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ABSTRACT: Linguistic theories of translation tries to examine how the grammatical structure
of the language, vocabulary, and meaning can shape the translation process. Though the
translation process also includes cultural, ideological, and creative extents, linguistic theories
provide the important and essential tools and concepts for understanding how languages are
functioning at a structural level. These theories inspect how translators navigate between
different linguistic systems and how structural differences impacts on translation strategies.
This paper will explore some linguistic approaches—from early structuralist models to
modern functional and cognitive theories—and shows how each framework describes language
phenomena with examples that show their application in real translation practice.
Keywords: Translation studies, Linguistic theories of translation, Formal Equivalence,
Language structure, Dynamic Equivalence.

1. Introduction

Linguistic theories of translation aim to concentrate on how the grammatical structure of
language, meaning, and communication patterns can influence the process of translating from
one language to another. These theories became popular in the 20th century, when the works
of Eugene Nida, Roman Jakobson, J. C. Catford, and Noam Chomsky etc. became popular.
They answer important questions such as:

e Why is literal translation often impossible?

e Why do languages require different sentence lengths?

¢ How do cultural meaning, context, and grammar influence translation?
e What is the difference between word-level and sense-level translation?

We will try to explores these questions through the major linguistic theories that shaped modern
translation studies.

2. Roman Jakobson’s Linguistic Theory of Translation

Roman Jakobson (1959) proposed a widely used classification of translation. He offered one
of the earliest linguistic models. He classified translation into:

* Intralingual (within the same language)
* Interlingual (between languages)
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* Intersemiotic (between different sign systems)

2.1 Intralingual Translation

This involves reformulating or clarifying meaning in the same language (i.e., rewording within
the same language). Examples: paraphrasing a poem, simplifying a legal text, or explaining an
archaic expression in the same language.

2.2 Interlingual Translation (translation between languages)
This is what we usually call translation. This is the most common form of translation where we
interpret from one language to another while preserving meaning, tone, context etc.

2.3 Intersemiotic Translation (translation between sign systems)
This refers to converting verbal language into:

* images

* symbols

* gestures

* audio cues

* visual media
For example, turning a proverb into a poster design or adapting a poem into a musical
composition.
Jakobson’s key idea: Translation is a movement of meaning between different systems of
communication, not just between languages.

2.4 Jakobson and Equivalence

Jakobson argued that “equivalence in meaning cannot be achieved without a loss of nuance.”
(Jakobson 1959: 232). For him, translation is always an act of interpretation. This idea remains
foundational for modern theories.

3. Catford’s Linguistic Theory of Translation
J. C. Catford (1965) proposed one of the earliest structuralist models of translation where he
proposed a strong linguistic model based on shift analysis. defined translation as replacing
textual material in one language with equivalent material in another. But since languages differ,
translators must make shifts.

His approach remains useful for understanding what happens when translators move
between grammatical systems. His work introduced several important terms: equivalence,
rank, and translation shifts.

3.1 Types of Translation Shifts

(a) Level Shift

A meaning expressed through grammar in one language may be expressed through
vocabulary in another. (Shifts between grammar and lexis).

Example:

English uses auxiliary verbs for tense (He has written),

while other languages may use a single verb form.

(b) Category Shifts

It includes-

i). Structure Shift

A structural change occurs because languages arrange sentence elements differently (for
example, one language uses subject—verb—object order, another verb—subject—object).
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ii). Unit Shift (Rank Shift)

A phrase or clause in one language becomes a single word, or vice versa, in the target
language.

iii). Class Shift

A word belonging to one grammatical class (e.g., adjective) becomes another class (e.g.,
adverb) in the translated text.

iv). Intra-System Shift

A shift that occurs within systems that appear similar across languages but behave differently—
such as pluralization, article usage, or number agreement.

3.2 Strengths and Limitations of Catford

Catford’s major contribution is recognizing that translation requires structural reorganization
because languages do not match perfectly. His model helps describe structural differences, but
critics say it focuses too heavily on form and not enough on meaning or culture.

4. Nida’s Linguistic and Functional Model

Eugene Nida, one of the most influential figures in linguistic translation theory,
revolutionized translation theory by focusing on the effect on the reader. He introduced a major
shift from structural to reader-oriented translation theory.

