by people from other cultures. Speaker (of the House of 

Commons) has no equivalent in many languages, such as Russian, Chinese, and Arabic 

among others. It is often translated into Russian as 'Chairman', which does not reflect the role 

of the Speaker of the House of Commons as an independent person who maintains authority 

and order in Parliament. An example of a concrete concept is airing cupboard in English 

which, again, is unknown to speakers of most languages. 

2. The source language concept is not lexicalized in the target language 

The source-language word may express a concept which is known in the target culture but 

simply not lexicalized, that is not 'allocated' a target-language word to express it. The word 

savoury has no equivalent in many languages, although it expresses a concept which is easy to 

understand. The adjective standard (meaning 'ordinary, not extra7 , as in standard range of 

products) also expresses a concept which is very accessible and readily understood by most 

people, yet Arabic has no equivalent for it. Landslide has no ready equivalent in many 

languages, although it simply means 'overwhelming majority'.  

3. The source language word is semantically complex 

The source-language word may be semantically complex. This is a fairly common problem in 

translation. Words do not have to be morphologically complex to be semantically complex 

(Bolinger and Sears, 1968). In other words, a single word which consists of a single 

morpheme can sometimes express a more complex set of meanings than a whole sentence. 

Languages automatically develop very concise forms for referring to complex concepts if the 

concepts become important enough to be talked about often. Bolinger and Sears suggest that 

if we should ever need to talk regularly and frequently about independently operated sawmills 

from which striking workers are locked out on Thursday when the temperature is between 



500° and 600°F, we would find a concise way to do it' (ibid.: 114). We do not usually realize 

how semantically complex a word is until we have to translate it into a language which does 

not have an equivalent for it. An example of such a semantically complex word is arruaqao, a 

Brazilian word which means 'clearing the ground under coffee trees of rubbish and piling it in 

the middle of the row in order to aid in the recovery of beans dropped during harvesting1 (ITI 

News, 1988: 57). 

4. The source and target languages make different distinctions in meaning 

The target language may make more or fewer distinctions in meaning than the source 

language. What one language regards as an important distinction in meaning another language 

may not perceive as relevant. For example, Indonesian makes a distinction between going out 

in the rain without the knowledge that it is raining (kehujanan) and going out in the rain with 

the knowledge that it is raining (hujan-hujanan). English does not make this distinction, with 

the result that if an English text referred to going out in the rain, the Indonesian translator may 

find it difficult to choose the right equivalent, unless the context makes it clear whether or not 

the person in question knew that it was raining. 

5. The target language lacks a superordinate 

The target language may have specific words (hyponyms) but no general word 

(superordinate) to head the semantic field. Russian has no ready equivalent for facilities, 

meaning 'any equipment, building, services, etc. that are provided for a particular activity or 

purpose1 .  It does, however, have several specific words and expressions which can be 

thought of as types of facilities, for example sredstva peredvizheniya ('means of transport'), 

naem ('loan'), neobkhodimye pomeschcheniya ('essential accommodation'), and 

neobkhodimoe oborudovanie ('essential equipment'). 

6. The target language lacks a specific term (hyponym) 

More commonly, languages tend to have general words (superordin-ates) but lack specific 

ones (hyponyms), since each language makes only those distinctions in meaning which seem 

relevant to its particular environment. There are endless examples of this type of non-

equivalence. English has many hyponyms under article for which it is difficult to find precise 

equivalents in other languages, for example feature, survey, report, critique, commentary, 

review, and many more. Under house, English again has a variety of hyponyms which have 

no equivalents in many languages, for example bungalow, cottage, croft, chalet, lodge, hut, 

mansion, manor, villa, and hall. Under jump we find more specific verbs such as leap, vault, 

spring, bounce, dive, clear, plunge, and plummet, 

7. Difference in physical or interpersonal perspective 

Physical perspective may be of more importance in one language than it is in another. 

Physical perspective has to do with where things or people are in relation to one another or to 

a place, as expressed in pairs of words such as come/go, take/bring, arrive/depart, and so on. 

Perspective may also include the relationship between participants in the discourse (tenor). 



For example, Japanese has six equivalents for give, depending on who gives to whom: yaru, 

ageru, morau, kureru, itadaku, and kudasaru (McCreary, 1986). 

8. Differences in expressive meaning 

There may be a target-language word which has the same proposi-tional meaning as the 

source-language word, but it may have a different expressive meaning. The difference may be 

considerable or it may be subtle but important enough to pose a translation problem in a given 

context. It is usually easier to add expressive meaning than to subtract it. In other words, if the 

target-language equivalent is neutral compared to the sourcelanguage item, the translator can 

sometimes add the evaluative element by means of a modifier or adverb if necessary, or by 

building it in somewhere else in the text. 

