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THE PROBLEM OF UNTRANSLATABILITY: CHALLENGES AND STRATEGIES
FOR SOLVING TRANSLATION DIFFICULTIES

The article is devoted to the phenomenon of untranslatability, non-equivalence in the lexical systems of the English
and Ukrainian languages, an attempt is made to analyze the problems of foreign language reproduction of untranslatable
linguistic units, and ways of solving difficulties when searching for equivalents and analogs of lacunae are considered.
Untranslatability is mostly caused by the lack of a full equivalent or insufficient socio-cultural training of the translator.
Untranslatability is a relative category that can be both linguistic and cultural. The studied phenomenon may be caused
by such factors as the lack of appropriate ethno-cultural reality in the translation language. The issue of the existence of
the problem of potential untranslatability in reality remains debatable. The main attention in the work is devoted to the
principles of reproduction of English-language texts in the Ukrainian language, taking into account social, ethno-cultural,
historical and other realities, which should be observed by the translator: linguistic and cultural adaptation, transfer of
the unique atmosphere of the source text, broadening of personal worldview, formation of intercultural competence, since
translation is a powerful factor of culture cooperation, as well as forms of intercultural exchange of ideas. It is the context
that removes the ambiguity of the language unit that helps the translator to overcome the semantic differences between
the units and forms of the original language and the language of translation. It is no accident that the translator turns
out to be in a difficult position when the ambiguity of a linguistic unit turns out to be a functionally relevant feature of
the original text. At the same time, content shifts are used, which lead to certain semantic losses, but at the same time
make it possible to reproduce the functional dominance of the text. Translation transformations such as transliteration,
compensation, descriptive translation and cultural domestication can be applied in order for the translator to achieve the
adequacy of the translation of realia, idioms, slang, proverbs, etc.
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MPOBJEMA HEIEPEKJAJTHOCTI: BUKJUKM TA CTPATETTI BUPIIIEHHS
MEPEKJAJAIBLKUX TPYIHOIIIB

Y emammi oocnidoceno asuwe nenepexiadnocmi, 6e3exgieanrenmHoCmi 6 1eKCUUHUX CUCTNEMAX aHeNilicbKoi ma yKpa-
incoroi Mos, 30iticnena cnpoba ananizy npoonem iHUOMOEHO20 GiOMBOPEHHS HENEPEeKIAOHUX MOGHUX OOUHUYD, PO3SIA-
HYmMO WIAXU 8UPIWEHH MPYOHOWI6 ni0 4ac noulyKy exeieanrenmie ma ananoeie naxyH. Henepexnaouicms 30e6inbuio-
20 3yMO6IeHa 8IOCYMHICMI0 NOBHO20 eK8IBANEHNTY AO0 He)OCMAMHbOIO COYIOKYIbIYPHOIO NIO20MOBKOI0 nepekaadayd.
Henepexnaounicms — 6ionocna kamezopis, aka modice 6ymu sk MOBHOI0, MAkK i KyibnypHoio. JJocuiodcysane aguuye modice
b6ymu cnpuyunene makumu paxmopamu, K 8i0CymHicme 8I0N0BIOHOI emHOKYIbMYPHI peaii 6 Mosi nepexnady. [Tumanns
icHysanHsa npodnemu nomeHyitinoi HenepekaaoHocmi 6 peanrbHOCmi 3anumacmocs ouckyciunum. Ionosua ysaza 6 pobomi
npucesyena NPUHYUNAm Gi0MEOPEHHA aH2IOMOGHUX MEKCMIE YKPAIHCLKOIO MOBOIO 3 YPAXYEAHHAM COYIANbHUX, emHO-
KVIbMYPHUX, ICTMOPUYHUX MA THUWUX Pediill, AKUX 6apmo 00MPUMYBAMUCH NEPeKaaoauesi. 1iHe8OK)IbIMyPHOI adanmayii,
nepeoaui yHIKaaIbHOI ammocghepu 8UXIOHO20 MEKCMY, POUWUPEHHS 0COOUCMO20 C8IMO2IS0Y, (DOPMYBAHHS MINKCKYIbMYD-
HOI KoMnemenmHoCmi, OCKIIbKU NEPEeKA0 € NOMYACHUM PaKMOopom Kyabnypu CRiepoOImHuYmea, a maxoic popmu misic-
KYIbmypHo2o 0ominy ioeamu. Konmexcm, sakuil no30aensic MogHy 0OuUHUYIo 8i0 6azamo3HauHocmi, 00NomMazae nepekia-
oauesi noooaamu cemManmuyni 6iOMiHHOCII 00UHUYL MA POPM MO8U opuinany ma mosu nepexiady. He sunadxoso nepeo
nepexnaoaiem nOCMaiomy GUKIUKY, KOTU O6A2AMO3HAYHICMb MOGHOT OOUHUYI SUABTAEMbCA QYHKYIOHAILHO PeNeéanin-
HOM0 03HaKoI0 mekcmy opuzinany. IIpu ybomy SUKOPUCTNOBYIOMbCSL 3MICIOBI 3CY8U, SAKI NPU3600AmMb 00 NEGHUX CeMAaH-
MUYHUX BMPam, aie 0OHOUAC 0al0Mb 3MO2Y 8I0MEOPUMU PYHKYIOHATLHY OOMIHAHMY meKcmy. [l 00CAeHeH s nepeKad-
oauem aoek8amHocmi nepexiady peaiil, Qpazeonocizmis, cieHey, NpUciie’ie mowo Moxcyms 6ymu 3acmoco8aHi maxi
nepexnaoaybki mpancgopmayii Ak mpanciimepayis, KyibmypHa 0OMeCmuKayis, KOMNeHcayis ma Onucosul nepexkiao.

