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Abstract. Th is article provides a review of loan translations as a language 
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a common cognitive basis underlying bilingual language use, SLA and 
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is a contribution towards broadening the scope of language contact studies 
to cover related disciplines that examine similar phenomena.1
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1. Introduction

Loan translations (or calques) are a well-recognized phenomenon 
in contact linguistic literature. Th ey are generally defi ned as „words 
or phrases that are reproduced as literal translations from one lan-
guage into another“ (Backus, Dorleijn 2009: 75). Examples of loan 
translations abound in earlier research on language contact eff ects 
in bilingual communities, but the process of loan translation may 
also occur in any context where an individual needs to learn or use 
another language, such as in classroom-based acquisition of a for-
eign language and translation. Th e starting point for the present 
article is the authors’ observation that while loan translations have 
been studied within the fi elds of contact linguistics, second lan-
guage acquisition (SLA) research and translation studies (TS), their 
fi ndings and theoretical approaches have not yet been systematically 
brought together. Earlier contact linguistic studies have primarily 
treated contact-induced features, including loan translations, as a 
community-level phenomenon, although they essentially originate 
from the cognitive processes of a bilingual individual (see Wein-
reich 1974 [1953]: 1, Matras 2009: 3, 5). It is therefore well justifi ed to 
expand the scope of language contact studies to cover related disci-
plines that examine language contact eff ects at the level of an indi-
vidual, in this case, SLA and TS.

Th is article provides a review of loan translations as occurring 
in bilingual language use, SLA and translation. We discuss both 
similarities and diff erences emerging from earlier literature on loan 
translations in these three contexts of language contact. Th e aim 
of this article is to enhance the emerging line of dialogue between 
contact linguistics, SLA and TS, which have long remained separate 
paradigms (in line with Paulasto et al. eds. 2014 and Riionheimo et 
al. eds. 2014). Due to space limitations, this article does not attempt 
to provide a conclusive summary of the phenomenon; rather it 
focuses on those aspects of loan translations that connect these 
three disciplines.
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Th e outline of the article is as follows: Sections 2–4 discuss the 
notion of loan translations in the fi elds of contact linguistics, SLA 
and TS2, covering historical perspectives and developments, cogni-
tive dimensions and the emerging ideological diff erences. Each of 
these sections provides a somewhat diff erent viewpoint of the phe-
nomenon, which refl ects diff ering terminological conventions and 
underlying ideologies across these three disciplines. Section 5 draws 
these perspectives together and discusses the benefi ts of bringing 
together diff erent disciplines in the study of language contact eff ects.

2. Loan translations in contact linguistics

Loan translation is an old term originating from the historical lin-
guistics of the early 1900s (see e.g. Weinreich 1974 [1953]: 48–49 
and the references therein). Th e phenomenon is defi ned as „adhoc 
word-for-word or morpheme-per-morpheme translations from one 
language into another“ (Aikhenvald 2006: 24) or „a type of inter-
ference in which word or sentence structure is transferred without 
actual morphemes“ (Th omason 2001: 260). Two aspects are central 
here: 1) what is transferred from the model language to the recipi-
ent language is the semantic content, not the actual phonological 
form and 2) the process involves translating, i.e., replacing the words 
or morphemes of the model language with their equivalents in the 
recipient language. Loan translation is thus viewed as a covert form 
of cross-linguistic infl uence in contrast to overt borrowing of pho-
nological substance. Traditionally, loan translations were described 

2 A note should be made on the diff ering use of terminology across these disciplines 
to refer to the languages in contact. Contact linguistics employs a variety of terms, such 
as donor or model language (the language giving the infl uence) and borrowing or recipi-
ent or replica language (the language receiving the infl uence); here we adopt the terms 
model and recipient language. SLA generally uses the terms fi rst language (L1) to refer 
to the learner’s mother tongue and second/foreign language (L2) (also target language) 
for the language the learner is attempting to learn. In TS, the terms source language and 
target language are generally used to refer to the language that is being translated from 
and the language being translated to respectively.
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as a type of lexical borrowing (e.g., in the seminal works of Hau-
gen 1972 [1950] and Weinreich 1974 [1953]). Th e most prototypical 
examples of loan translations found in earlier literature are com-
pound nouns, but it has been recognized that loan translations may 
also involve idioms, other phrasal expressions or longer fi xed units 
such as proverbs (e.g. Weinreich 1974 [1953]: 50).

