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COMPLETE UNITS OF TRANSLATION

INTRODUCTION

This article deals with translation prob-
lems caused by a rather specific notion
of lexical gaps which are understood as
lack of direct lexicalisation for a certain
concept. This analysis is focused on the
way such problematic cases are rendered
in translational dictionaries and in lan-
guage use, i.e. in corpora. However, the
comparison of data from the two sources
is not the only goal of the article. The
other and, probably, a more important
aim is to construct and to test a corpus-
driven methodology finding translation
equivalents for lexical gaps prior to
translation. Certain recommendations
as to the structure of an interactive trans-
lator’s tool (a lexical data base or a
lexicon) for translators (and, hopefully,
for a machine translation system) follow.

DEFINING A LEXICAL GAP

Lexical gaps are instances of lack of lex-
icalisation detected in a language while
comparing two languages or in a target
language during translation. Although
the problem seems to be minor and clear,
one gets rather the opposite impression
after an excursion through the linguis-
tic literature on lexical gaps. The prob-

lem is a question of lexicalisation, so
that, it is usually explained from this
linguistic perspective. The definition of
lexical gaps can be regarded as the re-
sult of linguists” practical needs as well
as their understanding of the process of
lexicalisation. Thus, lexical gaps are de-
fined as cases 1) when a source-language
word does not have a direct equivalent
without going into details about the no-
tion of a direct equivalent itself (Janssen
2004); 2) when a source-language word
is rendered by a target-language phrase
without distinguishing it from idioms and
collocations (Arnold et al. 1994, Santos
1990); 3) when a concept is not encoded
by a lexical item, i.e. by a word, a com-
plex word, an idiom and a collocation
(Bentivogli and Pianta 2000, 2003, 2004;
Bentivogli et al. 2000). The main differ-
ence between these definitions can easily
benoticed: the specificity of a lexical item.
For the purposes of this paper the main
preconditions for identification of lexi-
cal gaps need to be outlined.

LEXICALISATION VERSUS LACK
OF LEXICALISATION

A lexical gap means the absence of lex-
icalisation of a certain concept. A con-
cept is lexicalised when a language has
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a lexical item — a single word, a complex
word, an idiom or a collocation - to ex-
press it. The existence of a lexical gap
will be noted only when a concept lacks
lexicalisation and is expressed by a free
word combination or any other trans-
formation (e.g., omission, translation by
a different part of speech, etc.). Thus,
the multi-word expression tarybos narys
(a councillor) is not a lexical gap, be-
cause it is a fixed expression in Lithua-
nian, while atleidimas dél darbo viety
maZinimo (redundancy) is a lexical gap,
because it is a free-word combination.
However, another problem that does not
allow a simple way to identify a lexical
gap as an aspect of lexicalisation should
not be overlooked: the distinction be-
tween a free-word combination and lex-
icalisation by multi-word units. A se-
manticist or a lexicographer classifying
lexical items and the absence of lexical-
isation has to make a decision regard-
ing the boundary between a free-word
combination and a fixed expression (an
idiom or a collocation).

Vershueren (1985) offers an easy solu-
tion to this problem. First he distinguishes
between simple (a single word) and com-
plex (idioms and collocations) lexicali-
sation. Then he explains the difference
between complex lexicalisation and a
free word combination. According to
Verschueren,

(...) if someone encoding his or her thoughts

would be able to produce the group of words

in question without having learned it as a

unity, then we have to do with a simple group

of words, a free construction; if previous learn-
ing can be expected to be required, then the
combination of words is a lexical item even
if someone decoding the message would have

no trouble at all to interpret it without hav-
ing come across it before (1985:33).

Although such an explanation is use-
ful, unfortunately, it is applicable in lin-
guistic research only when performed
by a human being. Finding translational

equivalents has also become a task un-
dertaken by computers, i.e., software
programmes designed for machine or
machine-aided translation. This has gen-
erated problems of different nature -
“training” or programming computers
to find equivalents in a target language.
This poses several questions. If our lex-
ical data source is a bilingual dictio-
nary, how can a machine tell the differ-
ence between a lexical item and a free
word combination, which is usually used
to explain the unlexicalised concept?
What is to be done with the explana-
tion, which, is usually unusable in trans-
lation? If it is an example-based (i.e.,
extracting possible equivalents from
previous translations) translation sys-
tem, how can a machine be programmed
to find equivalents for lexical gaps? It is
my hope that this study will at least
partially offer some answers to the lat-
ter question.

