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LITERALNESS IN LITERARY TRANSLATION: A CASE OF SOCRATES' FOOTSTEPS 

Ganesh Kumar Bastola 

 

This article presents the study related to the 
approach adopted in the translation of a Nepali 
novel  i.e. 'Sukarātkā Pāilā' (2007), written by 
Govinda Raj Bhattarai and translated into 
English by Bal Ram Adhikari, as 'Socrates' 
Footsteps' (2010). The findings show that 
literalness can be maintained from word level to 
discourse along with some specific features of 
literalness e.g. length, parallelism in syntactic 
construction and cultural concept. It is argued 
that originality in the translated text can be 
inculcated by applying procedures of literalness.   

Keywords: Translation, literalness, equivalence,  
culture 

1. Introduction 

Translation is the process of changing speech or 
writing from one language into another language. 
Therefore, Nida (1993) claims translating ''is 
probably the most complex type of event in the 
history of the cosmos'' (p.1). Since two languages 
are involved in every piece of translation work, a 
translator stands as a mediator between two 
distinct languages. In addition to this, Tiwari 
(n.d.) states that mastery over the two languages is 
not sufficient for a translator rather it is crucial for 
translator to amalgamate a literary and creative 
bend together (as cited in Bhattarai, Adhikari & 
Phyak, 2011). In other words, translation is one of 
the best means of communication, as it is the 
rendering of message from one language to 
another maintaining the meaning of the original 
text to the extent possible. For Adhikari (2015) 
translation is the regenerative process where every 
translator has to be able to transfuse a new life 
into the text. Similarly, Catford, (1967) states that 
translation is an operation performed in 
languages: a process of substituting a text in one 
language for a text in another. By the 
aforementioned ideology, it can be claimed that 
translation is like the process of giving a birth to a 
new baby in a sense. In other sense, translation is 
the texture of the form and function where 

meaning is replicated without source 
manipulation. 

Translation is an ancient art. To quote Bhattarai 
(2013) ''we derived all values and a great 
teachings from the legends of the lore, so all 
credit goes to translation or transcreation'' (p.1). 
Therefore, the essence of translation has been 
increasingly honored. In a similar vein, Bell 
(1991, as cited in Bhattarai, Adhikari & Phyak, 
2011), takes translation as ''an expression in 
another (or target language) of what has been 
expressed in the source language, preserving 
semantic equivalence'' (p.5). Thus, translation can 
be done in various ways. 

The great achievement of a translator is to assert 
the optimum level of equivalence. There are 
certain lexical, cultural and literary boundaries; 
therefore, translators feel difficulty while 
rendering the text. In this juncture, another 
complex task of translators is to maintain 
literalness in translation. For Huang (2011) 
literary translation is almost complex and has 
some specific challenges to maintain literalness 
for better understanding to the target audience. 
Therefore, a few of the questions appear– can all 
the translators translate the text? In doing so, can 
they maintain literalness in their translation?  
Indeed, literalness is an approach employed in 
translation to maintain structural, cultural, and 
semantic as well as pragmatic equivalence. In 
reality, almost all translators agree that 
maintaining literalness is wearisome. Indeed, the 
notion of 'literalness in translation' has greater 
significance in the field of translation theory and 
practice.  

2. Literalness in literary translation 

In the long run of translation, the two felt 
difficulties are complex linguistic diversity and 
distinct worldviews represented by those 
languages. Focusing on the bilingual character of 
translation, Grauberg (2000) states that surface 
meaning of the two texts will be approximately 
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the same since their structures may not be 
seriously distorted (as cited in Bhattarai, 2004). 
The cultural awareness, sensibility of the source 
text, positive attitude, linguistic variation between 
the two different languages, lexical meaning etc. 
are a few to mention that a translator has to look 
after whilst inculcating literalness in translation. 
Ghazala (2014) states that literariness is not an 
intrinsic property of a lexical item, a syntactic 
device, a special linguistic feature rather it is a 
product of the overlap of different literal notions. 
However, his overall ideology embarks on the 
interior concept of literalness but the coverlet is 
literary. Indeed, many translators have wrong 
fallacy regarding literalness, therefore, they 
provoke that maintaining literalness is impossible. 
They perceive that literalness in translation is 
possible only when the translator distorts the 
structural frame or semantic/cultural flavor to 
reproduce something in the source text. Despite 
the fact, challenging the challenges of the 
conventional practices in translation, Niranjana 
(2002) speaks in favor of literalness through her 
article, ''Post-colonial Representation: Translation 
as Disruption''. She says that a post colonial 
translator should be able to maintain literalness in 
translation. 