Kniouogi cnosa: nenepexnadnicmo, nepexnadaybka mpanc@opmayis, adeKkeamuicms nepexiady, aHanoe, exgieanenn,
nepexIadaybKuil NPUUOM.
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Formulation of the problem. The principle of
translatability is the basis of a translator's professional
outlook. The study of the problem of translatability
is one of the main directions of the development of
modern translation science. Translatability is always
determined by the level of language development.
Translatability is a key concept in translation theory.
However, not all linguistic units have their equiva-
lents in the target language, they are untranslatable.

One of the largest classes of untranslatable units
is proper names. The absolute majority of geographic
names which are transcoded in other languages
are also untranslatable. The realities of the social
and political life of every people create a corpus of
untranslatable concepts, albeit of a special type. These
concepts are mainly the names of national monetary
units. Of course, the descriptive method always pro-
vides the most complete reproduction of the meaning
of reality. Untranslatable language units also include
national idioms, proverbs, sayings, as well as neolo-
gisms and archaisms.

Analysis of the researches. The study of the
peculiarities of the phenomenon of non-equivalence
in the lexical systems of different languages has
gained great importance nowadays in the works of
many linguists (F. S. Batsevych (Batsevych, 2004),
A. V. Voloshyna (Voloshyna, 2000), O. Tupytsia
(Tupytsia, 2017) and others).

Focusing on the analysis of numerous translations
of literary works, Ukrainian researchers (R. Zorivchak
(Zorivchak, 1994), N. P. Kotelenets (Kotelenets,
2011), O. Cherednychenko (Cherednychenko, 2010),
etc.) show ways to overcome language barriers caused
by cultural differences. Nonetheless, this problem
cannot be called comprehensive, as this issue is char-
acterized by multifaceted study of the methods of its
solution. Therefore, the idea of untranslatability does
not leave the realm of linguistic discourse.

The objectives of the article. The aim of the
research is to establish the features of the concept
of untranslatability and define the translation methods
of achieving adequacy while translating. The main
task of the article is to study the approaches to the
problem of non-equivalence in translation in English
and Ukrainian.