Nida proposed 2 types of equivalence: (i) ‘formal equivalence’ (which is close to the
source text’s form) and (i1)‘dynamic equivalence’ (focused on the result on the target audience).
For example, literal translations may retain form but lose clarity, while dynamic translations
aim for naturalness and communicative impact.

4.1 Formal Equivalence (Literal equivalence or Word-against-word)
It normally tries to be close to the similar form of the original content.

Focuses on to stay close to original:
e The structure
e The wording
e The grammatical form

Useful when:
« Religious texts
e Legal documents
e Technical writing
e Poetry that depends on wording

4.2 Dynamic Equivalence (Sense-for-sense Translation)

It focuses on the meaning and result on the target audience. Instead of mirroring the
form, it recreates the projected impact, creating a translation that feels natural and culturally
and ethnically accessible to the innovative reader.

Nida (1964) said that a good translation should create in the target reader the same
response as the original created in its readers. Nida’s theories make emphasis that translation
is not replication but recreating the same meaning in a new linguistic and cultural environment.

4.3. Componential Analysis
Nida proposed to break words into smaller units of meaning, which comes under
semantic features.
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Example: If the source language is English, the word uncle could be analysed as:

e male

e relative
Here it is important that the target languages may have separate words for maternal and
paternal uncles, requiring translators to be particular and specific.

4.4. Receptor-Oriented Translation

According to Nida, translation must communicate naturally to the target people. This
perspective facilitated move translation theory toward pragmatics, i.e., how language use to
function in real-life as per communication is concerned.

5. Hallidavan Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL)

Michael Halliday developed a linguistic framework which is based on how language functions
in context. This framework is very influential. His model shows that language is not just as
structure, but as social action. The theory is based on the framework that language is a system
of choices people make and that grammar is shaped by the functions it performed, particularly
the three main metafunctions:- ideational, interpersonal, and textual. (Systemic Functional
Grammar by Michal Halliday (Lecture 1 - 1960))

5.1 Three Metafunctions of Language

Halliday proposed that every text simultaneously expresses three metafunctions:

a). Ideational Meaning

How language represents experience, including the "doing" and "happening" in the world.
This is found through systems like transitivity. The contents are ideas, events, participants
etc.

b). Interpersonal Meaning (Relationships, tone, attitude)
How language is used to intermingle with others, negotiate social roles, and express
attitudes. Systems like modality are vital for this function.

¢). Textual Meaning
How the message is prearranged, how language organizes itself into coherent and
connected texts. This is achieved through structures like cohesion, theme and rheme, and
logical relationships between clauses.

5.2 Hallidayan Impact on Translation

Translators must consider the following:

« field (subject matter)
e tenor (relationship)
e mode (medium of communication)

Example:

A legal notice and a children’s story differ in all three metafunctions.
Halliday’s framework helps translators adjust style, tone, and structure accordingly.

6. The Prague School and Functionalism

The Prague School emphasized functional sentence perspective (FSP), focusing on how
information is distributed in sentences.
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6.1 Theme and Rheme
Theme is what the sentence is about and the Rheme is what is being said about the theme

Different languages place these differently. Example:

English: “Yesterday, I met a friend.”

Hindi: “Kal maine ek dost se mulaqat ki.”

(Theme “yesterday” appears first in both, but structure differs.)

Understanding theme—rheme helps translators maintain naturalness while preserving
emphasis.

7. Chomsky’s Transformational Grammar and Translation

Noam Chomsky proposed that sentences have:
« Surface Structure — the visible form
e Deep Structure — the underlying universal meaning

Translation focuses on deep structure—identifying what the sentence fundamentally means—
then generating a surface structure appropriate for the target language.

Thus, translation becomes a process of:
1. Interpreting the deep structure
2. Rebuilding it in a new surface form
This explains why translations may differ in form yet remain equivalent in meaning.

8. Semantic and Communicative Translation (Newmark)

Peter Newmark, a prominent translation theorist, offered a balanced linguistic model of
Translation. He proposed two major approaches to translation: semantic translation and
communicative translation. Both aim at producing accurate and meaningful translations but
differ in their focus and method.

