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Annotation: This article presents a comprehensive semantic and pragmatic
investigation of realia—linguistic units representing culturally specific phenomena—within
diverse discursive contexts. Recognized as vital elements in the transmission of cultural
meaning, realia are explored in relation to their denotative and connotative layers, their
role in discourse construction, and their translation-related complexities. The article
examines how realia function not only as lexical entries but as socio-cultural signifiers that
influence interpretation, identity, and audience alignment. Drawing upon examples from
literary texts, media reporting, and audiovisual translation, the study emphasizes how
realia can both facilitate and obstruct intercultural understanding. It also critically
evaluates the various strategies used in the translation of realia and their potential to either
preserve cultural authenticity or lead to semantic loss. The paper aims to contribute to
contemporary linguistic research by situating realia at the nexus of semantics, discourse
analysis, and translation studies, emphasizing their relevance in an increasingly globalized
communicative landscape.
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Language is more than a tool for communication; it is a dynamic repository of a
community’s collective identity, cultural memory, and worldview. Among the myriad
linguistic phenomena that reflect this cultural embeddedness, realia—words and
expressions tied to culturally specific objects, practices, and institutions—serve as markers
of local identity and global distinction. These culturally loaded lexical units play a crucial
role in shaping discourse by embedding cultural specificity into speech and writing, thereby
influencing how messages are interpreted and how speakers align themselves with
particular communities.

In the current era of transnational communication and cultural exchange, the presence of
realia in both written and spoken discourse has become increasingly prominent. From
literary texts and journalistic writing to subtitled films and academic publications, realia
serve not only to localize language but also to convey subtle layers of meaning that are
often resistant to direct translation. Their nuanced semantic structure—comprising both
denotation and connotation—makes them rich subjects of study in semantics and discourse
analysis. However, it is precisely this cultural specificity that makes realia complex and
sometimes problematic in intercultural settings. The primary aim of this study is to explore
the semantic and pragmatic functions of realia within discourse. It begins by deﬂm“ /
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categorizing realia based on established linguistic theories, then examines their semantic
depth and functional roles in authentic communication. Furthermore, the study highlights
the challenges associated with translating realia, proposing strategic solutions to mitigate
semantic distortion while maintaining cultural integrity. Drawing on examples from global
literature and media, this article underscores the relevance of realia in contemporary
linguistic scholarship and emphasizes the importance of culturally informed language use in
an increasingly interconnected world.

Despite these challenges, realia also possess a unique bridging function in intercultural
communication. When strategically introduced and adequately explained, they become
gateways to cultural knowledge, encouraging curiosity, empathy, and mutual understanding.
In fact, one of the most powerful functions of realia is their ability to invite interlocutors
into the symbolic universe of another culture. For instance, the inclusion of terms like
diwali, hanami, or iftar in mainstream English discourse not only reflects increased cultural
diversity but also provides opportunities for intercultural learning. In educational settings,
the deliberate use of realia helps learners connect language learning to lived realities,
thereby enhancing both linguistic competence and cultural sensitivity. Moreover, realia can
function as discursive tools for identity negotiation. In intercultural conversations, speakers
often employ realia to signal their affiliations, express cultural pride, or establish credibility.
A Latin American speaker referencing dia de los muertos in a discussion about family
traditions not only conveys specific cultural content but also constructs a narrative of
belonging and heritage. Such discursive practices can facilitate deeper interpersonal
connection and foster cultural solidarity.

To mitigate the risks associated with realia while maximizing their communicative
potential, scholars and practitioners have proposed several strategies:

Contextualization: Providing background information or analogies to clarify cultural
references.

Glossing: Offering in-text explanations or footnotes for unfamiliar realia in written texts.

Code-switching with explanation: Temporarily shifting to the original language and
immediately clarifying the term.

Multimodal support: Using images, videos, or gestures to supplement verbal
communication in real-time interactions.

These techniques reflect a broader move toward intercultural communicative competence,
defined by Byram (1997) as the ability to interact effectively and appropriately with
individuals from different linguistic and cultural backgrounds. Managing realia with
sensitivity and awareness is a key component of this competence.

The translation of realia presents one of the most intricate and contested issues in the
practice and theory of translation. As culturally bound lexical items with no direct
equivalents in the target language, realia challenge the fundamental goal of translation: to
preserve meaning while ensuring clarity and cultural appropriateness. Their semantlc
pragmatic, and symbolic dimensions often make realia resistant to conventional tran\‘ / 2
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techniques, resulting in risks of distortion, oversimplification, or loss of meaning. This
section explores the strategies available to translators when handling realia, the factors
influencingtheir choices, and the inherent trade-offs involved in the process.