Presentation of the main material of the study.
Non-equivalent lexeme is a special unit that reflects
the national and cultural distinctiveness at the lexi-
cal level, nominates such phenomena in the sphere
of a certain culture, which are not characteristic of
others. Non-equivalent lexeme is a component of text
imagery that carries emotional expressive subtext
associated with the ideo-ethnic component of mean-
ing. The ethnocultural component of semantics with-
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out of an equivalent lexeme is universal and extends
to the meaning-content of the entire text, since the
non-equivalent lexical unit as a strong position enters
into superstructural connections with other semantic
elements of poetic composition. It is clear that the
non-equivalent lexeme translation process should
be considered, first of all, as a creative process that
allows preserving the ethnic picture of the world,
not ignoring the compositional and semantic basis of
the poetic context (Tupytsia, 2017: 358-359).

According to M. Alioshyna, language lost its
autonomy, began to be considered as a component of
culture, and “the text is not a static and isolated linguis-
tic fragment, but as something that primarily depends
on the reader’s reception” (Alioshyna, 2014: 17). In
the theory of translation, there was a reorientation
from the original text to the culture of the language of
translation, to the context, and therefore the postulate
of untranslatability as the fundamental impossibil-
ity of translation lost all meaning. Untranslatability
was transformed into relative translatability, into an
untranslatable remnant of the author’s text projected
onto another national culture. The connotative field
of any language sometimes poses insurmountable
difficulties for its assimilation by representatives of
foreign cultures. Conceptual analysis shows that the
lexical-semantic composition of the language is not
only a linguistic, but also a mental factor. Therefore,
the untranslatable remainder is justified.

In the case of contact with a “foreign” culture,
the addressee intuitively compares it with his own
culture. It is this factor that demonstrates erroneous
interpretation, determines misunderstanding of pecu-
liar manifestations and signs foreign culture. In this
way, the translator may fail to convey the distinctive
features of a foreign culture, and the subject will not
be able to receive the message in full and correctly
understand it (Batsevych, 2004: 240).

The task of the translator is to show knowledge
of the necessary conventions, instead of offering a
literal translation of certain expressions. The process
of interpretation assumes that in the process a certain
conceptual mastering of the meaning of a specific
text is created, which is independent of the properties
and various details of the two languages (Antoniuk,
2008: 47).

Researchers studying the problem of untrans-
latability consider it from different points of view,
depending on the difficulties that arise during trans-
lation. The majority supports the position of the Scot-
tish linguist J. Catford, who distinguishes between
the concepts of linguistic and cultural untranslatabil-
ity. At the same time, the first arises due to the impos-
sibility of finding an equivalent in the translation lan-



Riabovol S. The problem of untranslatability: challenges and strategies for solving translation difficulties

...............................................................................

guage due to formal differences in the two languages.
In turn, cultural untranslatability is associated with
the absence of certain concepts and phenomena in
the target culture. J. Catford emphasizes that there
is cultural untranslatability a “variant” of linguistic
untranslatability. All examples of cultural untranslat-
ability arise from the inability to find an equivalent
compound in the target language (Catford, 2000: 144).

In Ukrainian classical tradition, O. Potebnia is
stated to be one of the most famous supporters of
untranslatability. The outstanding linguist empha-
sizes, first of all, the asymmetry of the sign systems
of languages, which is expressed in the differences in
the lexical, emotional, and stylistic structure of each
language (Rebrii, 2012).

The unique structure and peculiarities of the gram-
matical structure of each language imply the funda-
mental impossibility of the identity of two texts writ-
ten in different languages. Since at that stage it was
believed that the translation should fully reproduce
the original, it was considered fundamentally impos-
sible for purely linguistic reasons, which was also
aggravated by the impossibility of reproducing the
unique originality of the author’s work. The problem
of translatability / untranslatability is treated some-
what differently by the hypothesis of uncertainty of
translation, which was put forward by the American
philosopher W. Quine. In general, W. Quine’s the-
ory can be reduced to the fact that any translation is
fundamentally uncertain. According to W. Quine, we
cannot succeed by giving preference to one version of
the translation. Translation uncertainty is the question
of how many synonymous variations may exist for the
translation of a given text. The traditional characteri-
zation of synonyms as expressions that have the same
thing meaning, does involve uncertainty. When con-
sidering the phenomenon of synonymy, W. Quine and
his supporters actually demand formally clear criteria
for synonymy. However, the problem of synonymy is
not only a linguistic (semantic) problem, but, first of
all, an epistemological one, it is related to the creative
nature of thinking, the multifunctionality of natural
language and its evolution. By its nature, W. Quine’s
hypothesis is not aimed at proving the impossibility
of translation, it only denies the possibility of identity
in translation, just like other varieties of the theory of
relativism (Quine, 2000: 103).