So, it may be possible, for instance, in some contexts to render the English verb batter (as in 

child/wife battering) by the more neutral Japanese verb tataku, meaning 'to beat', plus an 

equivalent modifier such as 'savagely' or 'ruthlessly'. Differences in expressive meaning are 

usually more difficult to handle when the target-language equivalent is more emotionally 

loaded than the source-language item. This is often the case with items which relate to 

sensitive issues such as religion, politics, and sex. Words like homosexuality and homosexual 

provide good examples. Homosexuality is not an inherently pejorative word in English, 

although it is often used in this way. On the other hand, the equivalent expression in Arabic, 

shithuth jinsi (literally: 'sexual perversion'), is inherently more pejorative and would be quite 

difficult to use in a neutral context without suggesting strong disapproval. 

9. Differences in form 

English often have no direct equivalents in other languages. English has many couplets such 

as employer/'employee, trainer/trainee, and payer/payee. It also makes frequent use of suffixes 

such as -ish (e.g. boyish, hellish, greenish) and -able (e.g. conceivable, retrievable, drinkable). 

Arabic, for instance, has no ready mechanism for producing such forms and so they are often 

replaced by an appropriate paraphrase, depending on the meaning they convey (e.g. 

retrievable as 'can be retrieved' and drinkable as 'suitable for drinking'). Affixes which 

contribute to evoked meaning,: for instance by creating buzz words such as wash-ateria, 

carpeteria, and groceteria (Bolinger and Sears, 1968), and those which convey expressive 

meaning, such as journalese, transla-tionese, and legalese (the -ese suffix usually suggests 

disapproval of a muddled or stilted form of writing) are more difficult to translate by means of 

a paraphrase. It is relatively easy to paraphrase propositional meaning, but other types of 

meaning cannot always be spelt out in a translation. Their subtle contribution to the overall 

meaning of the text is either lost altogether or recovered elsewhere by means of compensatory 

techniques. It is most important for translators to understand the contribution that affixes 

make to the meaning of words and expressions, especially since such affixes are often used 

creatively in English to coin new words for various reasons, such as filling temporary 

semantic gaps in the language and creating humour. Their contribution is also important in the 

area of terminology and standardization. 

 



10. Differences in frequency and purpose of using specific forms 

Even when a particular form does have a ready equivalent in the target language, there may be 

a difference in the frequency with which it is used or the purpose for which it is used. English, 

for instance, uses the continuous -ing form for binding clauses much more frequently than 

other languages which have equivalents for it, for example German and the Scandinavian 

languages. Consequently, rendering every -ing form in an English source text with an 

equivalent -ing form in a German, Danish, or Swedish target text would result in stilted, 

unnatural style.  

11. The use of loan words in the source text 

The use of loan words in the source text poses a special problem in translation. Quite apart 

from their respective propositional meaning, loan words such as aufait, chic, and alfresco in 

English are often used for their prestige value, because they can add an air of sophistication to 

the text or its subject matter. This is often lost in translation because it is not always possible 

to find a loan word with the same meaning in the target language. Dilettante is a loan word in 

English, Russian, and Japanese; but Arabic has no equivalent loan word. This means that only 

the propositional meaning of dilettante can be rendered into Arabic; its stylistic effect would 

almost certainly have to be sacrificed. Loan words also pose another problem for the unwary 

translator, namely the problem of false friends, or faux amis as they are often called. False 

friends are words or expressions which have the same form in two or more languages but 

convey different meanings. They are often associated with historically or culturally related 

languages such as English, French, and German, but in fact false friends also abound among 

totally unrelated languages such as English, Japanese, and Russian. Once a word or 

expression is borrowed into a language, we cannot predict or control its development or the 

additional meanings it might or might not take on. Some false friends are easy to spot because 

the difference in their meanings is so great that only a very inexperienced translator is likely 

to be unaware of it. The average Japanese translator is not likely to confuse an English 

feminist with a Japanese feminist (feminist in Japanese is usually used to describe a man who 

is excessively soft with women). An inexperienced French or German translator may, 

however, confuse English sensible with German sensibel (meaning 'sensitive'), or English 

sympathetic with French sympathique (meaning 'nice/likeable'). 

II . Strategies Used by Professional Translators 

With the above proviso in mind, we can now look at examples of strategies used by 

professional translators for dealing with various types of non-equivalence. In each example, 

the source-language word which represents a translation problem is underlined. The strategy 

used by the translator is highlighted in bold in both the original translation and the back-

translated version. Only the strategies used for dealing with non-equivalence at word level 

will be commented on. Other strategies and differences between the source and target texts 

are dealt with in subsequent chapters.  

