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Equivalency in translating Kazakh kinship terms in literary translation (Based on
B. Nurzhekeev’s Novel “Oh, Life”)

Abstract. Present research focuses on the equivalency in translating Kazakh kinship terms,
particularly in the literary context of B. Nurzhekeev’s novel "Oh, Life" ("Ou, oynue-aui"). The
study examines how kinship teminology, integral to Kazakh culture, is rendered in translation
while considering the challenges posed by the lack of direct equivalents in English. Using
theoretical frameworks of translation equivalency, the research categorizes kinship terms into
three categories: complete equivalence, partial equivalence, and zero equivalence. The study
explores the cultural and social significance of these kinship terms, showing how their translation
can impact the preservation of national identity and cultural values in literature. By analyzing the
translation of "Oh, Life" into English, research provides insights into translation techniques used
to bridge the linguistic and cultural gaps between Kazakh and English, emphasizing the
importance of preserving cultural nuances in literary works for international audiences.

Keywords: kinship terms, literary translation, cultural equivalence, translation challenges,
kazakh culture, national values, equivalency in translation.

Introduction

Kinship terms in Kazakh language hold significant cultural meaning, reflecting the social
hierarchy, customs, and values that has been shaping relationships between generations for
centuries. In translation, maintaining these cultural peculiarities is challenging, as the exact kinship
words used in Kazakh often have no direct translations or equivalents in other languages as well in
cultures. Translating these terms while preserving their cultural connotations is essential to maintain
the national identity in literature. As intercultural exchanges grow, it is crucial to make Kazakh
literary works accessible to international audiences while retaining their cultural essence.

Current research explores the equivalency degrees achieved in translation process of kinship
terms within B. Nurzhekeev’s novel "Oh, Life" ("Oi, aynue-ait"). The novel was published in 2016
and became part of the series of collection devoted to 25 years of Kazakhstan's Independence and
100 years of Kazakhstan's national liberation war. "Oh, Life" tells the story of Shayi, whose fate
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reflects the struggles of ordinary Kazakh families, deeply affected by significant historical events
like the 1916 national liberation movement and the 1986 Zheltoksan protests. (A series of protests
in December 1986 in Almaty against the Soviet replacement of an ethnic Kazakh leader with a
Russian. They escalated from a student demonstration into violent clashes with Soviet forces.
Jeltogsan symbolized resistance to Soviet rule and foreshadowed the USSR's collapse.) [1] These
events forced the characters to cope with political challenges while trying to preserve their culture
and traditions.

The study examines the English translation of Oh, Life, produced in 2018 as part of the
"Modern Kazakhstan Culture in a Global World" project by LLP Astana-Personal within the
framework of the program “A Glance into the Future: Modernization of Public Consciousness.”

The study aims to classify kinship terms according to the degree of equivalency—whether
they have a direct equivalent in the target language, are adapted in some way, or result in zero
equivalency, where no direct substitution exists. This categorizing will provide insight into the
translation techniques used when working with culturally specific terminology. To explore these
translation strategies, the research will draw on the theoretical frameworks of equivalency in
translation, as discussed by L.S. Barhudarov.[2] The study will demonstrate how different
translation strategies affect the preservation of cultural meaning and national identity by contrasting
the original and translated versions of kinship terms in "Oh, Life.”

The analysis will contribute to a better understanding of how kinship terms, which serve as
significant cultural markers, are approached in literary translation. In order to preserve the
authenticity of the original work for a broader audience, the research ultimately aims to show how
the degree of equivalence reflects how effectively cultural concepts translate.

Literature review

Equivalence aims to preserve the source text's meaning and intent in the target language.
It developed as an essential part of translation theories in the 1960s and 1970s. Translators must
consider the original text's context, tone, style, and references in addition to translating the text
directly in order to convey its meaning. [11] There are three main types of equivalence: complete
equivalence (also called absolute equivalence), partial equivalence and non or zero-equivalence. [2]

According to Zgusta, "the lexical meaning of the two lexical units must be completely
identical in all components (designation, connotation, range of application)™ in order for there to be
complete equivalency. [4] Barkhudarov claims that they are uncommon and usually occur in simple
terms with the clarity in denotation. The partial equivalence is the most common case, where a
word in the source language corresponds to more than one equivalent in the target language. Zero-
equivalence refers to lexical units (words and fixed expressions) of one language have neither full
nor partial equivalents among the lexical units of another language. [1]

Catford believes that the central problem of translation theory is to clarify the concept of
translation equivalence and determine the degree of semantic closeness between statements in the
original and the translation. In his opinion, equivalence should be defined empirically by comparing
actual translations with their originals. [17] According to Jacobson, there is another difficult issue in
translating literary works which are non-equivalent concepts as culture-specific items because each
nation expresses its concepts and values in different ways [14].