The essential feature of a lexical gap
declared by the proponents of the se-
mantic field theory (Lehrer 1974a, 1974b;
Lyons 1977) — empty spaces in a struc-
ture — is also related to absence of lexi-
calisation. Such an approach is valuable
from the methodological point of view,
when creating cognitive structures or
ontology. However, explaining that a
lexical gap means an empty space in a
lexical field is not helpful to creators of
electronic lexical resources or machine
translation programmes. Knowing rea-
sons for this phenomenon and its prior
identification would allow compensa-
ting for it so that a machine translation
tool produces a good quality result.

The main reason for lexical gaps, ab-
sence of lexicalisation, is not easily pinned
down. However, a major group of lexi-
cal gaps can be explained by social and
cultural differences of source and target
language users. A lexical gap in a target
language is identified when its users do
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not know the concept encoded by a source
language. For example, Lithuanian food
names didZkukulis or skilandis are un-
translatable into English, because they
represent specifically Lithuanian realia.
Another example is English hovercraft
and its explanation in Lithuanian trans-
porto priemoné su oro pagalve. This ab-
sence of lexicalisation can be attributed
to economic issues: such vehicles are
not produced in Lithuania, so that the
vocabulary in this field has to be bor-
rowed, rendered by descriptive transla-
tion and, eventually, perhaps, adjusted
to Lithuanian language norms. Another
group of lexical gaps could be called
pragmatic due to various differences
in language paradigms. A subtype of
this group is derivational gaps, origina-
ting from word formation differences.
For example, biculturalism is trans-
lated by a free word combination pri-
klausymas dviem kultiroms due to the
“bi-”, which is absent in Lithuanian. Un-
fortunately, there are many instances,
when no obvious explanation of the
phenomenon is available. Such cases are
deservedly called “lacunae” (Nida 1975,
Armalyté and Paziisis 1990), for exam-
ple, fisheries — Zvejybos plotai or habitat —
gyvenamoji aplinka. Although Lithuanian
speakers know these concepts, they are
nevertheless unlexicalised.

IDENTIFYING LEXICAL GAPS

A lexical gap is identified in one lan-
guage during a language contact: com-
parison, description or translation. Al-
though Lehrer (1974b), Lyons (1977) and
Kjelmer (2003) analyse the phenomenon
within one language, most linguists tack-
ling the problem hold the view that it is
a question of language contact. A lexi-
cal gap found through language con-
trast can be called pure. Lehrer calls lex-

ical gaps that really reflect a speaker’s
need to express a concept (excluding il-
logical concepts like a castrated woman)
functional gaps (1974b:104-106). Lexi-
cal gaps identified within the limits of
one language (usually in the structure
of a semantic field) are valuable for the
linguistic interest; however, their prac-
tical value should derive from the needs
of language users. It is important to note
that a lexical gap appears only in one
language. In other words, during trans-
lation from English to Lithuanian, we
identify a lexical gap only in Lithuanian
and vice versa. The same lexical gap in
both languages is impossible, because,
for its identification, one of a language
pair has to be the point of departure or
tertium comparationis.

A lexical gap is identified on the level
of one meaning, not of a lexeme, which
is usually polysemous. In translation we
deal with one meaning, realising itself
in a context specific only to a particular
meaning. A translator is interested in
individual meanings but not the seman-
tic structure of a word. Therefore, lexi-
cal gaps are identified on the level of
individual meanings.

In general we can say that a lexical gap
is a concept which is not lexicalised by a
lexical item (a single word, a complex
word, an idiom and a collocation) in a
language due to cultural, language/sys-
temic or other reasons, it is identified
while comparing or translating indi-
vidual meanings of lexical items in two
languages and is usually expressed by a
free word combination in translation.

