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LITERALNESS IN TRANSLATION: A PROCESS OF RECAPITULATING CULTURAL CONCEPTS 

Ganesh Kumar Bastola 

The present article is based on the research 
carried out in Nepali fiction ''Sukarāt kā  Pāilā" 
entitled "Literalness in Literary Translation: A 
Case of Socrates' Footsteps". The article begins 
with an overview of specific process of 
maintaining the aesthetic approach to the better 
understanding of literary texts in translation and 
underpins how literalness in translation can give 
a new life to the translated text.  
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1. Background 

I understand translation as one of the branches of 
applied linguistics that deals with the process of 
rendering the source language message into the 
target language. Translating from one particular 
language to another is a crucial phenomenon. It is 
because the translator has to take care of 
parallelism in syntactic construction on the one 
hand and culture on the other. Indeed, I believe 
that we are not translating the language alone 
rather we transform culture as well. I, as a 
translator, take it as a very tough and tedious job. 
I experienced that when I was working for 
Pariwartan Nepal, an NGO, I had to translate the 
Nepali text into English. I found the translation of 
cultural terms such as 'Dashain', 'Chhat', and 'Teej' 
really puzzling. I had no alternative except 
adopting the borrowing technique.  It was very 
difficult to convey the proper cultural ideology 
from one cultural arena to another. Huang (2011) 
believes that translation is an artistic 
communication where the author, the translator, 
and the reader share mutual understanding 
because translator's selection of words for the 
particular information is a core phenomenon.  It is 
realized that translating is an act in the process of 
transfusing message from one to another 
language. Huang (2011) further stresses that 
translation is a communicative act, and literary 
translation is especially an artistic communication 
where sentence structure to cultural assets are 
primarily considered to convey authentic 
information. Moreover, Bassnett (2002) claimed 

that “literature is both the condition and the place 
of artistic communication between senders and 
addressees, or the public” (p. 83). It indicates that 
recapitulating the cultural concept conveying 
particular information prevail aesthetic values of 
the translated text. More specifically, while 
maintaining literalness in translation, the 
translator has first to read, comprehend, and 
interpret the source text, then to represent it in a 
different medium. Thus, translation has been 
taken as a game like chess, where every next 
move takes account of all previous moves, 
(Hermans, as cited in Huang, 2011). 

I have experienced that translating is not just to 
transform the written text neglecting the author's 
experience and views rather it is the way of 
incorporating all the aspects such as author's 
intention, preservation of cultural flavor, 
intelligibility of the source text and so on.  My 
little experience gained from the NGO entailed 
that a translator is not supposed to deviate from 
the source message rather s/he has to do justice 
both to the author and the target language reader. 
Otherwise, translation would lead mistranslation 
and under-translation. To take for an example, 
'Dashain' cannot be translated as 'Christmas ' in 
English, it is because cultural rituals about 
celebrating 'Dashain' differ from celebrating 
'Christmas '. Therefore, translating something 
from one linguistic phenomenon to another is very 
sensitive.  

There are several approaches to translation, so are 
methods and techniques.  I found many of the 
translators rendered the text based on the 
commercial approach rather than the aesthetic 
approach.  What I strongly believe is that 
translators must have the theoretical knowledge 
and skills of translation. It seems that many of the 
translated texts are likely to lose their weight due 
to the lack of proper theoretical and practical 
considerations on the part of the translators. 
Translation remains incomplete in the absence of 
the proper knowledge.  In my point of view 
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translation must be able to shed a light in the 
contemporary practices of transfusing cultures.  

Many translators, translation teachers and 
translation practitioners, in our context, are 
unaware of the differences between literal 
translation and literalness. The striking difference 
is that literal translation is for word-to-word 
translation but literalness depicts the translator's 
ideology to maintain literalness in every aspect, 
be it at sentence level, paragraph level or 
discourse level, preserving the original flavor of 
the text, particularly in terms of its length. In 
course of my research, I experienced many of the 
professional translators being unable to 
distinguish between literal translation and 
literalness in translation.  But the fact that I trust 
upon is each translator should have better 
bilingual and bicultural domination to translate 
the text and they also must be aware of  the issues, 
methodologies, procedures, techniques, 
approaches and many other criteria to deliver the 
exact message that the author tries to convey. 
Through my little translating experience what I 
would like to share is literal translation is the 
traditional way of translating the text and it is as 
old as the hills while literalness in translation is 
the matter of the aesthetic approach that has made 
the paradigm shift in translation with the 
postmodern perspective. 