Towards the end of the 20th century, the focus of contact linguis-
tics shift ed from narrowly defi ned (primarily lexical) phenomena 
onto code-switching and other broader manifestations of cross-
linguistic infl uence. As a consequence, loan translations became 
largely neglected in contact linguistic discussion (for an overview, 
see Backus, Dorleijn 2009). Along with the increased interest of lan-
guage contact research in the structural or grammatical outcomes 
of contact, however, loan translations have re-emerged under a new 
disguise, and the notion has been expanded to cover instances of 
structural infl uence. Th e phenomenon of loan translation is embed-
ded in some recent, comprehensive models capturing language con-
tact eff ects. For example, in the code-copying framework (Johans-
son 1998, 2002, Verschik 2008), loan translations are placed among 
code-switching and morphosyntactic infl uence. Th e model distin-
guishes between two basic types of cross-linguistic infl uence: global 
copying, where material (loanwords and insertional code-switches) is 
transferred from the model language to the recipient language, and 
selective copying, where the model language expression is copied only 
partially. Th ere are two subtypes of selective copying that involve 
phenomena traditionally labelled as loan translations: semantic 
copying (i.e., copying the semantic features of a model code; Vers-
chik 2008: 63) and combinational copying (i.e., replication of a word 
combination, such as a phrasal structure, word-internal morphe-
mic pattern or a morpho-syntactic combination; Johanson 2002: 
15). Of special interest to this article is the connection between the 
code-copying framework and translating; Verschik (2008: 113–114) 
describes translation as „selective copying par excellence“, which 
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may function as a pathway for semantic copying between the con-
tacting languages.

In another model, Matras and Sakel (2007; see also Matras 2009: 
240–243) capture a language processing mechanism which they 
term pattern replication, i.e., a form of cross-linguistic infl uence in 
which elements of the recipient language are rearranged in line with 
the semantic and grammatical patterns of the model language. Pat-
tern replication covers all forms of semantic and structural infl u-
ence, including loan translation. Matras and Sakel propose the 
mechanism of pivot-matching:

We suggest that it involves identifying a structure that plays a 
pivotal role in the model construction, and matching it with a 
structure in the replica language, to which a similar, pivotal role is 
assigned in a new, replica construction. […] Th e replica construc-
tion evolves around the new pivot in a way that generally respects 
various constraints of the replica language. (Matras, Sakel 2007: 
830.)

Th e pivot-matching model allows for subjective and creative deci-
sions by bilingual speakers in the process of selecting and combining 
the elements of the replica structure, which accounts for the fact that 
there is not always a neat one-to-one-correspondence between the 
model construction and the replica construction. Th is model thus 
stretches the notion of loan translation to cover instances which are 
not literal translations of the model structure.

Th e most detailed approach yet taken to loan translations is 
provided by Backus and Dorleijn (2009, see also Backus 2010), 
who discuss the diffi  culty of defi ning loan translations and teasing 
them apart from other contact-induced phenomena such as code-
switching, lexical borrowing, semantic extensions and structural or 
grammatical borrowing. Th ey view loan translation as a synchronic 
process closely related to both structural interference and (inser-
tional) code-switching. Th ey argue that the process underlying loan 
translation and structural or grammatical interference is the same 



109Loan translations as a language contact phenomenon

although the items involved may be diff erent; in the case of content 
words, it is common to use the term loan translation whereas non-
content words are typically classifi ed under interference (Backus 
2010: 235–236). Backus and Dorleijn (2009) propose a typology of 
loan translations based on the specifi city of the meaning of the lin-
guistic elements involved: 1) content morphemes (one-word seman-
tic extensions, prototypical two-word expressions and multi-word 
translations such as phrases), 2) function morphemes, 3) grammati-
cal morphemes and 4) discourse patterns. Th us, Backus and Dor-
leijn (2009) quite radically expand the boundaries of loan transla-
tion as a contact mechanism. Loan translation and code-switching 
are viewed as related phenomena because they are both motivated 
by the wish of a bilingual speaker „to say something in a base lan-
guage in the way it is said in the other language“ (Backus, Dorleijn 
2009: 90), the diff erence being that in code-switching the speaker 
uses overt ingredients from the other language and in loan transla-
tion the expression is translated.