In modern translation studies, it is generally
accepted that when translating an artistic text, the
biggest difficulty is not the linguistic units of the text,
but its color and the peculiarities of the cultural space
from which it originates. Therefore, the inability to
convey some features of the original during transla-
tion is only a partial manifestation of the dissimilarity
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of the world pictures of the two texts in different lan-
guages, which does not cause complete untranslata-
bility (Rebrii, 2012: 217).

Partly, the misunderstanding in communicating
in different languages and translating texts is due to
the fact that the same words reveal different mean-
ings and have different meanings. For example, in
Ukrainian folklore, “fox” symbolizes deceit, and
in English-speaking culture, the concentration of
deceit is “caf”. Similarly, the American word “coy-
ote” has a secondary nomination, evokes different
associations in the American reader, and implies
more meaning than its Ukrainian translation “wolf”.
In American culture, a coyote is a person with some
negative traits of character.

A black cat in Ukrainian is considered to be a sym-
bol of bad luck, and in English, on the contrary, it is a
sign of good luck. In this case, an additional comment
must be provided during the translation. The expres-
sion in German “Schweinhaben” is translated as “fo
have luck”, because the pig is a symbol of luck and
success for the Germans. The stork evokes in Ukrain-
ian people an association with sadness for one’s
home. In China, the crane is a symbol of wisdom and
caution, and longing for the homeland is wild geese.
In the process of translation into Chinese, “stork” is
translated as “wild geese”. This translation strategy is
called cultural domestication, that is, the reception of
translation, which is formed in the conditions of the
host culture (Buchumash, Derik, 2022: 25).

The greatest difficulties are connected with the
transfer of functional parameters of the text occu-
pying a peripheral position, such as metalinguistic.
At the same time, the components of these param-
eters that are difficult to translate or are generally
untranslatable are compensated by other components.
For instance, the untranslatable local component of a
dialect language is compensated by the transmission
of the social component. Quite often, the translator
uses compensation while dealing with non-equivalent
units. For example, instead of a pun, another stylistic
device is used, which helps to preserve the original
communicative effect (Zhulavska, 2015: 68).

Conclusions and prospects for further research.
The article attempts to analyze the main aspects of
the problem of untranslatability. The research is
connected with observing features of reproduction
of non-equivalent lexis in English language texts.
Thus, we conclude that the idea of untranslatabil-
ity, which prevailed in the theory of translation, has
lost its imperative in the postmodern discourse. The
challenge might be considered not as untranslat-
ability, but as the degree of transmission of all the
meaningful richness and semantic load of the text in
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the language of translation. Lexical voids (or lacu-
nae), sayings or lexical units that the translator is
unable to convey do not indicate the impossibility
of translation, they draw attention to the lack of an
equivalent, taking into account social, cultural, eth-
nic and historical features. First of all, the follow-
ing groups of lexical voids cause difficulties in the
translation process: scientific terminology, poetry,
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emotions that accompany the semantic movement
of words in contextual circulation. In a special way,
this applies to proverbs, sayings, slangisms, slogans,
in the translation of which the correct disclosure of
their semantic content in the translated and original
languages is of primary importance. Such translation
strategies as transliteration, cultural domestication,
compensation and descriptive translation are deter-

mined to be successful. It must be noted that the
problem of translatability is more extensive and deep.

idioms, proverbs and sayings, etc. Different seman-
tic uses of words give rise to different associations,
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