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Annotation:This research paper investigates the phenomenon of cultural
realities in translation, focusing on why culture-specific items are difficult to
translate and which strategies are most effective for preserving meaning. Cultural
realities often do not have direct equivalents in another language, which creates
challenges for translators working between culturally distant societies. The paper
analyzes the nature of cultural realities, examines the main translation problems
caused by linguistic and cultural gaps, and describes the strategies that translators
use to bridge these gaps. A special emphasis is placed on cultural competence,
contextual interpretation, and the translator’s mediating function. The paper
concludes by highlighting that the successful translation of cultural realities
requires both linguistic and cultural knowledge, as well as the ability to balance
accuracy, clarity, and cultural authenticity.

Abstract:Cultural realities, also known as culture-bound items, represent
concepts, artifacts, traditions, and practices that belong to a particular community.
Because they reflect the worldview, history, and lifestyle of the society that created
them, cultural realities often lack direct equivalents in other languages. Translating
them requires more than simple linguistic substitution; it demands deep cultural
awareness and the ability to interpret cultural meaning. This paper investigates the
major problems associated with translating cultural realities and offers a detailed

analysis of the strategies commonly used to address them, including domestication,
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foreignization, descriptive translation, borrowing, cultural substitution, and
annotation. The study argues that translators must approach cultural realities with
both linguistic and cultural sensitivity to avoid misrepresentation or
oversimplification. Drawing on theoretical insights from translation studies, the
paper emphasizes the importance of cultural competence and context-based
decision making. The conclusion states that translators play a crucial role as
cultural mediators who must preserve meaning, maintain cultural identity, and
ensure intelligibility for target readers.

Keyword: Cultural realities; translation; culture-bound items;
domestication; foreignization; cultural competence; equivalence; adaptation;

translator as mediator.

INTRODUCTION

Language is not only a communication tool but also a reflection of culture.
Every language encodes the unique worldview, beliefs, traditions, and values of the
people who speak it. For this reason, translation is never a purely linguistic process.
It is also a cultural act, especially when the text contains elements that are deeply
embedded in the source culture.

Such elements are known as cultural realities or culture-bound items.
These include culturally specific foods, clothing, traditional ceremonies, kinship
terms, historical references, idioms, and concepts that exist only in one culture.
Because they have no exact counterparts in other cultures, translating them becomes
one of the most challenging tasks for any translator.

The problem is especially noticeable when translating texts between cultures
that are historically, socially, or geographically distant from each other. For
example, translating Uzbek cultural elements into English or Japanese requires
special strategies because the target readers may have no background knowledge of
Central Asian traditions, cuisine, or social practices.

This research paper explores the difficulties posed by cultural realities,

analyzes why such difficulties arise, and evaluates effective strategies and

www.tadgiqotlar.uz 26-to’plam 1-son Dekabr 2025



http://www.pedagoglar.uz/

Ta'limning zamonaviy transformatsiyasi

techniques for translating culture-specific concepts. The central aim is to show that
translating cultural realities requires cultural competence, creativity, and balanced
decision making. The translator must provide target readers with accurate
information without distorting the cultural essence of the original text.
1. The Nature of Cultural Realities
1.1. Definition and Characteristics
Cultural realities refer to elements of a culture that cannot be fully
understood outside of that culture. They include:
Traditional foods (e.g., plov, ramen, tortilla)
Rituals and customs (e.g., Nikoh to ‘y, Japanese tea ceremony)
Cultural clothing (e.g., kimono, doppi, sari)
Culturally marked objects (e.g., yurt, matryoshka)
Social concepts (e.g., honor, respect systems, kinship terms)
Belief systems and religious symbols
Historical or political references
These items carry symbolic, emotional, or identity-related meaning that
cannot be captured through literal translation.
1.2. Cultural Realities as Semiotic Units
Cultural realities are semiotic units: each one communicates a deeper
cultural meaning. For example:
A doppi is not just a hat; it symbolizes regional identity, social values,
and heritage.
A kimono represents cultural aesthetics, gender roles, and history in
Japanese society.
Because cultural realities function as symbols rather than simple words,
translating them requires retaining both their semantic and cultural value.
1.3. The Cultural Gap Between Societies
When cultures have different traditions, environments, social structures, or
belief systems, many cultural realities become untranslatable. For example:

A pastoral nomadic culture has concepts that agricultural societies do not
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have.
Individualistic cultures may lack concepts common in collectivist
cultures.

This cultural gap means the translator must bridge two different worldviews.