Th e above discussed studies address the process by which loan 
translations emerge in bilingual speech, and highlight multilingual 
speakers’ creative and innovative potential. Th e role of the individ-
ual is signifi cant in two respects. First, many researchers empha-
sise that the trigger for loan translation is „bilingual speakers’ 
need to express the same thoughts in two languages“ (Sasse 1990: 
32, according to Ross 2007: 132; see also Backus, Dorleijn 2009: 90; 
Backus 2010: 239; Matras, Sakel 2007: 832; Matras 2009: 240–241). 
Multilingual speakers are seen as creative actors who use their full 
linguistic repertoire, and loan translations are one manifestation of 
their innovative agency. Secondly, the process of loan translation 
is in practice possible only if there are semantically correspond-
ing words or forms in the model language and the replica language 
(see e.g., Matras, Sakel 2007: 234; Backus, Dorleijn 2009: 90). Th is 
correspondence is referred to as an equivalence, translation equiva-
lence or interlingual identifi cation (the latter term originating from 
Weinreich 1974 [1953]), and the mental or cognitive connections of 
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bilingual speakers are viewed as subjective and based on perceived 
equivalents (Johanson 2002: 57, Backus & Dorleijn 2009: 90). Th is 
interest in the mental connections and subjective perceptions of the 
bilingual individual is also shared by SLA research.

3. Loan translations in second language acquisition research

In the fi eld of SLA research, loan translations are treated as a form of 
lexicosemantic transfer3 from the learners’ L1 into the L2 (e.g., Ring-
bom 1987, 2007; James 1998; Jarvis 2009). Th e notion of loan trans-
lation has been taken over from contact linguistic literature (e.g., 
Weinreich 1974 [1953]), and it refers to instances where „semantic 
properties of one item [are] transferred in a combination of lexical 
items“ (Ringbom 1987: 117). Unlike in language contact literature, 
where such forms are considered lexical innovations or loan words, 
in the context of (oft en classroom based) foreign language acqui-
sition such forms are viewed as errors that break the conventions 
of the target language. Several works have indeed examined loan 
translations as a category of lexical errors, along with, e.g., semantic 
extensions (i.e., extension of meaning based on the semantic range 
of an L1 word), substitutions (or borrowings; i.e., an L1 word is used 
in L2 in an unmodifi ed form) and relexifi cations (or coinages; i.e., L1 
word is tailored to the structure of the L2) (e.g., Ringbom 1987, 2007, 
James 1998, Meriläinen 2010). Th e following discussion focuses on 
two recent works, Ringbom (2007) and Jarvis (2009), which are rel-
evant to this article in the sense that they address the nature of trans-
fer underlying loan translations. As SLA research views transfer as 
an individual-level cognitive phenomenon, these works shed light on 
the cognitive processes and psycholinguistic variables that explain 
loan translations as well as other types of lexical non-target forms.

Ringbom (2007) examines the eff ect of cross-linguistic 
similarity in foreign language learning through evidence from 

3 Th e term transfer is used interchangeably with cross-linguistic infl uence.
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Finnish-speaking and Swedish-speaking learners of English in 
Finland. His work incorporates loan translations as one category 
of lexical errors. Ringbom (2007) brings up two important points 
about loan translations: 1) the type of transfer that underlies them 
and 2) how they are aff ected by cross-linguistic similarity. Accord-
ing to Ringbom (2007: 54–58), loan translations are a manifestation 
of system transfer, i.e., the transfer of abstract principles of orga-
nizing information, as opposed to item transfer, in which learners 
establish simplifi ed one-to-one relationships between L1 and L2 
items (e.g., words, sounds, letters, morphemes). While item transfer 
requires some degree of formal similarity between the languages, 
system transfer does not; learners tend to assume that abstract sys-
tems (e.g., semantics, pragmatics) are similar in diff erent languages 
(perceived vs. assumed similarity, Ringbom 2007: 24–26). What is 
transferred in the case of loan translations are abstract lexical proce-
dures. Based on extensive evidence from L1 Finnish and L1 Swedish 
learner populations, Ringbom (1987, 2007) has shown that lexical 
transfer generally manifests itself in the form of loan translations 
and semantic extensions when learners’ L1 and L2 are typologically 
distant (Finnish and English), while in the case of related languages 
(Swedish and English) learners’ errors most oft en involve words that 
are formally similar but have diff erent meanings or functions in L1 
and L2 (system transfer vs. item transfer; for examples, the reader is 
referred to Ringbom 2007). Th e source for loan translations is usu-
ally the learners’ L1 because system transfer requires native-like or 
very advanced profi ciency in the source language (Ringbom 2007: 
86–87). Item transfer, on the other hand, may take place from any 
language that the learner has perceived to be (formally) similar to 
the target language (e.g., from L2 to L3).