8.1 Semantic translation attempts to stay as close as possible to the original text’s meaning,
form, and author’s style. It prioritizes the source language and tries to reproduce the exact
contextual meaning of the original message. This approach values linguistic precision, cultural
nuances, and the author’s individual voice. It is often used in literary works, academic texts,
and philosophical writing where fine shades of meaning matter.

Semantic Translation
« Faithful to the original meaning
o Often more source-oriented

8.2 Communicative translation, on the other hand, focuses on the target reader and aims to
produce the same effect on the target audience as the original text did on its readers. It
emphasizes clarity, naturalness, and readability in the target language. Communicative
translation may adjust expressions, idioms, or structures to suit the cultural expectations of the
target audience. It is commonly used for advertisements, instructions, public information
materials, and other practical texts.

Communicative Translation
« Focuses on reader comprehension
o Often more target-oriented
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8.3 Application

Peter Newmark’s distinction between Semantic Translation and Communicative
Translation is widely used in translation studies because it offers a practical, easy-to-apply
framework for deciding how to translate different kinds of texts and purposes.

Newmark’s distinction is widely used because it:

e gives translators a clear decision-making tool

« fits well with different text types

« helps balance source-oriented and target-oriented principles
« is simple enough for students but useful for professionals

e is commonly used in research for analysing translations

9. Componential Analysis

Componential analysis was developed by several figures, including Ward Goodenough and
Floyd Lounsbury in the American tradition, who applied it to fields like kinship terms. A major
breakthrough came from Jerrold J. Katz and Jerry A Fodor with their 1963 paper, and it was
influenced by earlier European structuralists like Louis Hjelmslev Nida etc. Componential
analysis breaks a word into distinct semantic features to understand its meaning precisely.

For example, the term ‘‘forest” can be defined using features like:

o [+trees]
e [+density]
o [+wild]

9.1 Componential analysis helps translators:

e compare near-synonyms
e choose accurate equivalents

« analyze semantic differences
« avoid mismatches in meaning

Componential analysis is a method in semantics that breaks down a word's meaning into its
smallest, most basic components or "semantic features". This allows linguists to compare and
contrast words based on these features, explaining relationships like synonymy or antonymy
by showing how words share or differ in their components. For example, "man" and "woman"
can be broken down into features like [+MALE] or [+FEMALE] respectively.

9.2 How it works
Decomposition: A word's meaning is broken down into a set of basic, minimal features.

Feature representation: These features can be represented using binary values, such as
"present" or "absent" (e.g., [TMALE, -FEMALE)).

Structured analysis: The analysis is often displayed in a structured way, such as a semantic
matrix, to visually compare related words.
Example

A classic example is the analysis of kinship terms:
man: [+tMALE, +ADULT, +HUMAN]
woman: [-MALE, +ADULT, +HUMAN]
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10. Contrastive Linguistics and Error Analysis

Contrastive linguistics compares two languages to identify similarities and differences. It
compares the grammatical and lexical features of two languages to predict potential
translation problems. It is useful for translation because it helps predict:

e structural mismatches
e likely errors
e areas requiring special attention

Common areas examined include:
e word order
« tense and aspect
e gender and number
« article usage (many languages lack articles entirely)
e politeness strategies
e lexical categorization

By studying these contrasts, translators gain insight into where literal translation fails and
restructuring becomes necessary.

11. Lexical Gaps/ semantic voids and Cultural Concepts

Lexical gaps in translation occur when a language lacks a direct equivalent for a word or
concept that exists in another language, requiring translators to use compensatory strategies
like descriptive phrases or borrowing. These gaps, also called semantic voids, highlight
differences in cultural histories and cognitive habits between languages.

Languages differ in the concepts they encode.
Some ideas exist in one culture but not in another; others are expressed differently.

11.1 Lexical gaps appear in areas such as:

e kinship terms

e cultural practices

« emotional states

« religious concepts
e social hierarchies

11.2 In such cases, translators may:

e borrow the original term

e paraphrase

« use descriptive translation (descriptive phrases)
« find a partial equivalent

Understanding semantic fields helps translators navigate non-equivalent vocabulary.