2. Why Cultural Realities Are Difficult to Translate
2.1. Lack of Linguistic Equivalence
Many cultural items do not exist in the target language; therefore, no single
word can be used to translate them. For example:
There is no English equivalent for mahalla, navro z, or oshxo ‘rlik.
There is no Uzbek equivalent for “Thanksgiving” or “Jack-o’-lantern.”
This makes literal translation impossible.
2.2. Polysemy and Multiple Layers of Meaning
Cultural realities often carry multiple layers of meaning: social, emotional,
historical, and symbolic. For example:
Navro z is not merely “New Year”; it symbolizes renewal, cultural
identity, and ancient traditions.
A word-for-word translation loses these layers.
2.3. Risk of Misinterpretation
If translated incorrectly, cultural items may cause misunderstanding. For
example:
Translating o ‘y as “party” or “banquet” loses the cultural significance of
marriage rituals.
2.4. Reader’s Cultural Background
Understanding cultural realities often requires background knowledge.
Without it, even a correct translation may be unclear. For example:
Non-Muslim readers may not understand the significance of iftor or
qurban.
2.5. Differences in Value Systems

Cultures prioritize different values. Some societies emphasize community,
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others individual achievement. These value differences influence meaning and
interpretation.
3. Translator as Cultural Mediator
3.1. Beyond Linguistic Skills
A translator must understand:
history
social norms
traditions
cultural psychology
values and taboo topics
religious contexts
Language alone is not enough.
3.2. Cultural Competence
A culturally competent translator:
understands cultural symbols
recognizes cultural references
knows which items require explanation
avoids offensive or misleading interpretations
3.3. Ethical Responsibility
The translator must avoid:
distorting cultural meaning
imposing the target culture’s worldview
erasing the uniqueness of the source culture
adding unintended bias
Translators shape the way cultures are represented to the world.
4. Strategies for Translating Cultural Realities
Translators use several well-known strategies. The choice depends on the
purpose of translation and the expectations of the audience.
4.1. Domestication
Domestication adapts cultural elements to make them familiar to the target
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reader.
Advantages:
Easier to read
Minimizes confusion
Suitable for children’s books or popular media
Disadvantages:
Cultural meaning may be lost
Reduces authenticity
Can distort the original message
Example:
Plov — “rice pilaf”
4.2. Foreignization
Foreignization preserves the original cultural form in translation.
Advantages:
Maintains authenticity
Preserves cultural flavor
Educates readers about foreign cultures
Disadvantages:
May be difficult for the reader
Requires explanation or context
Example:
Navro z is kept as “Navro‘z,” not “Spring Festival.”
4.3. Borrowing / Transliteration
The original word is kept in the translation.
Examples:
Kimono
Samovar
Mahalla

Borrowing is often used when the cultural item is central to the identity of
the text.
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4.4. Descriptive Translation
The translator explains the meaning with descriptive words.
Examples:
Doppi — “traditional embroidered skullcap”
Nikoh to 'y — “traditional wedding ceremony”
It is useful in academic or tourism texts.
4.5. Cultural Substitution
A similar concept from the target culture is used.

Example:

A foreign dessert may be substituted with a similar local dessert in children’s books.

Advantages:
Easy to understand
Disadvantages:
Inaccurate
Cultural identity may be lost
4.6. Annotation / Footnotes
Footnotes help explain cultural concepts without changing the text.
Advantages:
Clear explanation
Preserves original culture
Suitable for academic publications
Disadvantages:
Interrupts reading flow
5. Case Studies and Examples
5.1. Translating Uzbek Cultural Realities to English

Example: Navro ‘z

Not “New Year,” but a cultural festival celebrating spring and renewal.

Example: Halollik

Not simply “honesty,” but a moral system linked to religious and cultural values.

5.2. Translating English Cultural Realities to Uzbek
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Example: Thanksgiving
Does not exist in Uzbek culture and requires explanation of historical context.

Example: Halloween
Requires explanation of traditions such as carving pumpkins and trick-or-treating.

6. The Importance of Context

Translating cultural realities depends on:

genre (literary, academic, legal)
purpose of the translation

target audience’s cultural background
level of formality

emotional tone

For instance, in literature, foreignization may be preferred to maintain
atmosphere, while in tourism brochures domestication may improve clarity.
CONCLUSION

Cultural realities represent the most challenging elements in translation
because they reflect the unique worldview, traditions, and identity of a particular
culture. Their translation requires more than vocabulary knowledge; it requires
cultural awareness, contextual understanding, and careful decision making.
Translators must balance accuracy with readability and cultural authenticity with
audience expectations. Through strategies such as domestication, foreignization,
descriptive translation, borrowing, substitution, and annotation, translators can
convey cultural meaning effectively.

Ultimately, translators are cultural mediators who connect societies.
Successful translation of cultural realities promotes mutual understanding, preserves
cultural diversity, and strengthens intercultural communication. As global
communication increases, the importance of culturally competent translation will
continue to grow, making this field essential for bridging the gap between different

human experiences.
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