Jarvis (2009) provides a comprehensive account of diff erent 
types of lexical transfer in the light of current thinking concern-
ing the structure of the bilingual mental lexicon. He diff erentiates 
between lexemic and lemmatic transfer; the former refers to pho-
nological and graphemic L1 infl uence while the latter encompasses 
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semantic and syntactic properties of words. Th is division is based 
on two distinct levels of lexical entry in the mental lexicon; lexemes 
(i.e., form-related properties) and lemmas (i.e., semantic and syntac-
tic information) (see Jarvis 2009: 100–102). Lexemic transfer may 
manifest itself in the form of borrowings, coinages and deceptive 
cognates, while lemmatic transfer results in semantic extensions, 
loan translations, collocational transfer and subcategorization 
transfer (i.e., the choice of a complement to accompany a particular 
headword). Lemmatic transfer thus covers semantic, collocational, 
morphological and syntactic constraints on words, which cannot 
always be strictly separated from one another. As discussed in Jar-
vis (2009: 114–115), loan translations may involve simple compound 
words as well as more complex constructions and collocational con-
straints. Th is is evident in the phrase spend cat’s days (lead an easy 
life), where a Finnish learner has transferred a Finnish idiom (cat’s 
days) as well as a collocating word (spend) into English (Meriläinen 
2010: 125). Loan translations are in essence similar to transferred 
idioms and other types of transferred fi xed expressions in that „what 
is transferred is a blueprint for organizing multiple forms (words 
and morphemes) together in specifi c orders and within specifi c 
syntactic constructions in order to allow them to convey a specifi c 
intended message“ (Jarvis 2009: 115). Th is resembles the central idea 
presented in Backus and Dorleijn (2009) and Backus (2010) accord-
ing to which loan translations involve not just separate lexical items, 
but any units that convey a particular meaning. Th ese units may 
cover lexical items as well as grammatical elements, which are not 
strictly separated in the L2 speaker’s mind (cf. Jarvis 2009).

From the review of earlier literature, it becomes evident that loan 
translations do not receive as much attention amongst the SLA com-
munity as they used to, largely because they tend to be equated with 
learner errors. Due to a shift  of emphasis from error analysis to a 
more holistic analysis of learner language (see, e.g., Ellis, Barkhuizen 
2005), and from grammar-translation oriented teaching methods 
to communicativeness (see, e.g., Richards, Rogers 2001), errors do 
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not occupy a very central position in current thinking on language 
learning and teaching. However, as a natural product of bilingual 
language use, loan translations deserve more attention in the SLA 
context. Th e recent cognitive orientation of SLA research has a great 
deal to contribute to the study of loan translations in diff erent types 
of language contact settings. Furthermore, contact linguistic works 
emphasising the creative mixing of bilingual resources, including 
loan translating (cf. Matras, Sakel 2007, Matras 2009) resonate with 
the plurilingual ideology that has recently emerged in the discus-
sion on language education policies and the goals of language teach-
ing. Th is is evident, for example, in the language education policy 
guidelines by the Council of Europe (2007), which encourage the 
acquisition of diff erent languages/varieties to diff ering degrees, and 
the fl exible use of diff erent communicative resources in diff erent 
situations, including simultaneous use of diff erent languages/variet-
ies (i.e., code-switching). Instead of errors, loan translations could 
be approached as an eff ective foreign language production strategy, 
which can be employed in certain communicative contexts along 
with code-switching. Th e practical application and wider accep-
tance of these ideas at the classroom level is yet to be seen, but it 
appears evident that we are moving away from a monolingual norm 
and from viewing native speaker competence as the implicit target 
of foreign language learning. Th is might, sooner or later, change the 
way loan translations are perceived in the context of SLA.