LEXICAL GAPS IN TRANSLATION

One of the reasons to study lexical gaps
is that it is difficult to identify them in
advance. Only during translation does
one understand that the target-language
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lacks a certain word, while a dictionary
in such cases provides a mere explana-
tion of the concept encoded by a source
language. Unfortunately, such meaning
explanations usually are not good in
natural language use. For example, The
English-Lithuanian Dictionary (Piesarskas
2000, further in the text — ELD) offers
the following translation equivalents for
the noun deforestation: (is)kirtimas/
(su)deginimas (misko tam tikrame rajone).
The thesaurus EUROVOC translates it
as misky naikinimas. Such dictionary trans-
lations pose several questions. First, if
the two translations are compared, we
get confused over the specificity of the
meaning. Does the noun really mean
either cutting or burning of woods or
does it only imply the general destruc-
tion of forests? Second, the remark in
the parenthesis puts forward a condi-
tion for the usage of the noun: it is the
destruction of forests in a certain area
or region. Third, the failure to provide
one and single-word equivalent suggests
the need for a multi-word, extended unit
of translation that could cover a concept
encapsulated by a single English noun.

This problem is not acute when hu-
man translators have to deal with it.
They can select an appropriate strategy
of compensation, make certain changes
in a sentence and render the meaning of
the source text properly. However, if a
lexical gap is not known beforehand and
is not recorded, a machine translation
program cannot solve the problem by a
mere transformation. Therefore, lexical
gaps have to be identified and described
for a machine translation program in
advance. This is a twofold task. First,
we have to construct a methodology that
could select possible or acceptable equiv-
alents for lexical gaps, i.e., for cases,
when a target language actually lacks a
lexical item. Second, the product of such
selection should conform to qualitative

target language norms. This implies that
the selection should not be performed
randomly and should be based on quan-
titative data.

Filling lexical gaps influences the qual-
ity of a translated text. Thus building a
lexical data base or a lexicon which ad-
dresses this issue not only helps a trans-
lator to save time on looking up diction-
aries, consulting other reference sources,
and going over the already translated
texts, but also approaches the broader
notions of equivalence and non-equiva-
lence. Although lexical gaps represent a
very specific linguistic problem, they are
just as important as regular correspon-
dences and should be recorded in a da-
tabase to be a kind of a desktop transla-
tion aid for a translator. The realisation
of lexical gaps in translation, or, rather,
methodology for finding translation
equivalents can serve for a broader phe-
nomenon of non-equivalence. If the pro-
posed methodology is effective with lex-
ical gaps, it is also applicable in finding
regular or unproblematic translation
equivalents.

THE CORPORA

The choice of data for this study was
determined by two factors: the availabil-
ity of representative corpora and the
methodology, which is based on the ana-
lyses carried out by Tognini-Bonelli (1996,
2002), Tognini-Bonelli and Manca (2004).
She makes use of both a translator’s or
linguist’s competence and data from com-
parable corpora. The method will be
outlined in the following section, but
first, another important source of data,
a parallel or translational corpus, needs
to be discussed. Tognini-Bonelli, too,
admits that exploring data from a par-
allel corpus would have given interest-
ing insights to her study. Unfortunate-
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ly, a parallel English-Italian corpus was
unavailable when she carried out her
research (2002).

A vparallel corpus, i.e. a collection of
aligned source and target language texts
(unidirectional or bidirectional, where
translation has been performed in both
directions), can be a solution to various
translation questions arising from mis-
matches of various nature between two
languages. A parallel corpus not only
provides translation equivalents that are
in actual language use (as opposed to
the information from most bilingual dic-
tionaries), but also offers data on lan-
guage variation (when a source language
unit can be translated by several target
language units) due to conceptual, con-
textual or stylistic differences, thus of-
fering more options for a linguist or a
translator using the data. Moreover, a
parallel corpus can show a strategy
employed by a translator in case of non-
equivalence and lexical gaps; whereas
bilingual dictionaries offer a mere gloss
of a meaning captured by a source lan-
guage unit. For example, in ELD (2000)
the verb supersede is translated as is-
stumti, daryti ne(be)reikalingq; uzimti (ko)
vietq, or commute is explained as regu-
liariai vazinéti | darbg ir atgal. These ex-
planations only help to understand what
concept is encoded by a foreign lexical
unit. However, its use in language, es-
pecially for multi-word meaning ex-
planations, in language would produce
a cumbersome, unnatural structure. In
such cases a parallel corpus is really
useful in providing real-language use
equivalents.