 Niranjana's (2002) focal point is that, there has 
been much more progress in the field of the 
translation and millions of the translators are 
employing various translating techniques e.g. 
literal translation, semantic translation, 
communicative translation, and so on but 
unfortunately none of the translators are aware of 
notion of the literalness. That's why she has come 
up with an aesthetic issue of translation i.e. 
literalness. 

Niranjana (2002) focuses on the aesthetic assets of 
translation, since her overall representation is 
delved into the effect of colonization and the 
relation between colonizers and colonized in 
relation to language and its hegemony. She is a 
post-colonial translator and her view regarding 
translation differs from the views of the others.  

To conceptualize her ideology, Niranjana (2002) 
prioritizes three aspects i.e. linguistic hegemony, 
cultural boundary and aesthetic values in human 
understanding. Therefore, she happens to write 

from the vantage point of language where she 
establishes herself as a postcolonial translator. 
Actually, her write-ups are the challenges to the 
colonizer in general and the conventional 
translators in particular. Similarly, Niranjana 
(1965) also advocates that ''the post-colonial 
translator must wary of essentialist anti-colonial 
narratives; in fact s/he must attempt to deconstruct 
them, to show their complexity with the master 
narratives of imperialism'' (p.59). Maintaining 
literalness in literary translation is really 
challenging for many of translators, since there 
have emerged various issues in translation such as 
subjectivity versus objectivity, translatability 
versus untranslatability, and translation versus 
transcreation which have made the translating task 
more challenging.  

Translating is not just transferring the ideas from 
source language to target language rather it is 
more about preserving intelligibility of the source 
text. The cultural aspect of the literary text is the 
overall embodiment of translation. Intelligibility 
of the source text stresses on semantic and 
syntactic moderation to maintain literalness in 
translation along with cultural boundaries.  
However, reluctantly, there have been various 
studies and researches in translation, though none 
of the translators, researchers, and translator 
experts except Niranjana (2002) tries to view 
translation from the aesthetic aspect i.e. literalness 
in translation. In addition, it is, thus, a very crucial 
aspect among translators producing a new text 
maintaining literalness, which has its own 
significance in the field. In addition to this, a 
conscious translator has to cope with the 
challenges that arise in translation. This is to say, 
a professional translator has to dare to face 
challenges while translating a text from SL to TL 
to maintain literalness in translation. 

Literalness is a vague concept for most of the 
translators. Moreover, Bhattarai (2004) states that 
literalness is a translating technique (approach) in 
which the translator follows the syntax and 
semantics of the SLT very closely thus showing 
greater faithfulness towards it.  In addition to this, 
Bhattarai (2004) further says that it is the form-
based or the SL translation approach in which the 
SLT form dominates the TLT form. For Venuti 
(2000) the style of the source text and the target 
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text reflect the ideologies of the author and 
translator and thus should be highlighted to 
preserve the originality of the text.  

Literalness, in a general sense, is the process of 
maintaining or observing literal meaning in both 
texts (i.e. ST and TT) whether the text has its 
intelligibility of the original or not. Putting the 
same notion in other words, literalness means, 
while making sense, the translation must also 
convey the ''spirit and manner'' of the original 
(Campbell, 1789, pp.445). Closely related to the 
requirement of sensitivity to the style of the 
original is the need for a 'natural and easy' form of 
expression in the language into which one is 
translating. Niranjana (2002) proclaims in her 
concept of literalness ''a translation should affect 
the readers in the same way as the original may be 
supposed to have affected its hearers''. If a 
translation is to meet four basic requirements of 
(i) making sense, (ii) conveying the spirit and 
manner of the original, (iii) having a natural and 
easy form of expression and (iv) producing the 
similar response, it is obvious that at certain 
points the conflict between content and form (or 
meaning and manner) will be acute, and that one 
or the other must give away. According to 
Niranjana(2002),  translators agree that, when 
there is no happy compromise, meaning must 
have priority over style and manner in literary 
translation.  

In other words, their primary concentration is to 
devote towards overall translation and text that 
has to have an association with literalness. Last 
but not the least, Niranjana (2002) puts forward an 
ideology that literalness is the degree of 
translational measurement that seeks to measure 
the intelligibility of the original text, being based 
on the structural and semantic lenses along with 
exact physical length as far as possible.  

3. Features of literalness 

As I have already quoted Niranjana's (2002) 
concept on literalness while defining it. Indeed, 
literalness is that concept that makes an 
association with the process of translating and 
maintaining the pragmatic equivalence of the 
source text (ST) to target text (TT). It has its own 
significant values. That is to say, the concept of 
literalness has the following features: 

 It preserves the intelligibility of the source text 
(ST). 

