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This paper examines the complex relationship between translation and colloquial language in literary texts. Colloquialism—
ranging from dialect, slang, idiom, conversational syntax, sociolect, to register shifts—poses unique theoretical, methodological,
and ethical challenges for the translator. Using a multidisciplinary framework that draws on descriptive translation studies,
sociolinguistics, pragmatics, and stylistics, the paper analyses how colloquial features function in source texts and how translators
may render them in target languages while maintaining textual fidelity, cultural resonance, and performative voice. Key issues
discussed include the nature of colloquiality, its literary purposes, equivalence vs. functional adequacy, strategies for handling
untranslatable items, the politics of domestication and foreignization, and the role of paratextual strategies. Case-based
illustrations (drawn from canonical theoretical examples and comparable text types) demonstrate pragmatic choices and trade-
offs in rendering colloguial speech, humour, register-mixing, and culturally-anchored idioms. The paper concludes with
recommendations for translators, editors, and teacher-practitioners addressing training, annotation, and collaborative methods
to strengthen colloquial translation practice. A comprehensive reference list situates this discussion within major currents of
translation studies and sociolinguistics.

Keywords: Translation studies; colloquial language; collogquialism; literary translation; register; sociolinguistics; equivalence;
domestication; foreignization; pragmatics; dialect; voice.

Copyright © 2025 The Author(s): This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License (CC BY-NC 4.0) which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium for non-commercial use
provided the original author and source are credited.

Introduction:

Translation of literature is not merely a technical
transfer of lexical items from one language to another;
it is the recreation of a communicative and aesthetic
event for a different readership. Within this process,
colloquial aspects of language—those informal,
conversational, and variety-specific features that make
speech “lively,” intimate, socially situated, and often
ideologically charged—present a disproportionate
share of difficulty. Colloguial language in literature is
central to characterisation, narrative voice, humour,
regional identity, socio-political commentary, and
verisimilitude. Yet colloquial features are precisely
those that most resist neat equivalence across
languages and cultures: slang ages quickly, idioms
often lack direct correlates, dialect markers are
indexical to particular social histories, and
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conversational implicature depends on shared cultural
knowledge.

This paper explores how translators approach
colloquiality within literary contexts. It begins by
defining the scope and forms of colloguial language
and its functions in literature. Next, it surveys
theoretical ~ positions in  translation  studies—
equivalence-oriented approaches, functionalist-to-
descriptive paradigms, and socio-cultural
perspectives—that inform decisions about colloquial
rendering. The core of the paper develops practical
strategies and typologies of interventions (e.g.,
literalization, compensation, neutralization, target-
language  colloquialization,  dialect  mapping,
paratextual glossing), each illustrated by brief
analytical vignettes. The final sections discuss ethical
and market pressures shaping choices, pedagogical

A Peer Reviewed Referred Journal 88



B fmicr

Volume-XIV, Special Issues - | (b)

OPEN 8ACCESS

implications, and recommendations for future research.
The aim is to provide both an analytic map and a
practical toolkit for translators, editors, and scholars
who work with colloguial aspects in literary
translation: to help them recognise stakes, weigh trade-
offs, and deploy principled strategies rather than ad-hoc
fixes.

