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N.B. Ivanytska, Doctor of Science (Philology), Professor 

Vinnytsia Institute of Trade and Economics of KNUTE 

CULTURES INTERACTION: TRANSLATION CHALLENGES 

Studying on language, culture and translation and the relationship between them are 

valuable issues due to the importance of human communication in the world. The 

variety of languages with different cultures and necessity of communications in human 

life caused translation to be a very effective factor in communicating, exchanging 

cultures, and knowledge. Thus, it seems that language and culture are closely related 

and it is essential to consider both in the process of translation. Although there might 

be is no specific frame and force on how a translation must be done, all translators 

who transfer natural meaning based on the cultural and religious norms of their 

society, encounter some limitations and censorship through translation. As languages 

and culture are complimentary of each other, and cultural features of every region is 

different, translators not only should concentrate on how to convey the same meaning, 

but also attempt to show the dissimilarities between two cultural perspectives. This 

article focuses on the role of translation in the formation and development of cultures, 

the interaction of different cultures in the process of translation. An attitude of culture 

to translation, a number and quality of translated texts, existence or lack of contacts 

with other cultures are considered as determining factors in the development of each 

particular culture. 

Key words: cultural contacts, primary culture, translation, translation history, culture 

contacts history, traditions in translation. 

Introduction. Human history can be represented as a history of cultural contacts. 

Whether those were friendly contacts or “collisions”, wars, is of less significance, if 

we think about cultures and their interactions. What really matters is the establishing 

of some kind of relation of one culture to the other resulting from the “contact”. As is 

widely known, some primary cultures or “pre-cultures” played a very important role 

in World cultural history. “They were so unique and they produced so many ideas of 

their own that we can disregard the influence of other cultures upon them” [3]. These 
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are ancient cultures of India, China and Greece. Their basic characteristics served the 

basis for the distinction of “Eastern culture” and “Western culture”. The so-called 

“East-West problem”, which is considered to be one of the most difficult in humanities, 

is based on the distinction of primary cultures. 

It is worth mentioning here that the very notions of “East” and “West” do not 

belong to the sphere of geography science, but are related to different “attitudes to the 

World” developed by cultures. Furthermore, as the distinction between “East” and 

“West” was established by the Europeans, it came to be “one-sided”, juxtaposing 

“Western attitude to the World” (Europe, North America) to all other “World 

attitudes”, naming the latter “East”. Thus, figuratively speaking, Europe came to be 

surrounded by “East”.  

The tradition of translation in different cultures. There are significant 

differences between Eastern and Western cultures and philosophies.  The social 

structures, attitudes of individuals and groups, philosophies, and many other 

characteristics are observably different between East and West. In primary cultures 

translation did not play a significant role as all most important texts were written in the 

language of primary culture. A. Lefevere stresses that cultures considering themselves 

“central” do not communicate with other cultures unless they are forced to do it. He 

writes: “Cultures that do not pay much attention to the Other are not just cultures that 

consider themselves central in the great scheme of things; they are also cultures that 

are relatively homogeneous... Cultures that are relatively homogeneous tend to see their 

own way of doing things as ‘naturally’, the only way, which just as naturally becomes 

the ‘best’ way when confronted with other ways. When such cultures themselves take 

over elements from outside, they will, once again, naturalize them without too many 

qualms and too many restrictions [4, p. 14]. 

If we do not take into account primary cultures and exclude cases of complete 

disregard by one culture the existence of the other, then we should state that in each 

case of contacting cultures there emerged a “translation situation”. We shall refer to 

contacting cultures as ‘A’ culture and ‘B’ culture. A culture involved in translating 

texts of another culture we shall term ‘A’ culture. 
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The history of translation is to a great extent a history of cultural contacts. 

Cultural contacts can be called effective if contacting cultures were eager to understand 

each other. ‘A translator’ played a role of “mediator” or “organizer” of cultural 

interactions. Another thing to note is that what and in what way is being translated 

influences further interactions between the cultures. In other words, what people of 

culture ‘A’ know about culture ‘B’, what and to what extent they understand, what they 

accept or what they are against, depends directly on the tradition of translation existing 

in their culture. Under the tradition of translation we understand 1) a bulk of translated 

texts (their number and status in culture ‘B’); 2) existence of translation tradition (the 

latter determines translators’ qualification). 