 It advocates in favor of literalness in 
translation rather than literal translation. 

 It focuses on the preservation of the original 
flavor of the source language into target 
language. 

 It emphasizes the dynamic way of translating. 
 It helps to maintain reliability and validity of 

the text.  

4. Methodology 

The design of the study was survey and the data 
were collected only through secondary sources. 
To carry out the study, fifty instances were 
collected as a sample from the both texts i.e. 
Nepali and English versions of the novel 
'Sukarātkā Pāilā' (2007) using the purposive 
sampling procedure. The sequential observation 
and intensive study were the tools for collecting 
the data. Similarly, the collected data were 
presented, analyzed and interpreted qualitatively 
and descriptively. 

The main research questions were: 
i. What could be the reasons for translating in a 

linear manner i.e. through literalness? 
ii. In what ways the translator has maintained the 

literalness in translation? 
iii. Has the translator preserved the original flavor 

of the text? 

I collected the sentences from Socrates' Footsteps 
and its Nepali version (see Appendix –I ) as the 
instances of literalness. I first analyzed the gravity 
of the source texts and their rendered forms into 
English. After analyzing each instance, I 
examined whether the translated text has 
preserved the original flavor. Subsequently, I 
observed whether the translated texts have 
preserved the intelligibility of the source texts. I 
established the three parameters to analyze the 
overall instances thereby the overall 
generalization could be made about the whole 
novel. The parameters were: a) number, b) 
syntactic construction, and c) cultural concepts. 

 

5. Analysis and interpretation 
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The collected data were systematically presented, 
analyzed and interpreted in terms of the following 
three parameters: in terms of number, parallelism 
in syntactic construction and cultural concepts. 
For example; 

Item No: 1 

SLT (Nepali):  ananta  ghar pugna bātāmā ukālo 
chadiraheko thiyo. 

TLT (English):  Alone, Ananta was struggling to 
reach home. 

In terms of number: Both of the sentences have 
the equal number of words, i.e., 7 words. 

In terms of parallelism in syntactic 
construction: I) Tense: Past Continuous, II) 
Voice: Active 

Here, both of the sentences are in the past and 
active form. 

 In terms of cultural concepts:  The expression 
bātāmā ukālo chadiraheko has been translated as 
struggling; it is because it doesn't have the exact 
equivalent expression. So struggle is used here as 
a literal expression. It shows that the Nepali 
geographical notion ukālo bāto chadiraheko has 
to do just with struggle to reach in English. It also 
shows that the source text message has been 
captured in the target language (English) because 
of the single English phrase struggling to that 
exactly refers to do something with difficulty. 

Item No: 2 

SLT (Nepali): paschimtira kālonilo bhayara āyo.  

TLT (English): The west grew darker.  

In terms of number: Both of the sentences have 
the equal number of words, i.e., 4 words. 

In terms of parallelism in syntactic 
construction: I) Tense: Past, II) Voice: Active 

Here, both of the sentences are in the past and 
active form. 

In terms of cultural concepts:   The color image 
is found to be changed in this case. It is because 
the color image black and blue is not appropriate 
to describe clouds in English in this context. It 
shows that the English word black has a different 

meaning and blue one, too. Here, the source 
expression black and blue does not indicate two 
different things. Instead it focuses simply on the 
single phenomenon. The researcher found darker 
has preserved the SL flavor culturally, because 
black refers to the achromatic color of least 
lightness characteristically perceived to belong to 
objects that neither reflect nor transmit light and 
blue refers to a color whose hue is that of the clear 
sky or that of the portion of the color spectrum 
lying between green and violet. The translator did 
not use black and blue while translating  kālonilo 
into English because black and blue has a 
different denotative meaning. The researcher 
found literalness in the sense that darker is 
equivalent to render SL message into English 
while describing clouds. Here, darker compensate 
the gap and it shows another feature of literalness. 
In that sense, it becomes clear that literalness is 
one act of bridging gaps in translation. 

Item No: 3 

SLT (Nepali):  andheri kholaikholā wāripāri 
dhākera bāluwā ra dhuloko  bhumari parera thulo 
āndhi  madāriyara āyo  

TLT   (English): A raging whirlwind of dust and 
sand swept along the banks of Andheri. 

In terms of number: Both of the sentences have 
the equal number of words, i.e., 14 words. 

In terms of parallelism in syntactic 
construction: I) Tense: Past, II) Voice: Active 

Here, both of the sentences are in the past and 
active form.  