 

1. Translation by a more general word (superordinate) 

 

The first strategy stated by Baker (1992) is translation by a more general word. The translator 

may go up one level in a given semantic field to find a more general word that covers the core 



propositional meaning of the missing hyponym in the receptor language. For example from 

the source text (Kolestral Super) it is stated: Shampoo the hair with a mild WELLA-

SHAMPOO and lightly towel dry. Then after being translated into Spanish, the text becomes: 

Lavar el cabello con un champu suave de WELLA y frotar ligeramente con una toalla (Wash 

hair with a mild WELLA shampoo and rub lightly with a towel). And after being translated 

into Arabic, the text becomes: The hair is washed with ‘wella’ shampoo, provided that it is a 

mild shampoo (back translation). In the above translation, Baker takes the example of Spanish 

and Arabic languages as the target language. Both Spanish and Arabic do not have the 

specific word, as specific as shampoo, that is why those languages use a more general word 

for shampoo. Those languages use the word wash. 

 

2. Translation by a more neutral/less neutral expressive word 

The second strategy is translation by a more neutral/less expressive word. The translator may 

use a more/ less expressive word if the source language word has differences in expressive 

meaning, which is more difficult to handle because the target language equivalence is more or 

less emotional than the source language item. For example the source text (A Study of 

Shamanistic Practices in Japan – Blacker, 1975) is: The shamanic practices we have 

investigated are rightly seen as an archaic mysticism. After being translated, the text becomes 

‘The shamanic behavior which we have been researching should rightly be considered as an 

ancient mysticism’ (back-translated from Japanese) (Baker 1992). 

3. Translation by cultural substitution 

The next strategy is translation by cultural substitution (Baker 1992). This strategy involves 

replacing a culture-specific item or expression with a target language item, which does not 

have the same propositional meaning but is likely to have similar impact on the target reader. 

For example the source text is (The Patrick Collection – a leaflet produced by a privately 

owned museum of classic cars) The Patrick Collection has restaurant facilities to suit every 

taste – from the discerning gourmet, to the Cream Tea expert. After being translated into 

Italian, the text becomes … di soddisfare tutti I gusti: da quelli del gastronomo esigente a 

quelli dell’esperto di pasticceria (… to satisfy all tastes: from those of the demanding 

gastronomist to those of the expert in pastry). In Britain, cream tea is ‘an afternoon meal 

consisting of tea to drink and scones with jam and clotted cream to eat. It can also include 

sandwiches and cakes. Cream tea has no equivalent in other cultures. The Italian translator 

replaced it with pastry which does not have the same meaning (for one thing, cream tea is a 

meal in Britain, whereas pastry is only a type of food). However, ‘pastry’ is familiar to the 

Italian reader and therefore provides a good cultural substitute. The translator must consider 

whether his translation is familiar and give good substitute to the readers. 

4. Translation using a loan word or loan word plus explanation 

 

This strategy is particularly common in dealing with culture-specific items, modern concepts, 

and buzz words. Following the loan word with an explanation is very useful when the word in 

question is repeated several times in the text. Once explained, the loan word can then be used 

on its own; the reader can understand it and is not distracted by further lengthy explanations.  

 

 

 

 



5. Translation by paraphrase using a related word 

 

This strategy tends to be used when the concept expressed by the source item is lexicalized in 

the target language but in a different form, and when the frequency with which a certain form 

is used in the source text is significantly higher than would be natural in the target language. 

 

6. Translation by paraphrase using unrelated word 

 

If the concept expressed by the source item is not lexicalized at all in the target language, the 

paraphrase strategy can still be used in some contexts. Instead of a related word, the 

paraphrase may be based on modifying a superordinate or simply on unpacking the meaning 

of the source item, particularly if the item in question is semantically complex. The main 

advantage of the paraphrase strategy is that it achieves a high level of precision in specifying 

propositional meaning. One of its disadvantages is that a paraphrase does not have the status 

of a lexical item and therefore cannot convey expressive, evoked, or any kind of associative 

meaning. Expressive and evoked meanings are associated only with stable lexical items which 

have a history of recurrence in specific contexts. A second disadvantage of using this strategy 

is that it is cumbersome and awkward to use because it involves filling a one-item slot with an 

explanation consisting of several items. 

 

7. Translation by omission 

 

This strategy may sound rather drastic, but in fact it does no harm to omit translating a word 

or expression in some contexts. If the meaning conveyed by a particular item or expression is 

not vital enough to the development of the text to justify distracting the reader with lengthy 

explanations, translators can and often do simply omit translating the word or expression in 

question. 

 

8. Translation by illustration 

This is a useful option if the word which lacks an equivalent in the target language refers to a 

physical entity which can be illustrated, particularly if there are restrictions on space and if the 

text has to remain short, concise, and to the point. 

Exercise: 

1. Translate the first text ‘Why Do Americans and Brits Have Different 

Accents’ into Arabic. 

2. Identify the problems that might arise when translating the text. 

3. What translation strategies can you use to solve these problems ? 

 

 