Despite the new opportunities arising
from a parallel corpus, the issue of data
quality must be addressed. On the one
hand, a large number of translations is
more useful than a few examples pro-
vided in a bilingual dictionary. Besides,
alexicographer is preoccupied with find-

ing equivalents for isolated items and
in the case of lack of equivalence, ex-
plaining the concept encoded by a source
language item. The main purpose of a
translator, on the other hand, is to ren-
der the function of a source language
item into the target situation, culture
and language. However, caution should
be used due to the fact that a translated
text is written in “a mediated language”
(Tognini-Bonelli 2002:81). Although Teu-
bert says that “a parallel corpus of a
reasonable size contains more knowl-
edge about translational equivalence than
any bilingual dictionary”, he also de-
clares that “translations, however good
and near - perfect they may be (but rarely
are), cannot but give a distorted picture
of the language they represent ... rather
than representing the language they are
written in, they give a mirror image of
the source language” (1996:249; 247).
Altenberg and Granger (2002) also have
ambiguous ideas about the use of paral-
lel corpora. They maintain that “although
every translation is worth considering
as a potential translation equivalent as
it reflects the translator’s competence,
translations are rarely literal renderings
of the original. Translators transfer texts
from one language (and culture) to an-
other and the translation therefore tends
to deviate in various ways from the ori-
ginal” (2002:17). Both Teubert and Alt-
enberg and Granger believe that paral-
lel corpora could be complementary to
comparable corpora.

The English — Lithuanian parallel cor-
pus became publicly available in the
autumn of 2005 and is still in its initial
stage in regard to its size. Although itis
quite neatly programmed (offering
several options for search and display
of search results), it is too small to arrive
at substantial generalizations: today it
contains only 6768 aligned sentences.
Although one can study translations of
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frequent words, it is hard to perform a
reliable research on rare words. Lexical
gaps, unfortunately, usually represent
rarer words. For this reason, the parallel
corpus will not be the main source of
data in this study. However, whenever a
translation for a lexical item in question
is available, it will be considered prior to
data from bilingual dictionaries.

Although not parallel, comparable
corpora are also greatly useful for lin-
guistic research. Comparable corpora are
used to collect translation equivalents,
to explore usage patterns of terms and
other lexical items, to analyse cultural
issues reflected in language and for oth-
er purposes (Marcinkevic¢iené 2000:14).
Data for the English lexical items were
collected from the British National Cor-
pus (further in the text — the BNC) of
100 million words. The search of possi-
ble counterparts in Lithuanian was per-
formed in the Corpus of Contemporary
Lithuanian, which is an electronic cor-
pus of more than 100 million running
words. The two corpora can be consi-
dered as comparable because they com-
prise various genres and are of similar
size, while the analysis of such corpora
can be considered valid.

THE METHODOLOGY

The methodology for establishing equi-
valents for lexical gaps is based on the
essential postulate of corpus linguistics,
the extended unit of meaning. Tognini-
Bonelli metaphorically calls this notion
“a new currency unit” (2002). The ex-
tended unit of meaning comprises col-
location (the relation of a word with its
collocates), colligation (the relation of a
word with certain grammatical catego-
ries), semantic preference (the relation
between a word and a set of semantical-
ly related words) and discourse proso-

dy (the evaluative, emotive aspect of a
word) (Sinclair 1996, Stubbs 2001, Tog-
nini-Bonelli 2000). Tognini-Bonelli also
calls such extended units of meaning
“functionally complete units of mean-
ing”, as they merge two dimensions, the
contextual one and the functional one
(2002:79). On the basis of the extended
unit of meaning, she sets out a certain
procedure of establishing translational
equivalence. It involves three stages:
1) identifying and classifying the formal
patterning in the context of a given word or
expression against the evidence of an L1
corpus, followed by the matching of a spe-
cific meaning/function to each specific pat-
tern;
2) identifying a prima facie translation equiv-
alent for each meaning/function, ideally
from a parallel corpus or, if such is not avail-
able, from a bilingual dictionary or using
the analyst’s intuition;

3) deconstructing a function in L2, realised
by the prima facie equivalent, into its formal
realisations (collocational and colligational
patterning), against the data of a compara-
ble corpus in L2 (2002:81-83).