4. Loan translation in Translation Studies

Perhaps surprisingly, loan translation as an object of research occu-
pies a marginal position in Translation Studies4. In most studies on 
the subject, loan translation is not approached on its own but as one 
of the local (small-scale) translation strategies, typically used by 

4 In the present article, the discipline of Translation Studies is taken to include Inter-
preting Studies as well.
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professional translators for solving a particular type of translation 
problem such as realia (culture-bound words), allusions, or termi-
nology (see, for example, Vlahov and Florin 2009 [1980], Leppihalme 
1997, Šarčević 1985). Th ese phenomena pose problems for translators 
because they oft en lack natural equivalents – equivalents that exist 
in the target language prior to translating (on natural equivalence, 
see Pym 2010: 12ff .). Consequently, loan translation is perceived as 
a lexical phenomenon that produces neologisms in the target lan-
guage such as kick sled in English for the Finnish realia potkukelkka 
(Leppihalme 2011: 129). Th e need for a neologism serves as a justifi -
cation for resorting to loan translation: it is considered an accepted 
translation strategy when there is a lexical gap in the target language 
(Pym 2010: 14). Th is means, basically, that what is expected from a 
professional translator is information retrieval – fi nding a pre-exist-
ing equivalent term – rather than lexical innovation in the form of 
loan translation. Cabré (2010: 364), for example, suggests limiting 
the use of neologisms to cases where „all the possibilities of fi nding 
a real term have been exhausted“ (emphasis original).

In a classic treatment by Vinay and Darbelnet (1995 [1958]), trans-
lation strategies (or procedures, as Vinay and Darbelnet call them) 
form a continuum from the most literal to the most free or creative, 
and loan translation is located at the literal end of this continuum, 
together with loan words and literal translation (Vinay, Darbelnet 
1995 [1958]: 85–86; Pym 2010: 13). Th e diff erence between calques 
and literal translation is not explicitly discussed, but it seems to be 
one of degree and not of kind: calques are translations of separate 
elements, whether lexical or structural, whereas literal translation 
concerns whole sentences (Vinay, Darbelnet 1995 [1958]: 85-88). A 
similar distinction is displayed in discussions on loan translation 
and interference. Loan translation is defi ned, for example, by Lep-
pihalme (2011: 129) as „a word-for-word translation resulting in a 
target-language neologism“, while interference is described in Lam-
berger-Felber and Schneider (2008: 217) as „a projection of char-
acteristics of the source text into the target text“. Th e reference to 
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neologisms suggests a lexical approach, while „characteristics of the 
source text“ point to a somewhat broader phenomenon. Th e distinc-
tion, however, is not clear-cut. In studies on interference, the sub-
category of lexical interference is oft en discussed (see, for example, 
Toury 1985, Franco Aixelá 2009), but mostly with no reference to its 
relationship with loan translation.

Th e overlap between the notions of loan translation and interfer-
ence probably results from the fact that in actual translations, lexical 
and syntactic source-language infl uence frequently co-occur. For 
example, Musacchio (2005) reports on economic articles translated 
from English into Italian, where the infl uence of English is present 
not only in lexical borrowings, but involves loan translation, com-
pound term formation, phraseology, syntactic constructs and the 
use of cohesive links. Similarly, in Interpreting Studies, Lamberger-
Felber and Schneider (2008) fi nd evidence of both lexical and mor-
phosyntactic interference in simultaneous interpreting. Th e termi-
nological overlap is enhanced by the fact that the terms calquing and 
interference have both been used to designate similar phenomena 
on the level of discourse. Toury (1985: 8) discusses the possibility 
of interference on the discourse level, pointing out that a transla-
tion with no interference on lexical and syntactic levels can still mir-
ror the textual model of the source text. For instance, a translation 
of a cooking recipe may, on the whole, mirror the source-language 
rather than the target-language organisation for cooking recipes. 
Bennett (2011) refers to a similar phenomenon as calquing on the 
level of discourse, claiming that in many non-English-speaking 
countries scientifi c discourse does not result from evolution of the 
domestic discourse system, but has been calqued from the English 
model (Bennet 2011: 190).