Colloquial language refers to the informal, everyday
speech patterns that mirror natural communication
among people in casual settings. It encompasses a wide
range of linguistic features that contribute to a sense of
spontaneity, intimacy, and authenticity in discourse.
Lexical markers such as slang, idioms, catchphrases,
profanity, and taboo expressions add emotional colour
and reflect social identity or group belonging.
Morphosyntactic  features—including contractions,
incomplete or fragmented syntax, and non-standard
grammatical forms—mimic the rhythm and immediacy
of spoken language. Phonological and orthographic
approximations, like altered spellings and elisions,
visually represent pronunciation differences and
regional accents, helping to capture the oral texture of
speech. Pragmatic markers, such as discourse fillers
(“well,” “you know”), hedges, tag questions, and
vocatives, structure interaction, express attitude, and
manage interpersonal relationships. Dialectal and
sociolectal markers signal the speaker’s regional,
social, or class background, creating sociolinguistic
realism and character depth in literature. Finally, code-
switching and register-mixing—the blending or
alternating of languages or speech varieties—serve
expressive, cultural, and identity-related purposes.
Collectively, these features make colloquial language a
vibrant, dynamic component of literary style, enriching
characterization, dialogue, and cultural authenticity
while presenting unique challenges for translators and
interpreters.
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In literature, such features perform multiple tasks. They
index character identity (age, class, region), create
immediacy and naturalness, enable humor and irony,
and often resist the safe flattening of the narrative into
a neutral register. Colloquialism can also serve
ideological ~ functions—either  critiquing norms,
asserting resistance, or foregrounding marginalised
voices. Literary modernism and postcolonial literatures
in particular harness colloquial registers to destabilise
canonical forms and privilege subaltern perspectives.
The translator must therefore treat colloquial features
not as decorative noise but as carriers of semantic,
pragmatic, and cultural meaning. Misrendering
colloquial aspects risks not only loss of comic timing
or authenticity, but also misrepresentation of social
relations that are central to the text’s interpretive
horizon.

Traditional approaches (Nida, Newmark) emphasise
some form of equivalence—either formal or dynamic.
For colloquial elements, the translator might seek
dynamic equivalence: rendering the effect on the target
reader (e.g., matching humour, shock, intimacy) even
if surface forms differ. Nida’s concept of “equivalent
effect” is particularly useful when literal equivalents do
not exist; the translator aims to reproduce the response
elicited by the source text.

Functionalist models (Vermeer, Reiss) place the target
text’s purpose at the centre. If the translation’s skopos
requires preserving perceived colloquiality for the
target readership (for literary authenticity or academic
study), the translator may domesticate or recreate
equivalent target-language colloquial forms that trigger
comparable sociolinguistic readings.

Toury, Lefevere, and other descriptive scholars
highlight that translation is a socio-cultural act shaped
by norms, ideologies, and power relations. The
translator’s choices—domestication or
foreignization—are not merely linguistic but political.
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Domestication may smooth out subversive colloquial
features to align with dominant norms, while
foreignization retains source-specific oddness to
foreground difference.

Stylistic analysis (Leech, Short) and pragmatics
(Gricean implicature, Sperber & Wilson relevance
theory) help unpack how colloquial cues convey
pragmatic meaning. Translators using these tools
will attempt to preserve implicatures, speech acts, and
conversational maxims, sometimes substituting
culturally-appropriate performatives that yield similar
conversational effects.

Halliday’s register and Biber’s multi-dimensional
analysis provide systematic frameworks for mapping
differences in  register  between  languages.
Understanding the correlates of informality, politeness
strategies, and power dynamics in both source and
target cultures informs responsible rendering of
colloquial features.

Slang, idioms, and culturally saturated expressions
often lack direct equivalents. For example, source-
language terms may carry historical or socio-political
connotations absent in target-language culture. The
translator must decide whether to substitute a target-
language colloquialism, explain via gloss, or leave the
source term—each option has costs.

A direct transposition of colloquial features might
produce awkwardness or incomprehension in the target
culture. Conversely, over-domestication may erase
social markers. Balancing fidelity and readability is a
central dilemma.

Representing regional dialects in the target language is
particularly fraught. Rendering a working-class urban
dialect in Language A with an approximating dialect in
Language B can misrepresent geographic, historical,
and cultural  specifics. Using  standardized
orthographical  strategies  (phonetic  spelling,
morphological contractions) risks stereotyping or
caricature.
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Colloquial expressions often age quickly; slang current
at the time of source text writing may appear dated in
the target language. Translators must weigh period
fidelity against the desire for contemporary readership
resonance.

Colloquial forms can carry stigma or prestige.
Translators’ choices can inadvertently perpetuate
social discrimination (e.g., representing female, ethnic,
or marginalized voices through demeaning colloquial
renderings).