The existence of a developed translation tradition in a culture influences the 

culture as a whole. The reason for this is that in translation not only “the contents” (“the 

themes”) of the other culture, but also different ways of understanding, different modes 

of thinking, different attitudes to the World, different ways of “thinking within the 

language” (grammar and language in general determine to a great extent attitude to the 

World in a particular culture) are being transmitted. The existence of developed 

translation tradition in a culture helps for the understanding of its peculiarities, its 

unique place among other cultures.  

To sum up, an attitude of culture to translation, a number and quality of translated 

texts, existence or lack of contacts with other cultures determine the development of 

each particular culture. Translation activity, philological in nature, influences a great 

deal the development of cultures, helps for the intercultural exchange of ideas and texts. 

The most common cases of intercultural translation traditions. I. Culture ‘А’ 

à culture ‘B’ (values of culture ‘A’ are transmitted into other cultures by means of 

translation). “Continental” cultures usually have a history rich in cultural contacts. 

Translation played a very important role in cultural formation of Europe. National 

languages and cultures were formed under the influence of sacred texts translated from 

classic languages into different languages of Europe and specific European mentality 

(ideas, values, feelings, notions, beliefs and so forth) was born. 
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The Bible, being the central text of Western culture, was transmitted in 

translations because the original texts and earlier translations that served as the original 

texts for some time (Septuagint, Vulgates) had become inaccessible: authoritative 

classical languages came out of use and were replaced by national languages. 

Translation of the Bible into national languages favoured their formation and 

development. Translation of the Bible and formation of most of European cultures 

happened at the same time in history. To give an example, the translation of the Bible 

by Martin Luther influenced not only the religious formation of Germany, but also 

played a very important role in shaping of modern German language and culture. 

Circling in England of Protestant (Hebrew and Greek influenced) King James’ Bible 

and Catholic (Latin influenced) Rheims Bible resulted in combination of Greek and 

Latin fragments in the English language [1]. 

The fact that the central text of Western culture was transmitted into all the 

cultures of Europe in translation is of utmost importance. Most authoritative 

translations came to be treated as the original, while earlier translations lost that status. 

By 1972 the Bible had been translated into 1473 languages. It had been done on the 

initiative of Europeans who considered transmitting the main text of their culture into 

the cultures of the world their “missionary task”. American biblical society coordinated 

translation of the Bible into “exotic” languages. 

Tendency to transmit the values of European culture into other cultures became 

one of the most important ideas of European culture as a whole. Modern ideas of 

‘globalization’ and ‘open society’ are only natural consequences of the “expanding” 

orientation of Western culture. Still, as N. Galeyeva points out, the attitude towards 

translation in European culture is paradoxical: the central text of the culture is 

circulating in translation, actually not having an original, but the general attitude to 

translation in Western culture is that of condescension and tolerance. Translation is 

looked upon as unavoidable supplementary activity, while its culture-formative 

function is not taken into account [1]. 

I. Culture ‘А’ ß culture ‘B’ (a culture “learns” values of other cultures but the 

translation activity leads to no cultural effects). Quite the opposite tendency is found 
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in the Near East. As is widely known, already in “pre-Muslim” period of history all 

accessible texts of neighbouring cultures were translated into Farsi by translators in 

“translation schools”, which were called “Houses of Wisdom.” The most famous 

translation centres were in Bukhara and Bagdad, where there existed rich ancient 

libraries. Most texts of classical antiquity were translated first into Farsi and later in 

Arabic. It is worth mentioning, that when antique classical texts were lost in a fire in 

Alexandria library, they were translated into European languages from Arabic, and not 

from the Greek original. It is also a well-known fact, that Aristotle’s texts were first 

translated into European languages from Arabic and only later from Greek. Meanwhile, 

while translating different texts into Arabic, Arabic culture was not interested in 

transmitting the texts of its own culture into neighbouring cultures. European culture 

in its turn did not show any interest in Arabic culture as it had antique and biblical 

tradition. 