Through language, each nation conveys its traditions, culture, worldview, and perspectives
to the world. Therefore, it is crucial to regard language not merely as a “means of communication”
but also as the “soul of the nation”. [9] One of the most significant and challenging parts of the
translation process is translating national values into another language. Nonetheless, it is the
differences in worldviews and the existence of untranslatable aspects of a language that make the
process complex [8]. Almost all languages have a traditional vocabulary, which reflects a unique
tradition of interconnected to its people. Kinship terms are cognitive values that are important for
intercultural communication. 15 The kinship system of each society can be only understood through
study of culture and comparison with the kinship systems in other languages. In general, there are
90 Kazakh kinship terms. Also nicknames might be used depending on a person's gender, age and
level of kinship. [16]
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Kroeber A. L. (1949) proposed that there are 7 criteria by on which terminological
differentiation is based, present research will use the criterion of gender to divide and study the
kinship terms and their translation. [7] This criterion is can be implied to majority of Kazakh
kinship terminology except a few terms that would be discussed separately.

Discussion

In B. Nurzhekeev’s Oh, Life, kinship terms transcend simple familial relationships and
represent unity and cultural identity within the Kazakh nation . These terms highlight the deep
familial bonds that define the realis, linking individuals to their heritage and to each other. Through
their use, Nurzhekeev illustrates the cultural importance of kinship as a fundamental component of
both personal and social identity.

Table 1. Kinship terms used in “Oh life”.

Kazakh kinship terms for | Kazakh Kkinship terms for | Non-gendered kazakh kinship
male female terms
Ata AHa Hewmepe
Oke Oxe [Ilebepe
Ara OIKe Kuen
Ta1 Cinni/Kapsianac Boie
Kaiinara KaitpiaCiHUTI

Kaiipinara AOBICHIH

Kaitpiaini Kenre

Kezne Kynaru

baxa Kynama

Kyiiey 6ana Kenin

Kyna Ene

Table 2. Kinship terms for male

Translation in English
Shayi, who was going to put all the meat

Kazakh kinship term
bap erin kazanra camaiibiH jgen Jkatkad [lloii

TolikeHHIH MYHBICHIH KYN Kepi: KapblHIAChIH
ChIilJIaFaH aJaM Kyiey ©OajlachblH KYpMeETTeyi
Kepek

that she has into a boiler approved
Tayken's this action, the person who who
respects his sister should also respect his
brother-in-law. 194

Tineyni kymaM MeH OXIKEH KyJaFubiM KaHJai
emi?!

Fully omitted.

Kaiinatam MeH KaliHaFaMHaH aTbIC KE3IHAE KO3
JKa3bIll KAJIBIT, COJIAPABI 13/ICTT KEJe JKAaThIp €M,
Combliia ke3zgecim Kaiaapl Ja, apThIHIIA CEHIEP
KeJir, Oeresin KajaabIM.

I lost my future wife's relatives in the
battle and was looking for them. 40

JKe3zgemM MeH oIKeM KeJlill KaJIbIIThL FOI.

"My sister with her husband came by."
164

eKeHepiHiH aHJa-CaHaa 0akaMbI3 JACII KaJIaTbIHbI
COHJBIKTAH.

Therefore, their fathers sometimes called
each other relatives. 32

1. Complete Equivalence (Absolute Equivalence)

Certain Kazakh Kkinship terms have exact or near-exact equivalents in English, both in
meaning and usage. For example: ama-grandfather, axe-father, asa/ini - older/younger brother,
kytiey-hushand, yz-son. These terms are easily translatable because they have direct counterparts in
English, and their meanings are clear and consistent across cultures. However, as this research
focuses on more complex kinship terms, we will explore cases of partial and zero equivalence.
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Kazakh Kinship Term Translation in English

Baysip Brother

Kaiinara Omitted (wife's relatives)
Kaiinara Omitted (wife's relatives)
Kezne Sister’s husband

baxa Omitted (relatives)

2. Partial Equivalence

A number of Kazakh kinship terms have close, but not exact matches in English, because of
cultural differences in usage or interpretation. English uses a general term like "in-laws" while
original in Kazakh language distinguishes more specific relations. In the novel, many terms with
partial and zero equivalence were omitted, but they could be given by the words like:

Father-in-law - the father of your husband or wife. (Cambridge dictionary)

Brother-in-law - the man married to your sister, or the brother of your husband or wife.
(Cambridge dictionary)

Katinama - Kyuey men Keninwiekmiy my2aH 2KeNepiHiH 01ap2a MYblCMblK KAMbIHACH.
(Kaszax 0acmypni medeHueminiy SHYUKIONEOUSIbIK CO30iel.)

Kavinaza - Kativin scasvinan dcacvl yiakeH epKkeKmepoiy epii-3aublnmuliaped MmMyblCmblK
Kamuicol. (Kazax 0oacmypni meoeHueminiy SHYUKIoneOUusvblK, co30iel.)

