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Conceptual Equivalence

Fifth, the problem of conceptual equivalence refers to abstract ideas that may not exist in the same 
fashion in different languages. For example, people in the United States have a unique meaning for the 
word freedom. That meaning is not universally shared. Speakers of other languages may say they are 
free and be correct in their culture, but the freedom they refer to isn’t equivalent to what is experienced 
as freedom in the United States. The English word corruption translates as the Korean word pup’ae, 
but the words are not conceptually equivalent. For people in both the United States and Korea, the 
word connotes negative, bad, improper behavior, but in the United States, corruption is a crime and 
wrong on moral grounds, whereas in Korea, corruption is not morally wrong. It’s wrong in the sense 
that it interferes with the proper functioning of government and is bad in its social consequences. Even 
though the word is negative and has similar interpretations, there are sufficient conceptual differences 
to create intercultural communication misunderstandings (Szalay, Moon, & Bryson, 1971).

A similar misunderstanding can occur with the word democracy. To people in both the United States 
and Korea, democracy means freedom and liberty. In the United States, the meaning of the word places 
strong emphasis on procedures such as elections, campaigning, and voting, whereas in Korea, the word 
democracy is an abstract ideal. Postcommunist Russians readily embraced the words democracy, con-
gress, and president, but having just broken with the totalitarian tradition, many had trouble understand-
ing the underlying concepts. In a 1994 interview, former President Jimmy Carter identified conceptual 
equivalence problems with the term human rights. According to Carter, each country defines the term by 
what it has. In the United States, human rights refers to the Bill of Rights (e.g., freedom of speech, right 
to a fair trial). In other countries, the term refers to adequate housing or universal health care.

One way to improve translation is to use back translation. Back translation involves first translat-
ing into the second language, then translating back into the first language, and then comparing the 
result to the original. Often, the process can prevent amusing translation problems. For example, on 
a trip to see Hitler’s Eagle’s Nest, I was given a ticket for my return trip down the mountain. On the 
back of the ticket, I found this message translated into English: “The indicated return time must be 
strictly adhered to. A later return is determined by the disposable bus seats.” The misuse of the word 

Table 5.1  Examples of Idioms Worldwide

Sha ji yan yong niu dao! Chinese (Mandarin) 

“You moved house and forgot to take your wife!” (You’ve done something stupid.)

Hitori zumoo o totta! (Japanese) 

“Like a one-man sumo match!” (Something that is impossible)

Har du røyka sokka dine? (Norwegian) 

“Have you been smoking your socks!” (Are you mad?)

Vai pentear macacos! (Portuguese) 

“Go comb a monkey’s hair!” (Go do something else; don’t bother me.)

Kak ob st’enku gorohk! (Russian) 

“Like throwing peas against the wall!” (A useless, impossible task)

Source: Sacher (2012).