Another distinction between loan translation and interference 
concerns their intentionality. Loan translations are generally con-
sidered deliberate choices on the part of the translator, whereas 
interference is oft en perceived as an unintended source-language 
infl uence on translation (Chesterman 1997: 94). Typically, this 
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infl uence is deemed undesirable, because it is likely to make the 
translation sound unnatural and compromise fl uency (for a short 
overview of this negative view, see, for example, Lamberger-Felber, 
Schneider 2008: 217). However, interference can also result from a 
translator’s conscious choice to opt for a literal translation strategy5. 
Here, the notion of strategy refers to the translator’s overall (macro-
level) approach to translation, which may be either form-based 
(literal translation) or meaning-based (free translation)6. Form-
based translation involves keeping close to both the lexical and the 
syntactic features of the source text; Maier (2011: 76) describes it 
as a tendency to „follow the words and the surface syntax of the 
source text more closely than when working under a meaning-based 
approach“.

Form-based approach to translation is oft en thought typical of 
untrained translators or interpreters (‘regular’ multilinguals) rather 
than professionals (see Maier 2011: 76–78). However, there is evi-
dence that both novice and expert translators actually resort to 
form-based, word-for-word translation (Tirkkonen-Condit 2005; 
Englund-Dimitrova 2005). Th e diff erence lies in the fact that profes-
sional translators monitor their own performance in order to detect 
renderings that are not acceptable or appropriate and fi nd other solu-
tions (Tirkkonen-Condit 2005: 407–408), and this kind of monitor-
ing and control is considered an essential part of their competence 
(PACTE 2003: 58). For a professional translator, literal translation is 
an intermediary step that helps to distribute cognitive eff ort during 
the translation process (Englund-Dimitrova 2005: 234) and a care-
fully considered strategic choice when employed in the fi nal output 

5 As a manifestation of a deliberate strategy of literal, foreignising translation, inter-
ference has its ardent advocates as well, the most prominent in recent years being Law-
rence Venuti (1998).
6 Th e dichotomy has been alternately referred to as domesticating vs. foreignising 
translation, source-language orientated vs. target-language orientated translation, 
overt vs. covert translation or formal vs. dynamic equivalence, to name just a few. For 
a more thorough discussion, see Chesterman (1997: 9ff .).
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(Maier 2011: 78). For non-professional translators, it seems to be the 
default tendency (ibid.). In simultaneous interpreting, interference is 
a frequent phenomenon even in the output of trained professionals 
(Lamberger-Felber, Schneider 2008: 232), but this only corroborates 
the role of monitoring and control in avoiding interference: due to 
extreme time pressure, there are less possibilities for corrections in 
interpreting, which makes it especially liable to interference (Laut-
erbach, Pöchhacker 2015: 194).

Th is control and monitoring of one’s own work is in line with 
Toury’s (2012 [1995]: 313) laws of translational behaviour which sug-
gest that accomplished translators are less prone to interference. 
However, apart from these cognitive factors, Toury’s laws also take 
into account the whole socio-cultural situation surrounding them. 
Specifi cally, interference is predicted to be more common (and bet-
ter tolerated) in translations made from a dominant, prestigious lan-
guage into a language that is, in some sense, weaker than the source 
language (Toury 2012 [1995]: 314). Th is helps to explain why pro-
fessional translators are not free from a tendency to calque, despite 
having been trained to use loan translations sparingly. Th e socio-
cultural tolerance of visible infl uence from a prestigious language 
makes loan translation a more accepted strategy in both profes-
sional and non-professional translation.

All in all, the attitude towards both loan translation and inter-
ference in TS has been largely negative. However, while interference 
is mostly seen as the translator’s failure to keep the source-language 
and the target-language codes apart, loan translation is generally 
accepted as a strategic choice in the case of a lexical gap in the tar-
get language. For example, in legal translation, translators are oft en 
required to maintain formal equivalence, which makes loan trans-
lation an appealing option (Harvey 2002: 180). However, even in 
legal translation, the attitudes have been changing in recent years, 
with fi delity being re-defi ned as „achieving an equivalent impact on 
the target reader“ (ibid.). It is precisely this need to get the message 
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through to ordinary (lay) readers in legal translation that renders 
loan translation problematic (Šarčević 1985: 130).