The Koran, the central text of the Near East culture, has never been translated 

into other languages on the initiative of Muslims. Neither have been translated other 

texts. Lots of texts were translated into Arabic and nothing from Arabic into other 

languages. In Arabic there were special terms to denote “translation in general” and 

“translation into Arabic”. A true believer was supposed to know or to learn Arabic and 

read the Koran in the original. 

This type of culture is termed by N. Galeyeva a “sponge culture” (we would term 

it also an “adsorptive culture”). Galeyeva writes: “The culture of the Near East as a 

whole can be called a “sponge culture”, it “sucks up” cultural values of other cultures 

like a sponge, and it is not interested in transmitting values of its own into other 

cultures. It principally remains a closed society, and “opens itself” only to those who 

are eager to accept its “linguacultural” laws. [1] 

The original text (the Koran written in Arabic) is the central text in the Culture of 

the Near East. Its authority is unshakeable. Translations are considered insignificant 

and are done only when necessity arises. Arab Muslim conquests did not lead to the 

translation of the Koran. Neither the texts translated into Arabic influenced the 
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development of Arabic culture. The reason was that all basic ideas of the culture were 

those of the Koran. 

III. Culture ‘А’ (ß acquisition and interpretation of the values of culture ‘B’) with 

the aim to develop the culture of its own (culture ‘А’ à generates its values). Attitude 

of Japanese culture to translation is unique. Being an “island culture”, Japan came into 

contact with other cultures with the aim to develop its own culture. The idea to transmit 

the values of its own culture into other cultures did not appear until the end of the 20th 

century when Japan established “The Japan Foundation” and started the process of 

“introducing” of Japanese culture to the cultures of the world. 

In 6th – 8th centuries translation of texts of Chinese classics allowed Japan not 

only to accept Buddhism but also to increase the expressive potential of the Japanese 

language by means of borrowing of Chinese characters and words. The Meiji period 

(1868–1912) marked the start for translation of most important technical and cultural 

works from different languages of the world. At present Japan can boast to have one 

of the richest collections of translated books in the world. 

As we have already stated before, a number of translated texts can determine the 

cultural status of the country among the cultures of the world. One of the most 

significant facts is that translation activity in Japan was conducted as interpretation. 

Values of other culture were interpreted within the sphere of cultural meanings of 

Japanese culture. Zen can serve a vivid example. Born in India, it reached Japan 

through China, and only in Japan it gave rise to the so called “Zen art forms” and 

Japanese aesthetics. 

IV. Culture ‘A’ has numerous cultural contacts; there are numerous language 

borrowings but the idea to transmit its own values into other cultures is of no 

importance. Cultural contacts of Slavs (their relations with other nations can be rather 

called “permeating”) have always been so extensive that it is difficult to point any 

particular period in their history. 

Orthodox Church considered its values sufficient and did not favour cultural 

contacts with Catholic cultures. In Ukrainian society in general translation was 
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“replaced” by a system of education. It was a norm for an educated person to be able 

to read books in most important European languages, Latin and Ancient Greek. At the 

same time translation occupied an important place within Ukrainian literature. Many 

Ukrainian writers and poets were involved in translation of ancient classics literature 

and literatures of the world.  

Conclusion. There is no doubt that differences in translation traditions had 

definite impacts on the cultures. Thus, for example, lack of tradition of translation of 

Koran paved the way for its arbitrary interpretation, of which modern history gives lots 

of examples. Numerous differences in notions of Western (first of all, Catholic) 

Christian tradition and Eastern (Greek, Orthodox) Christian tradition are conditioned 

by different Bible versions. The Orthodox Church used the Greek version (Septuagint) 

and the Catholic Church used the Latin one. N. K.Garbovskij points out that Geronimo 

translated The Old Testament from Old Hebrew into Latin, and all the other translations 

were made from Greek, not from Old Hebrew which was lost by that time, and they 

were translations of previously translated texts and not translations of the original 

version [2]. It is also worth mentioning here, that use of Latin and Cyrillic alphabets in 

Slavic countries is conditioned by different Christian traditions. Catholic countries use 

the Latin alphabet (the Bible was translated from Latin) and Eastern Christian countries 

use the Cyrillic alphabet which is more close to the Phoenician alphabet.  
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