At the core of the challenge lies the issue of non-equivalence. Unlike universal concepts
such as “mother” or “water,” realia such as banya (a Russian steam bath) or sencha (a type
of Japanese green tea) often represent phenomena that are culturally unique and may not
exist at all in the target culture. This results in a semantic gap, which the translator must
bridge through creative and context-sensitive strategies. As Newmark (1988) argues, the
translator faces a dilemma: prioritize the source culture (foreignization) or adapt the term to
the target culture’s frame of reference (domestication). Each approach has implications for
authenticity, readability, and the reader’s cultural education.

Translation theorists such as Vinay and Darbelnet (1958), Newmark (1988), and Vlahov
& Florin (1980) have outlined several strategies to deal with realia:

Transliteration or Borrowing: Reproducing the original word in the target script (e.g.,
kimono, samosa, vodka). This preserves the cultural reference but may confuse readers
unfamiliar with the term.

Calque or Literal Translation: Translating each component word literally (e.g., ice
cream as créme glacée in French). This is only effective when cultural components are
translatable and recognized.

Functional or Cultural Substitution: Replacing the term with a target-language equivalent
that serves a similar social or cultural function (e.g., translating Thanksgiving as “harvest
festival”). However, this may erase cultural specificity.

Descriptive Translation or Gloss: Explaining the term’s meaning through an expanded
paraphrase (e.g., banya — “a traditional Russian bathhouse used for steam bathing and
social gatherings”). This ensures comprehension but may reduce narrative flow or stylistic
integrity.

Footnotes or Endnotes: Used in academic or literary translations to preserve
authenticity while providing cultural background. This technique is scholarly but disrupts
reading immersion.

Each of these strategies reflects a different balance between fidelity to the source culture
and accessibility for the target audience.

Several contextual factors influence how realia should be translated:

Genre and Register: In technical texts, clarity and precision may necessitate descriptive
translations. In literary texts, preserving the original term might better serve aesthetic and
cultural goals.

Audience: The translator must assess the cultural competence of the target audience. An
academic audience may prefer authenticity and explanation, while a general audience may

require simplification.
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Medium and Space Constraints: Subtitling and dubbing limit word count, making it
difficult to use explanatory translations. In such cases, borrowing or cultural substitution
may be preferred.

Ideological Stance: The translator’s own position—whether to preserve cultural
difference or to naturalize the text—also shapes strategy choice. Venuti (1995) emphasizes
that such choices are not neutral but carry ideological weight.

No matter the strategy, the translation of realia entails a risk of semantic loss—a
reduction in the richness, nuance, or symbolic value of the original term. Cultural references,
emotional resonance, and pragmatic implications may be attenuated or erased. For instance,
the Urdu term izzat (honor, social dignity) encompasses a range of meanings related to
familial duty, gender roles, and social hierarchy. Translating it as “honor” in English fails to
capture these layers. Similarly, the Turkish word sofra refers not just to a dining table but to
a culturally specific way of arranging and sharing meals that reflects hospitality and
collectivism. Describing it simply as “table” strips it of its cultural function. These
examples illustrate that realia often function as cultural compressions, where an entire
worldview or set of values is encapsulated in a single word. Thus, translation cannot always
preserve the full weight of meaning, and some degree of loss is inevitable.

Given these challenges, translators must act not only as linguistic experts but also as
cultural mediators. Their role is to facilitate cross-cultural understanding without distorting
meaning or reinforcing stereotypes. This requires not only linguistic knowledge but also
intercultural competence, empathy, and ethical awareness. As Baker (2018) notes,
translators carry social responsibility when transferring culturally sensitive terms across
languages. Their choices influence how cultures are represented, understood, and valued by
others. In this sense, the translation of realia is both a technical task and an act of cultural
diplomacy.