Keeping source colloquial markers verbatim when
near-equivalents exist. Useful for preserving lexical
shape but risks awkwardness. Best for short idioms
with tangible referents.

Replace a source colloquial item with an established
colloquial item in the target language that evokes a
similar effect. Example: rendering a playful swear in
source to a milder or equivalent swear in target that
elicits comparable humour or shock. This prioritises
pragmatic equivalence over formal correspondence.
Render colloquial speech into a neutral register to
enhance clarity for the target readership. This reduces
authenticity but improves accessibility—sometimes
appropriate in literary contexts where colloquial
markers are not essential to characterisation.

Map a source dialect to a target dialect that shares
perceived social features (e.g., mapping rural dialect A
to rural dialect B). This is contentious: it can aid
comprehension but risks geographical distortion.
Transparent editorial note-making is recommended.
Use non-standard spelling, punctuation, or typographic
devices to signal pronunciation and fragmentation
(e.g., “gonna”, “ain’t”, dashes). Effective for
representing elision and conversational rhythm, but can
annoy some readers and cause readability issues.
When colloquial items encode cultural knowledge,
paratexts can provide explanatory context. This keeps
the text readable while preserving cultural specificity.
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Overuse of footnotes, however, may disrupt narrative
flow.

If a source colloguial joke or pun is untranslatable,
introduce a compensatory colloquial element
elsewhere to preserve the text’s overall effect—
common in poetic and comedic translation.

Leave certain source-language colloquial words
untranslated (often in marginalia, dialogue tags or
chanted phrases) to preserve cultural flavour. This is
often paired with a glossary.

Focus on reproducing speech acts (insults, teasing,
endearments) by finding target-language performatives
that evoke similar interactional responses, even if
lexical items differ.

The following vignettes demonstrate how the above
strategies operate in practice. (These examples are
schematic; they synthesize recurrent issues found
across many literary texts rather than discuss a single
copyrighted source.)

In a novel where a teenage protagonist uses
contemporary slang as identity performance, the
translator may choose target-language
colloquialization—selecting youth slang with similar
connotations (rebellion, playfulness). Additionally,
orthographic choices (sentence fragments, tag
guestions) preserve conversational tempo. A translator
must also consider temporal fidelity: will the target
slang date the translation quickly? If so, a slightly more
neutral informal register with periodic slang hits may
be safer.

A rural narrator in the source text uses features tied to
a specific region and class. Mapping to a target dialect
with comparable socio-economic indexicality risks
misplacing the text geographically. A safer alternative
is a hybrid approach: use subtle orthographic markers
(non-standard grammar in measured doses) combined
with a prefatory note explaining the social role of the
dialect. This retains social difference without inventing
inaccurate geographical parallels.
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Humour based on puns often requires compensation. If
a pun depends on homonymy specific to the source
language, the translator might invent a different
wordplay later in the passage (compensation) or adapt
a culturally-relevant joke that achieves the same comic
function.

A multilingual character alternates languages for
identity signalling. The translator must decide whether
to preserve code-switching by using source-language
fragments (with glosses), reframe by inserting
culturally equivalent code-switching, or represent the
alternation through typographic cues. Maintaining
code-switching can be crucial to portray the character’s
hybrid identity.

When rendering the speech of minority or marginalised
characters, translators must avoid reductive or mocking
colloquial renderings. This requires sensitivity to
connotations in the target language which may differ
from those in the source. Consultation with cultural
insiders and sensitivity readers can mitigate harm.
Strategies that retain source-specific colloquial
markers can foreground the source culture’s
distinctiveness and resist assimilationist tendencies.
However, excessive foreignization may render a text
difficult to read. The translator must weigh the political
value of making the source culture visible against the
readership’s comprehension.

Publishers and editors often pressure translators to
smooth colloquiality to appeal to mass markets. Such
pressures can lead to loss of voice. The translator’s role
includes advocacy—arguing for translation choices in
editorial negotiations and, where appropriate,
providing annotated rationales.

Translating colloquial language requires more than
bilingual fluency; it demands sociolinguistic
awareness, register sensitivity, and a repertoire of
practical strategies.