In terms of cultural concepts:  The SL terms 
andherikholaikholā wāripāri has been translated as 

the banks of Andheri. It is because 
andherikholaikholā wāripāri cannot be used in 
English to describe the geographical location. It 
shows that the translator found 
andherikholaikholā wāripāri conveys the same 
meaning as the banks of Andheri does. The 
translator rendered the SL text concentrating on 
the key message, i.e. raging whirlwind and bank 
of Andheri. The translator did not try to distort the 
SL message rather the translator has preserved 
cultural ideology especially Andheri along with 
other phenomena.  
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Item No: 4 

SLT (Nepali):  andhamusti katai nadekhine 

bhayo.  

TLT (English): It was dark everywhere.  

In terms of number: Both of the sentences have 
equal number of words, i.e., 4 words. 

In terms of parallelism in syntactic 
construction: I) Tense: Past, II) Voice: Active 

Here, both of the sentences are in the past and 
active form. 

In terms of cultural concepts:  The color image 
is found to be changed in TLT. It is because the 
color image black cannot be used in English to 
describe clouds in this particular context. It shows 
that the translator rendered the SL word 
andhamusti, a colloquial expression of SL culture 
which cannot be translated exactly, as dark. He 
translated andhamusti as dark not as black or 
pitch-dark. It is because black has a different 
meaning, i.e. one consisting largely of carbon. 
The translator did not use the other words because 
dark has to do with something lightless or murky. 
The translator preserved the cultural concept in 
the sense that andhamusti in Nepalese culture 
associates with dark in English while describing 
the sky. 

Item No: 5 

SLT (Nepali): ek manle bhanthyo aba eutā jāgir 
khāna pāye pani hunthyo.  

TLT (English): The thought of starting a job 
often crossed his mind. 

In terms of number: Both of the sentences have 
the equal number of words, i.e., 10 words. 

In terms of parallelism in syntactic 
construction: I) Tense: Present, II) Voice: Active 

Here, both of the sentences are in the past and 
active form. 

In terms of cultural concepts:  The source 
language term man can be translated differently in  
English such as mind, heart, soul, understanding, 
perception, intelligence, will, wish, desire, 
inclination, disposition, temper and mood. 
Similarly, the source word jāgir has different 

translations e.g. occupation, service, job and 
employment. And the SL word bhanthyo has 
different meanings such as said, told and 
explained. Among them, the translator used the 
word mind for man and job for jāgir to preserve 
the source culture flavor. It shows that the 
translator rendered the SL word man as mind,  
jāgir khānu' as starting a job, which contain the 

equivalent meaning in both texts. The translator 
did not use bhanthyo as said rather he used 
crossed; it is because he was focusing on the 
intention of the speaker. It seems that it has 
helped to preserve the cultural notion as well. 

6. Findings  

Here, I employed certain parameters for the 
analysis and interpretation of the literary text to 
find out literalness in its translation, i.e. length, 
syntactic construction, and cultural concepts. The 
study came up with the following findings: 
 In translating cultural expressions of the 

source language text, various techniques were 
employed such as literal translation, 
substitution, claque, transference, 
paraphrasing, blending, naturalization, 
addition and deletion. Among them 
substitution is the one that has been frequently 
employed to maintain literalness in TLT.  

 Most of the sentences are likely to be literal in 
the target language text. 

 The translator has maintained the parallelism 
in syntactic construction; it is because the 
tense aspect and voice in SLT have been found 
translated into the same tense and voice in 
TLT, e.g. paschimtira kālonilo bhayera āyo, 
translated as The west grew darker. Here, 
tense, voice and length in both of the 
sentences are found to be similar. 

 The translator has tried to preserve the source 
language originality, i.e. cultural concepts, 
being based on his long translating experience. 

 The translator has distorted a few SL 
structures but has not distorted the SL message 
while rendering SLT into TLT, since he was 
guided by the aesthetic approach.  

 Despite these facts, the translator did not 
employ all the parameters or features of 
literalness while translating the text. 
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  It was also found that the translator has vast 
theoretical as well as practical knowledge 
regarding translation. So, he has substituted 
Nepali cultural expressions with exact English 
expressions. 

 The translator has translated SL figurative 
meaning and proverbs into exact English 
terms. It shows that he has been able to 
maintain literalness in literary text. 

 None of the sample text was found to be 
mistranslated. 

7. Conclusion 

Literalness in translation can be measured by 
strengthening such parameters as length, 
parallelism in syntactic construction, transfer of 
cultural concepts, source language representation, 
intelligibility of the source text, and preservation 
of the source language flavor. Those parameters 
have been the fundamental basis for the analysis 
of the literary text in terms of literalness. 