Literature is one of the richest domains for the use of realia, as authors often strive to
reflect their cultural reality through linguistically embedded signs. Realia in literature are
rarely incidental—they act as anchoring devices that root the narrative in a specific time and
place, while simultaneously shaping the reader’s perception of culture and identity. For
example, in Khaled Hosseini’s The Kite Runner (2003), the Afghan cultural landscape is
rendered through repeated references to realia such as nang (honor), mullah (Islamic cleric),
Hazara (ethnic minority), baba (father), and eid (religious festival). These terms are often
left untranslated in the English original, accompanied by contextual clues or in-text
explanations, allowing the reader to enter the Afghan cultural space without reducing its
specificity. In Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958), Igbo realia such as chi (personal
god), obi (hut), and egwugwu (ancestral spirit) are retained to highlight the spiritual and
social structure of pre-colonial Nigeria. Achebe’s strategic use of untranslated realia resists
Western interpretive frameworks and preserves the integrity of the indigenous worldview.
These literary practices highlight a broader trend: the use of realia as assertions of cultural
presence and resistance to homogenization. For many postcolonial and diasporic a%/ 2
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retaining realia in their original form is a political choice that affirms linguistic plurality and
cultural autonomy.

In contrast to literature, media discourse—especially international news reporting—often
uses realia to frame global events and construct ideological narratives. Here, realia can
function as loaded terms, evoking specific values, emotions, or biases depending on their
treatment and frequency. Consider the term jihad, which in Islamic theology refers to a
spiritual struggle, but is often represented in Western media as synonymous with terrorism.
This semantic narrowing demonstrates how realia can be ideologically weaponized, stripped
of their original connotations and recontextualized within dominant discourses. Similarly,
the term kremlinology, used in Anglophone political analysis, connotes a specialized
knowledge of Russian political secrecy. It has entered global discourse as a realium
denoting Cold War-era expertise, now expanded to include post-Soviet statecraft. The
term’s cultural associations reflect a broader geopolitical narrative that shapes public
understanding of Russian politics. Media representations of realia such as hijab, burka, or
nigab also illustrate how a single lexical item can carry diverging interpretations. In some
contexts, these terms are presented as symbols of religious devotion and cultural identity; in
others, they are framed as signs of oppression. The discursive framing of realia thus shapes
audience interpretation, often reinforcing pre-existing ideological positions.

The analysis of realia within discourse reveals their profound impact on the construction
of meaning, identity, and cultural representation across linguistic boundaries. As culturally
bound lexical items, realia embody more than referential significance; they encapsulate
values, beliefs, historical experiences, and social structures that define a community’s
worldview. Their usage in discourse—whether literary, journalistic, cinematic, or
conversational—is never neutral. Instead, realia function as dense semiotic units that anchor
texts within specific cultural contexts and activate cognitive frames for interpretation. From
a semantic perspective, realia exemplify the intricate relationship between denotation and
connotation, offering both referential clarity for in-group members and interpretive
challenges for outsiders. Their context-dependent meanings and polysemous nature
highlight the need for multidimensional semantic analysis that considers not only literal
definitions but also pragmatic, emotional, and ideological implications. In terms of
discourse function, realia serve as powerful tools of identity performance, cultural
positioning, and narrative authenticity. They enable speakers and writers to signal affiliation,
assert heritage, and evoke affective responses. Yet, this same power also renders realia
potentially divisive in intercultural communication, where mismatched cultural schemata
can lead to misinterpretation, exclusion, or stereotyping. The role of realia in translation is
especially complex. Translators must navigate between cultural fidelity and reader
accessibility, balancing the competing demands of preservation and adaptation. Every
strategy—whether borrowing, substitution, glossing, or omission—entails ideological
choices and degrees of semantic loss. The translator emerges not merely as a |IﬂgUIStIC
technician but as a cultural mediator, shaping cross-cultural understanding through \\/ 2

/

’—72/‘

Volume 1, Issue 4 CONFERENCE OF MODERN SCIENCE
& PEDAGOGY/ WASHINGTON/THE USA // ‘

|
8




decisions. Furthermore, realia’s widespread appearance in global media and literature
demonstrates their growing relevance in an increasingly interconnected world. While
globalization has facilitated the diffusion of some realia into global English and other lingua
francas, this process often leads to semantic flattening, raising concerns about cultural
appropriation and authenticity. Nevertheless, when approached with sensitivity and
awareness, realia can also serve as bridges to intercultural awareness, promoting dialogue
and mutual respect.

In conclusion, the study of realia is not simply a lexical or translational concern but a
vital entry point into broader issues of linguistic relativity, cultural representation, and
communicative ethics. Future research in this field should continue to explore how realia
evolve in multilingual environments, how they function in hybrid identities and diasporic
narratives, and how digital communication transforms their circulation and perception. As
discourse continues to cross borders, the semantic and pragmatic understanding of realia
will remain essential to the study of language and culture in the 21stcentury.
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