12. Computational Linguistics and Machine Translation (Early Approaches)

Before Al-based systems, early linguistic theories attempted rule-based machine translation.

12.1 Rule-Based Machine Translation (RBMT)
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Rule-based machine translation (RBMT) is a method of translating text from one language to
another by using manually created linguistic rules and dictionaries that cover grammar-
Phonology, Morphology, syntax, and semantics.

It is relied on:
« Bilingual dictionaries
e Grammatical rules
» Morphological and syntactic analysis

12.2 Weakness

Languages are too rich and complex for strict rules. Idioms, ambiguity, and cultural meaning
posed major challenges. Nevertheless, these early models laid the groundwork for modern
machine translation.

13. Levels of Linguistic Analysis and Translation

Linguistic theory views language as a multi-layered system. Translation must operate at all
these levels.

13.1 Phonological Level (Sound Patterns)

Phonology plays an important role in translation because the sound patterns of a language
influence meaning, style, and emotional effect.

13.1.1 Why it is important:

e Translators must consider thyme, rhythm, alliteration, and other sound features—
especially in poetry, slogans, and oral texts—to preserve the original aesthetic quality.

¢ Phonological differences between languages can affect how names, idioms, and
onomatopoeic words are rendered in translation.

¢ Good translation often requires adapting sounds so that they are natural and
pronounceable for the target-language audience.

e Thus, phonology helps maintain both the expressive force and communicative impact
of the source text in the translated version.

13.2 Morphological Level (Word Formation)

Morphology plays an important role in translation because it deals with the structure of words,
including roots, prefixes, and suffixes, which carry essential meaning.

13.2.1 Why it is important:

1. Grammatical meaning is encoded in word forms.
Tense, number, gender, person, aspect, mood, and case often appear as prefixes,
suffixes, or internal changes. Misreading these forms leads to inaccurate translation.

2. Different languages package meaning differently.
A single word in one language may require a phrase or sentence in another.
Understanding morphology helps translators unpack and repack meaning
appropriately.

3. Word formation affects clarity and precision.
Compounds, derivatives, and inflections must be handled carefully to maintain the
original sense.

4. Morphology helps with equivalence.
It guides how to translate terms, technical vocabulary, and culturally specific words
that have complex internal structures.
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5. Good morphological analysis prevents errors.
Without understanding how words are formed, translators might mistranslate verbs,
plurals, negatives, or relationships between words.

In short, morphology matters because accurate translation depends on
understanding how languages build meaning through word structure.

13.3 Syntactic Level (Syntactic Level (Sentence Structure)

Languages use different word orders and grammatical patterns: - subject position, verb
placement, clause arrangement. Translators reconstruct sentences so that it will appear natural
in the target language. Syntax is important for translation because it governs how words are
arranged to create meaning, and different languages organise sentences in different ways.

Here are the key reasons:

1. Sentence structure determines meaning.
Word order, clause patterns, and grammatical relationships show who does what to
whom. Misinterpreting these structures leads to incorrect translation.

2. Languages follow different syntactic rules.
Some use SVO order (English), others SOV (Hindi/Tamil), and some allow free word
order. Translators must adjust sentence structure so the message is natural and
accurate in the target language.

3. Complex sentences require careful handling.
Relative clauses, passive constructions, conditionals, or embedded clauses must be
reorganized without losing meaning.

4. Syntax reflects style and tone.
Short, clipped sentences, long flowing structures, or rhetorical patterns create effects
that translators try to reproduce.

5. Correct syntax ensures readability and coherence.
A translation may be accurate lexically but still sound unnatural if the syntax does not
fit the norms of the target language.

In short, syntax is essential in translation because it helps preserve meaning, clarity, and the
natural flow of the text across languages.

13.4 Semantic Level (Meaning)

Semantics 1s important for translation because it deals directly with meaning, which is the
core of any translation task.
Here are the key reasons:

1. Semantics ensures accurate meaning transfer.
Translators must understand the precise meanings of words, phrases, and sentences to
convey the same ideas in the target language.