Translation itself is a very tough and adventurous 
task. The translator must pay deep attention to 
both languages, otherwise, mistranslation, under 
translation, etc. will be the result. The following 
conclusion can be drawn from the findings: 
 Languages differ syntactically. So, the 

translator should be well familiar with the 
syntactic structures as well as pragmatic use of 
both languages. 

 Some units used in the text may carry the 
culture of a particular society or community. 
In such a context, the translator has to search 
for the equivalent words to maintain literalness 
that give sense to its readers in the TL. Then 
only, the text translated will be understood 
properly by the readers.  

 It seems that the translator is theoretically 
aware of the features of the literalness, i.e. 
intelligibility of the source language text, 
preservation of the source language flavor, 
originality of the source language text, target 
reader oriented, justifying the writer's 
intention, equipping with identical length, 
maintaining parallelism in syntactic 
construction, preservation of the cultural 
concepts, and so on. 

 Sometimes the same structure of the ST and 
the TT can have different meanings. On the 

other hand, sometimes different structures of 
the ST and the TT can complement semantic 
equivalence. So, the translators should pay 
careful attention to syntactic structure and 
functional aspects of both ST and TT, e.g.  ma 
pani kati behosi, usle sochyo as How forgetful 
am I? He thought. 

 Some words may have been used to give 
meaning beyond its original/dictionary 
meaning in the SL. In such a context, the 
translator should find an appropriate word to 
convey the clear message of the text without 
distorting its meaning. 

In conclusion, preservation of the cultural flavor 
of a text is to re-create or is likened to give birth 
to a baby. It is therefore the translator, apart from 
being a bilingual in the source and target 
languages, should possess cultural awareness and 
creativity.   
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APPENDIX 
1. ananta ghar pugna bātāmā ukālo chadiraheko 

thiyo. (p.4/5) 
Alone, Ananta was struggling to reach home. 
(p.4) 7=7 words  

2. paschimtira kālonilo bhayera āyo.(p.5) 
The West grew darker. (p.4) 4=4 words 

3.  andherikholāikholai waripāri  dhākera bāluwa 
ra dhuloko  bhumari parera thulo āndhi 
madāriyera āyo tyo āyo.  (p.5) 
A raging whirlwind of dust and sand swept 
along the banks of the Andheri. (p.5)
 14=14 words 

4. andhamusti katai nadekhine bhayo. (p.5) 
It was dark everywhere. (p.4) 4=4 words 

5. uski āma sanga sahaj uttar thiyena. (p.5) 
His mother had no easy answer. (p.4) 6=6 
words 

6. usko ghar halliyo. (p.6)  
His house rocked. (p.5)  3=3 words 

7. ek manle bhanthyo aba euta jāgir khāna pāye 
pani hunthyo.  (p.7) 
The thought of starting a job often crossed his 
mind.  (p.7) 10-10 words 

8. ma ājakal khali timilai nabheteko mātrai 
sapanā dekhachu.  (p.9) 
You are never with me in my dream. (p.9)
 8=8 words  

9. hāmi naibadāmā gayera basyeun. (p.159) 
We stayed at Naibada.  (p.149) 4=4 words 

10. ma dheraitira nispatta andhakār mātra  
dekhirahechu.  (p.155) 
Total darkness is what I see everywhere. 
(p.144) 7=7 words 

11. euta dhumil samjhanā mātra bānki cha. (p.156) 

Ananat has only a dim recollection. (p.144) 
6=6 words 

12. u khusile ucāliyo.   (p.15) 
He felt elated. (p.15) 3=3 words 

13. yo jivan dohorāyera yātra garna namilne eutā 
bāto rahecha. (p.149) 
Life is the road that we can't walk twice. 
(p.138)9=9 words  

14. āja dubai nikkai umerdār dekhinthe. (p.174) 
Today, both looked rather youthful. (p.161) 
5=5 words 

15. Samjhera malāi dar lagcha. (p.9) 
 I shudder with fear.   (p.9) 4=4 words 
16. yo sānjha rāmrari ughreko thiyo. (p.19) 

The evening weather was clear. (p.19) 5=5 
words 

17. anantale sochyo -kati sudhrid manobal 
bhayeko kati spastabādi bivāgiye pramukh. 
(p.17) 
Ananta thought, 'What a high-spirited and 
clear headed person'. (p.16) 12=12words 

18. sir le sunāuna tyo lekh maile sangai liyera 
āyeko chu; anantale bhanyo. (p.30) 
I have bought this article to read it to you, 'said 
Ananta'.  (p.29) 11=11 words 

19. nilāle patyai. (p.218) 
Nila believed.  (p.199) 2=2 words 