In sum, the arguments presented against loan translation in 
TS are plenty. In both general and special fi eld translation, the risk 
of producing faux amis (false cognates) is oft en mentioned in rela-
tion to loan translation (Vinay, Darbelnet 1995 [1958]: 85, Šarčević 
1985: 129). In translating allusions in literary texts, Leppihalme 
(1997) found loan translation (referred to as minimum change) to 
be a common translation strategy, even though in the case of allu-
sions a word-for-word translation can hardly be expected to get the 
full meaning across. Loan translation results in „a literal transla-
tion, without regard to connotative or contextual meaning“ (Lep-
pihalme 1997: 84), thus leaving something essential untranslated. 
Perhaps the most striking example of the negative attitude towards 
loan translation is found in Bennett (2011: 195), who refers to the 
calquing of English-language model of scientifi c discourse as „cul-
tural colonization“ and explains it with reference to unequal power 
relations between cultures (ibid. 199). Bennet’s argument brings us 
back to Toury’s law of interference. A form-based approach to trans-
lation, including loan translation, is not only a matter of cognitive 
act: in translations, tolerance of interference is also socio-culturally 
conditioned (Toury 2012 [1995]: 311).

5. Discussion

Th is article has attempted to demonstrate that loan translations 
provide a fertile meeting ground for cross-disciplinary dialogue 
between contact linguistics, SLA research and TS, and that they are 
worthy of further empirical research. Based on the preceding review 
of the literature, it appears evident that loan translations, whether 
produced by bilingual/multilingual speakers, foreign language 
learners or translators, are in essence a similar phenomenon with a 
similar cognitive basis, notwithstanding the considerable dissimi-
larities between these diff erent groups of language users. Regardless 
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of the context in which they occur, loan translations are a manifesta-
tion of individual-level cross-linguistic infl uence and have a similar 
underlying motivation; as suggested by Backus and Dorleijn (2009: 
90), „the basis of any loan translation is an urge that a bilingual feels, 
consciously or not, to say something in a base language in a way 
that it is said in the other language“. Th e idea that loan translations 
extend beyond lexical units into morphological, syntactic or dis-
course domains receives support across all these three disciplines, 
which further highlights their common origin in the bilingual cog-
nitive network, where diff erent levels of language are intertwined 
(cf. the notion of lemmatic transfer by Jarvis 2009).

A major diff erence between these disciplines lies, however, in 
the ways in which the innovations resulting from the process of 
loan translation are perceived amongst scholars. Contact linguistic 
literature treats loan translations in a relatively neutral manner as 
one type of linguistic innovation in bilingual communities. In the 
context of second language learning and teaching, where native-like 
foreign language competence has long been viewed as an implicit 
goal, loan translations are considered errors that break target lan-
guage conventions. As the goals set for professional translator train-
ing are even higher, the ability to suppress and control for eff ects of 
cross-linguistic infl uence, including loan translation, is considered 
an integral part of a professional translator’s competence. Formal 
education, metalinguistic awareness and diff ering underlying ide-
ologies regarding adequate linguistic competence thus emerge as 
diff erentiating factors between these fi elds.

Another perspective that we fi nd relevant in the study of loan 
translations is that of TS. Th e term loan translation in itself implies 
that their use involves translation from one language into another. 
Th is is also highlighted in Backus (2010: 239), who states that „the 
mechanism suggested to underlie all contact-induced change in 
which the source of the change is cross-linguistic infl uence […] is 
translation“. However, it remains unclear what exactly ‘translation’ 
means in this context. Translation as a mechanism for language 
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contact has not been given much prominence to date in contact lin-
guistics literature (see, e.g., Kranich et al. 2011, Kolehmainen 2013), 
although it may be a more pervasive phenomenon than previously 
assumed (Kolehmainen et al. 2015). Th is is where TS has a contri-
bution to make, especially research into non-professional transla-
tion (for an overview, see Antonini 2011); translational actions per-
formed by untrained bilingual individuals may be infl uential in that 
they provide a channel through which innovations spread from one 
language or language variety into another. Loan translations are an 
example of this; although their exact source is oft en diffi  cult to iden-
tify, it is likely that they are oft en introduced into the language not 
only by professional translators (whether as strategic choices or as 
occasional failures to keep the codes apart), but also by ordinary 
language users who are familiar with another language.

All in all, through this discussion we hope to have demonstrated 
that loan translations are anything but a marginal phenomenon. 
We therefore agree with Backus and Dorleijn (2009: 76) who state 
that the real frequency of loan translations depends on how you 
defi ne them. Th e combined perspectives from contact linguistics, 
SLA and TS support the idea that loan translations form an inter-
locking system with other language contact eff ects, which deserve 
to be examined as a whole and with evidence from neighbouring 
disciplines.
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