2. Words often have multiple meanings.
Without semantic analysis, a translator may choose the wrong meaning of a
polysemous word or idiom.

3. Context determines meaning.
Semantic understanding helps translators interpret figurative language, cultural
references, metaphors, and implied meanings correctly.
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4. Semantic relationships guide coherence.
Synonyms, antonyms, hyponyms, and collocations help maintain logical and natural
connections in the translated text.

5. Good translation depends on semantic equivalence.
Even if grammar and vocabulary are correct, the translation fails unless the intended
meaning is faithfully reproduced.

In short, semantics is essential because translation is fundamentally the act of transferring
meaning from one language to another.

13.5 Pragmatic Level (Context and Intent)

Pragmatics is important for translation because it focuses on how meaning is shaped by
context, intention, and social use, not just by words themselves.

Here are the key reasons:

1. Language use depends on context.
Pragmatics helps translators understand how meaning changes depending on the
situation, speaker, audience, and cultural background.

2. Speakers often imply more than they say.
Translators must interpret implicatures, indirect speech acts, politeness strategies, and
hidden meanings to convey the correct intention.

3. Cultural norms guide communication.
What is polite, formal, humorous, or appropriate varies across cultures; pragmatic
knowledge helps adjust expressions accordingly.

4. Deixis and reference depend on the situation.
Words like “here,” “now,” “you,” “that,” or “this” must be translated according to the
physical, social, or discourse context.

5. Pragmatic accuracy ensures natural and effective communication.
Even if sentences are grammatically correct, the translation may fail pragmatically if
it sounds rude, too direct, or culturally inappropriate.

In short, pragmatics is essential for translation because it helps preserve the speaker’s
intended meaning, tone, and social appropriateness across languages.

13.5.1 Meaning is often shaped by:

* politeness
* speaker intention
* social hierarchy
* context of communication
Translation must capture these pragmatic dimensions even when languages express
them differently (e.g., through verb forms, particles, word choice, or polite expressions).
Pragmatics examines how meaning is constructed in context.

13.5.2 Implicature (Grice)
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Implicature is a concept by philosopher H.P. Grice that explains how speakers imply meanings
that go beyond the literal meaning of their words. Translators have to capture this implicit
meaning. Example:

Someone says, “It’s cold here,”

He/she may be hinting: “Please close the window.”

13.5.3 Speech Acts (Austin and Searle)

J.L. Austin and John Searle are key figures in speech act theory, which posits that speaking is
a form of action. Austin introduced the concept, breaking down an utterance into three acts:
locutionary (literal meaning), illocutionary (speaker's intent), and perlocutionary (effect on the
listener). Searle
Actions of the Statements:

e ordering

e requesting

e apologizing

e commanding
Therefore, we can say that Translators must preserve the illocutionary force—the intention.

13.5.4 Politeness Theory (Brown & Levinson)

Politeness Theory (Brown & Levinson) is a major concept in pragmatics that explains how
people maintain each other's “face”—that is, their public self-image—during communication.

Cultures vary in politeness strategies.
Politeness Theory is crucial for translation because cultures differ in:
e directness/indirectness
e politeness levels
e honorifics
e forms of address
e acceptable ways of making requests

A translator must recreate the same level of politeness in the target language to preserve
meaning, tone, and social relationships.

14. Cognitive Linguistics and Translation

Cognitive linguistics examines how human minds process language. Modern translation
increasingly draws from this field.

14.1 Conceptual Metaphor Theory (Lakoff & Johnson)
Metaphors are conceptual, not just linguistic. Translators have to understand that meaning.

Example:
“Time is money”
exists in English but not in all languages.

Translators must decide whether to:
« recreate the metaphor
e replace it with a culturally familiar one
« render the underlying meaning literally

14.2 Frame Semantics

Words evoke “frames” or conceptual scenes.
If translators understand these frames, then it helps them to choose appropriate equivalents.
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14.3 Embodied Meaning

Meanings are based on human physical experience. Some cultures conceptualize directions,
time, or emotions differently. Translators must navigate these conceptual worlds.

15. Discourse Analysis and Translation

Discourse analysis studies texts beyond the sentence level. Discourse Analysis and translation
are closely connected because both focus on meaning beyond individual words and
sentences.