Following this procedure Tognini-
Bonelli analyses the functional equiva-
lence of expressions containing English
word case and the Italian caso. For ex-
pressions in the case of, in case of and in
case and their Italian counterparts nel
caso di, in caso di and se per caso she
constructs and compares functionally
complete units of meaning, which are
found to be similar (2002). In another
study, Tognini-Bonelli employs a simi-
lar approach for defining functional
equivalence between an English adjec-
tive real and its prima facie equivalent
reale (1996). The procedure leads to the
conclusion that the Italian counterpart
reale only partially corresponds to the
English real. Therefore, the same pro-
cedure is carried out with another pos-
sible equivalent, vero, arriving at spe-
cific recommendations for a translator’s
choice (206-214).
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The methodology proposed by Togni-
ni-Bonelli can be useful in case of lexi-
cal gaps, i.e. when a concept in a target
language lacks a prima facie equivalent,
but needs to be expressed. The notion of
an extended unit of meaning or a func-
tionally complete unit of meaning be-
comes handy. It is obvious that colloca-
tional and colligational patternings in
English and Lithuanian can differ. On
the other hand, these are not the notions
we look for to establish translational
equivalence. Rather, they are the end
products to be used in translation. If a
target language lacks a direct equiva-
lent for a source language item, it is
worth exploring the latter’s wider con-
text. To put it in terms of corpus lin-
guistics, to establish the relationship of
equivalence, the semantic preference of
a source language unit needs to be in-
vestigated and mapped on the one in
the target language. Needless to say, the
compatrison of discourse prosody in these
semantic areas of source and target lan-
guages is also a decisive factor in deter-
mining equivalence.

Unfortunately, here the first methodo-
logical problem that lies in the nature of
the phenomenon being investigated ap-
pears. The absence of lexicalisation means
the absence of an equivalent so that no
direct equivalents can be derived from
a bilingual dictionary. In such cases, a
dictionary provides explanations of the
meaning, but not a possible equivalent.
Two remaining sources of information
for tertium comparationis are the linguist’s
subjective intuition or, preferably, a
parallel corpus. In the case of this study,
the parallel corpus will be consulted first
and, if produced, the translations will
be considered as prima facie equivalents.
Otherwise, any available bilingual dic-
tionary data will be tested against the
comparable Lithuanian corpus in the
third stage.

THE DATA USED
IN THE ANALYSIS

The English words that will be analysed
here represent derivational lexical gaps
in Lithuanian because they lack direct
equivalents. I adopted the term “deri-
vational gaps” from Lehrer (1974b) and
Kjellmer (2003) who identify derivational
gaps within one language. According to
them, derivational gaps are words pro-
duced from partially productive stems
and suffixes, which are understandable,
but not acceptable in a language. For
example, although we understand the
meaning of ungood, mistelephone, conver-
sate, fryable or bakable, they are unaccep-
table in the English language (Lehrer
1974b:96-97). The derivational gaps in
this study, differently from the just
mentioned ones, are gaps in Lithuanian,
Le. in the target language, identified
within the translational framework of
English and Lithuanian. I assert that these
lexical gaps result due to derivational
processes in the source language. In other
words, the concepts encoded by the
English words are not lexicalised in
Lithuanian by one word due to differ-
ent derivational processes, prefixation
or suffixation. For this article transla-
tion equivalents for two words — an
adjective overwhelming and a noun over-
crowding — will be searched. The two
words have a common prefix “over-”,
which adds the element of excess to
their meaning and which seems to cause
certain translational problems in Lithua-
nian. The two nouns are also attractive
to study for methodological reasons.
Overwhelming appeared in the English
- Lithuanian parallel corpus, while over-
crowding did not. Therefore, it was in-
teresting to see how and if different
data sources could influence the me-
thodology structure proposed by Tog-
nini-Bonelli.