It is a universal belief that complete translation is 
impossible; it is because no two languages and 
cultures are the same. A  problem  that  has  
bedeviled  generations  of  translators  is,  “What  
is  a  satisfactory translation?”  There  exist  
numerous  and  varied  answers  to  this  question  
from  different theoretical perspectives and from 
different translators and translation scholars. 
Translating a text considering the intelligibility of 
the source text pertaining to target readers is 
always mandatory. The originality of the source 
text, its cultural assets and the author's style are 
very important phenomena that the translator 
should take on board. It is believed that many of 
the translators have translated without considering 
what an author says. The main business of a 
translator is to report what the author says, not to 
explain what he means; that is the work of the 
commentator. What the author says and how s/he 

says is the problem of the translator. Therefore, 
the translator must be able to employ those 
ideologies that matters in translation in general 
and to maintain literalness in translation in 
particular.  

My argument is that the translator must have the 
theoretical as well practical foreground to 
translate the text so that s/he can maintain 
aesthetics in his/her translation. In this context, 
the present article   explores the existing practice 
of translation and encourages the translators to 
value the aesthetic approach to translation.  

2.  Literalness in translation as resemblance to 
creative work 

Translation is like giving birth to a new baby. 
For Adhikari (2015) translation is the 
regenerative process where every translator has 
to be able to transfuse a new life into the text. 
The text written in a particular language is 
complex because of cultural artifacts. People 
believe that translation is just to transfer from 
one language to another. Moreover, the translator 
has to employ the various techniques of 
translation. It is because it is a process of 
creating new world for the new readers. In doing 
so, the translator has to take care of intelligibility 
of the source text (ST), cultural entities, aesthetic 
values, reader friendliness, and authors' 
originality.  

The fact we know is making something creative 
means investing time, efforts and creative energy 
in the task. Thus, making translation creative is 
associated to the aesthetic approach which 
requires artistic innovation; prolonged 
engagement, dedication to the work and 
knowledge about both source and target 
languages. Adhikari (2010) believes that the 
aesthetic approach to translation invites a 
profound strategy of resistance to the dominant 
target language so as to preserve source cultural 
entities in the translated text.  

3. Literalness in translation as a process of 
mitigating culture 

Literalness in translation brings uniformity in both 
the texts either from the vantage point of 
linguistic equivalence or from cultural 
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preservation. For Bastola (2015) literalness is one 
of the best approaches to bringing syntactic and 
pragmatic equivalence in translation. Focusing on 
the bilingual character of translation, Grauberg 
(2000) states that surface meaning of the two texts 
will be approximately the same, since their 
structures may not be seriously distorted (as cited 
in Bhattarai, 2004). The cultural awareness, 
sensibility of the ST, 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. Similarly, Ghazala 
(2014) states that literariness is not an intrinsic 
property of a lexical item, a syntactic device, a 
special linguistic features rather it is a product of 
the overlap of different literal notions. 

Moreover, Bhattarai (2004) states that literalness 
is a translating technique (approach) in which the 
translator follows the syntax and semantics of the 
ST very closely, thus showing greater faithfulness 
towards it.  In addition, he adds that it is the form-
based or the SL translation approach in which the 
ST form dominates the TT form. According to 
Venuti (2000), the style of the ST and the TT 
reflects the ideologies of the author and the 
translator and thus should be highlighted to 
preserve the originality of the text.  

Here, Pym's (2010) version is closer to Niranjana 
(2000) that cultural translation was of great 
influence, which added 'colonial and postcolonial 
processes displaces and mixed the 
languages'(p.143). To this effect, every individual 
began translating representing their languages, 
however, their translation could not be tacit, 
implicit and embodied to its meaning.  So, 
literalness was a vague concept for translators. 
However, it has really been realized as one of the 
best ways to address the cultural assets through 
and in translation.  

4. Literalness in translation as preservation of 
culture  

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 same physical length as far as possible. For 

Huang (2011) maintaining literalness in 
translation is complex because the choices of 
wording are highly dependent on the target 
language and culture but literalness is solidly 
rooted in the ST.  

5. The communicative ground for aesthetic 
approach  

The greatest contribution to translation is to 
impart the knowledge of the world literature. The 
concept of translation is changing day by day. 
Today, we are on the verge of the 'translate or die' 
situation. In fact, almost linguistic enterprises are 
surviving through translation. It helps to 
understand various experiences of life in different 
countries. Some of the grounds can be fruitful to 
examine the aesthetic approach. 