Training programs for translators should incorporate
comprehensive modules that develop both linguistic
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and cultural sensitivity. Courses on sociolinguistics and
register theory help students understand how social
factors influence language use, while pragmatics and
speech act theory enhance their ability to interpret
implied meanings and conversational intent. Stylistic
analysis enables learners to grasp nuances in dialogue
and narrative voice, essential for maintaining tone and
authenticity in translation. Workshops on dialect
representation and ethical considerations promote
responsible handling of linguistic diversity. Finally,
comparative translation exercises encourage critical
reflection by allowing students to explore and evaluate
different approaches to rendering colloquial passages.
Collaboration with native speakers, dialect consultants,
and cultural specialists greatly enriches a translator’s
understanding of linguistic and cultural nuances,
particularly when working with minority or endangered
languages. Such partnerships ensure authenticity,
prevent misrepresentation, and guard against the
exoticization of local voices. Additionally, the use of
corpora of spoken language and parallel translations
enables translators to identify colloquial patterns,
idiomatic equivalents, and register shifts across
contexts. Studying existing translations in related
genres further refines decision-making and stylistic
consistency. When direct equivalence proves
challenging, paratextual strategies become invaluable
tools. Translator’s notes offer transparency and cultural
insight, fostering scholarly integrity, while glossaries
clarify recurring slang or culture-specific expressions
without disrupting the narrative flow. Typographical
devices such as italics, capitalization, or creative line
breaks can subtly indicate shifts in tone, voice, or
register. Together, these collaborative, analytical, and
editorial methods preserve both readability and cultural
depth in literary translation.

The relationship between colloquial language and
translation offers a dynamic and evolving area for
future research. Scholars can undertake empirical
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reception studies to explore how various translation
strategies—such as domestication, foreignization, or
dialect substitution—shape readers’ perceptions of
colloquial voice, authenticity, and character identity in
target  texts.  Corpus-based  research  could
systematically trace how translators across different
historical periods and linguistic traditions have
rendered colloquial forms, providing valuable insights
into changing norms, stylistic conventions, and
ideological influences. In the realm of audiovisual
translation, comparative analyses of subtitling and
dubbing practices may reveal how colloquial speech
adapts to multimodal constraints and audience
expectations.  Furthermore, ethnographic studies
involving translators, editors, and authors could
document real-world decision-making processes,
shedding light on the negotiation between creative
expression and cultural sensitivity. Methodologically,
future research should integrate textual analysis reader-
response approaches, and sociolinguistic fieldwork to
understand both the textual transformations and the
broader social effects of translating colloquial speech.
Such interdisciplinary inquiry will deepen our
understanding of how informal language mediates
cultural identities and power dynamics across linguistic
borders.

Conclusion:

Translating colloquial aspects in literature is a
challenge that sits at the intersection of linguistics,
aesthetics, ethics, and sociology. Colloquial features
are not peripheral but central to meaning-making: they
construct identities, create intimacy, stage humour, and
index cultural worlds. The translator’s task is therefore
both delicate and generative—requiring analytical
insight into the functions of colloquiality, a flexible
toolkit of strategies, and a principled stance toward
ethical concerns and publisherial constraints.

No single strategy fits all cases. Effective practice
combines a clear diagnostic of what each colloquial
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feature does in the source text with an informed choice
among preservation, substitution, neutralization, or
paratextual explanation. Translators must also be
reflexive about the socio-political consequences of
their  choices, particularly when representing
marginalised voices. Pedagogically, training must go
beyond  bilingual competence to cultivate
sociolinguistic sensitivity and practical experience.
Ultimately, the best translations of colloquial literature
do not simply mirror words; they recreate social acts
and affective resonances. They enable target readers to
hear, feel, and respond to the voice of the original—
while acknowledging the inevitable transformations
that any intercultural encounter entails. Translators,
editors, and scholars share responsibility for
developing practices that respect source voices, serve
target readers, and sustain the vibrant diversity of world
literatures.
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