A translator must understand the entire discourse—its context, cohesion, and structure—to
convey the original message accurately.

Discourse features such as reference, coherence, tone, and implied meaning guide how
sentences relate to each other in a text.

Different genres and cultural contexts have distinct discourse patterns that the translator must
recognize and reproduce.

15.1 Cohesion Theory

15.1.1. Cohesion Theory, developed by Halliday and Hasan (1976), explains how different
parts of a text are linked together to create a smooth, unified whole.

Cohesion refers to the linguistic connections that hold a text together so that it is not just a
random collection of sentences.

15.1.2. Halliday & Hasan identify five major cohesive devices:

1. Reference — using pronouns and demonstratives to refer to people or things
e.g., he, she, it, this, that

2. Substitution — replacing a word with another to avoid repetition
e.g., “I need a pen. Do you have one?”

3. Ellipsis — omitting understood words
e.g., “Want some tea?” (I omitted: “Do you...?")

4. Conjunction — linking ideas logically
e.g., and, but, therefore, however

5. Lexical Cohesion — repeating or relating words through synonyms, antonyms, or
word families
e.g., “car... vehicle... automobile”

15.1.3. Why is Cohesion Theory important for translation?

« It helps translators maintain the flow and clarity of the original text.

* Cohesive devices differ across languages, so translators must choose equivalent
links, not just translate word-for-word.

* Cohesion contributes to the readability and coherence of the final translation.
Translators must maintain coherence even if cohesion markers differ.

15.2 Text Type Theory (Reiss)

Text Type Theory, proposed by Katharina Reiss (1971), explains that translation strategy
should depend on the type and function of the text.

Reiss identifies three main text types, each with its own translation method:

15.3 Different text types require different strategies:
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1. Informative Texts (Content-focused)

These texts aim to provide information.

Examples: news articles, manuals, reports, essays.

Translation focus: clarity, accuracy, and faithful transmission of the content.
2. Expressive Texts (Form-focused)

These texts emphasize artistic form, style, and the author’s creativity.
Examples: poems, novels, speeches, literary works.

Translation focus: preserving style, tone, imagery, and aesthetic effect.

3. Operative Texts (Appeal-focused)

These texts aim to persuade, influence, or motivate the reader.

Examples: advertisements, political speeches, slogans.

Translation focus: achieving the same persuasive effect on the target audience.

Additional Type: Audio-Medial Texts

Texts that use more than one channel (sound + image).

Examples: films, commercials, multimedia texts.

Translation focus: synchronizing verbal and non-verbal elements.
15.4 Importance of Text Type Theory for Translation

Reiss’s theory benefits translators in choosing the right method based on the purpose of the
text. It emphasizes that one approach cannot fit all, and translation must aim for functional
equivalence.

This classification guides translators in selecting priorities. Thus, Discourse Analysis
helps translators to maintain the flow, intention, and overall communicative effect of the source
text.

16. Summary of Key Linguistic Approaches of Translation
Theory / Scholar Focus

Contribution

Saussure Language as a system Structural foundation

Jakobson Types of translation Meaning as interpretation

Catford Shifts Structural mapping

Nida Dynamic equivalence Meaning-effects, receptor-oriented
Halliday Systemic functional linguistics | Contextual meaning

Prague School Theme-rheme Information structure

Newmark Semantic/communicative Balanced practice

Grice, Searle

Pragmatics

Implicit meaning

Cognitive linguists

Conceptual worlds

Metaphor & cognition

Relevance Theory

Efficient meaning

Contextual optimization

17. Conclusion

Linguistic theories deliver the structural and analytical tools which are required to
understand translation at the level of language. While cultural, socio-political, and
technological theories extend the scope of Translation Studies, linguistic models of translation
remain necessary because they explain how meaning is shaped by vocabulary, morpho-syntax,
discourse, grammar and cognition.

From early philosopher and structuralists like Saussure to modern cognitive and
pragmatic approaches, linguistic theories of translation reveal that translation is not only about
substituting equivalent words but also about navigating composite systems of meaning
implanted in language itself.
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