5.1 Literal and literalness  

Translation is an art for transferring message from 
one language to another. The translator should 
substitute or recompose a work of the SL in the 
TL without losing its original flavor. Ghazala 
(2014) states that a translation which 
approximates to a word-for-word representation 
of the original is known as literal translation. It 
also incorporates sentence-to-sentence level 
translation. However, literalness comprises 
something more than literal translation. We know 
that literalness implies a bit extensively extended 
concept which brings syntactic parallelism, 
pragmatic construction, length exactness, cultural 
representation and aesthetic assets in translation.   

5.2 Parallelism in syntactic construction  

Normally languages differ syntactically. The 
translator has to have a good grasp of structures as 
well as pragmatic use of both the languages. 
Moreover, the translator is expected to be able to 
maintain the syntactic parallelism between ST and 
TT. Some units used in the text may carry the 
culture of the source society or community. In 
such a context, the translator has to search for the 
equivalent or parallel syntactic construction to 
maintain literalness that gives better sense to its 
readers in the TL. Then only the text translated 
will be understood properly by the readers. For 
example, the translator of the novel Socrates' 
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Footsteps, has used the term the bank of anndheri 
for andheri kholākholā wāripāri. 

5.3 Length of the text 

To follow the principle of literalness, the TT and 
the ST needs to be equal in length. The ST having 
a particular length is expected to have the similar 
length in the TT. Indeed, it is the matter of 
literalness in translation used in maintaining 
cultural sensibility. The translator is expected to 
be aware of the features of the literalness, i.e. 
intelligibility of the ST in relation to length. For 
Bastola (2017) length is a paramount feature in 
maintaining literalness. The instances presented in 
the table help to examine the texts translated 
exactly in the same length.   

Table 1. Literalness in Terms of Length  

SLT (Nepali) TLT (English) Words 

nilāle patyāi.  Nila believed. 2 words 

uh  khusile 
uchāliyo. 

He felt elated. 3 words 

samjhera malāi dar 
lāgchha. 

I shudder with 
fear. 

4 words 

tyo sānjha rāmrari 
ug hreko thiyo.  

The evening 
weather was 
clear. 

5 words 

sānjha pardā 
khānpin tayār 
bhaisakeko thiyo. 

Everything was 
ready by the 
evening. 

6 words 

ma dheraitira 
nispatta andhakār 
mātra dekhiraheko 
chhu. 

Total darkness is 
what I see 
everywhere. 

7 words 

ma ājakal khāli 
timilai nabheteko 
mātrai sapanā  
dekhachhu. 

You are never 
with me in my 
dream. 

8 words 

yo jivan dohorāyara 
yātrā  garna 
namilne eutā bāto 
rahechha. 

Life is the road 
that we can't 
walk twice. 

 

9 words 

   (Bastola, 2015)  

5.4 Cultural concepts 

 Culture is an inseparable part of language. 
Translation is a more cultural and less linguistic 
activity. The degree of complexity in translation is 
determined by how close the SL  and TL cultures 
are. Moreover, the more attention is paid to 
cultural assets, the better transformation can be 
made. The Cultural Turn is one of the core 
ideologies in translation which nevertheless 
prevails over literalness in translation.  For 
example:  

ST (Nepali):  ananta ghar pugna bātāmā  ʊkālo 
chadiraheko thiyo.  

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

The cultural concept presented in the sentence 
reveals a very surprising tone where the 
expression 'bātāmā ukālo chadiraheko' has been 
translated as ‘struggling’. It is so because it does 
not have the exact equivalent in English. So 
'struggle' is used here as a literal term. It shows 
that the Nepalese geographical notion 'ukālo bāto 
chadiraheko' has to do just with 'struggle to reach' 
in English culture. It also shows that the ST 
message has been captured in the TL because of 
the single English phrase 'struggling to' that 
exactly refers to do something with difficulty. 

6. Conclusion 

 Recapitulating cultural concepts requires certain 
parameters such as similar syntactic constructions, 
parallel sentence formation, length, and 
preservation of the cultural flavor. Languages 
differ syntactically; therefore, every translator has 
to cope with structural and pragmatic dimensions 
of both the language while maintaining literalness.   

The translator with cultural  knowledge of both 
languages are likely to do justice to the source text 
as well as target readers.  This also helps the 
translator to maintain literalness in literary 
translation. Moreover, the translator should act 
consciously and creatively to recapitulate cultural 
concepts of the ST in translation. To this end, the 
translator should preserve the SL flavor, the 



12 / Literalness in… 

 

originality of the ST, the writer's intention, and 
maintain parallelism in syntactic construction.  
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