Generalization technique was used in the novel, to translate both terms as “wife’s relatives”.
This omits the nuances of hierarchical age distinctions or reciprocal relationships. We think that
generalization was used for readability. However, f more detailed approach could involve
introducing footnotes or explanations in the text, explaining that in Kazakh culture, these terms
reflect not only familial ties but also respect based on age and position within the family hierarchy.
The relationships sxe3me (sister’s husband), kaiisinara (older brother-in-law), kaiisinini (younger
brother-in-law), and 6axxa (husband of one’s wife’s sister) all share the partial equivalent “brother-
in-law” in English. While English simplifies them, in Kazakh language they are differentiated by
specific relational dynamics, hierarchy, and the context of marriage.

3. Non-Equivalence (Zero Equivalence)

Kazakh Kinship Term Translation in English
Kyna Omitted
Kyiiey 6ana Brother-in-law

Some Kazakh kinship terms have no equivalent in English and describe relationships that
are not specifically named or recognized in English-speaking cultures, therefore require explanation
or paraphrasing. There are no kinship words that parents or even grandparents of the married couple
call each other in English. While in Kazakh it is the important part of the culture. “Kyna-kynaru”
are not just your son's or daughter's in-laws, they are the people who continue the "thousand-year"
relationship, therefore they are respected like gods. [9] In English, the closest equivalent might be
"in-laws" or "parents-in-law," but it fails to convey the importance associated with the relationship
in Kazakh culture. To preserve the meaning, translators might need to add annotations to explain
the unigue nature of these familial connections.

Similarly, the term kyiiey 6ana (son-in-law) carries a distinct connotation of inclusion in the
family and extends beyond the immediate family of the bride. It shows a broader sense of
relationships within the bride’s entire family line. This cultural nuance makes the translation into
English particularly challenging, as the English terms “son-in-law” or “brother-in-law” lack the
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same breadth of meaning and cultural resonance. The term can be translated according to the
specific relationship being referenced:

Son-in-Law: when referring to the groom’s relationship with the bride’s parents.

Brother-in-Law: when referring to the groom’s relationship with the bride’s siblings.

For extended family, descriptive phrases might be used, such as “relative by marriage” or
"Kuiey bala" with the description: “term used in Kazakh culture to refer to a man who has married a
family's daughter. This term is specifically used by the relatives of his wife, such as her parents,

siblings, and extended family.”

Table 3. Kinship terms for female

Kazakh kinship term

Translation in English

BanaHpI3 OpbICKa TApPTHIN KETINTi, 9, KYAaFu?
— JIeIl KaJIapl.

"Kudagi”, your son looks like he is Russian."
171

1.parents of married couple are called kudagi
to each other

I am the daughter-in-law of Kazakhs. I am
the wife of Kozhak. 48

She was her sister-in-law, her Moon and her
Sun, and she treated her like a sister. 239

| am very glad that my sister found her
happiness. 70

KazakTbig KeJiHiMiH. KokxakThIH
KATBIHBIMBIH.

Oun aGbIchIHBI aThbIHA Cail alibl MEH KYHIHCH,
J1o1 O1p CIHJTICIHACH KOPMaTbl OOJIIBI.
Emrrene KAT130eceH13 Ie,
KalbIHCIHJIIMIL KYTThI
KOHJIBIPFaHbIMa KYaHBIIITHIMBIH.
Kopmenke amburansl axeHreci JKysik ekeyi
OCBIMEH  OJJICHEIIe  KeJNJIl,  ©3relepiH
13/IeTeHl  caynma-caTThIK 0OoJica, OyJIapabIH
Ke3J/IeTeH1 — KoO1HeCe OMBIH-CaYhIK.

MeH
OpHBbIHA

Since the trade fair opened, she and her
sister-in-law Zhuzik have visited the fair
several times; while many people went there
to trade, the two girls saw it as entertainment.
5

Kapeinmaceina — kenceH, KapeiHgacekiHMeH | "if you've come to your little sister, talk with
ceiimece  Oep, Oisre  KapeinaacelHHBIH | her and give us a chance to talk to your
KachIHIarbl KyJdamagaaH Kyp Kaiamacak Ta | sister's sister-in-law.” 9

YKapauipl.

1. Complete Equivalence (Absolute Equivalence)

Kinship terms carrying clear and consistent meanings across both languages, without any
significant cultural or linguistic differences. For instance, terms such as ana (mother), onke (older
sister), ciHini/kapeiaaac (younger sister), kpi3(daughter), and axe (grandmother) can be translated
easily because they correspond directly to their English counterparts.

2. Partial Equivalence

Certain Kazakh kinship terms have close, but not exact, matches in English due to cultural
nuances in how relationships are understood. For example.

Kazakh Kinship Term Translation in English

JKeure Sister-in-law
AOGBICEIH Sister-in-law
Kaiibracinini Sister

The kinship terms JXenre, AobiceiH, and Kaiiein cinini have the same partial equivalent
"sister-in-law" in English. The equivalence is only partial due to the meanings, roles, and
relationships that are shaped by cultural context in Kazakh society.
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"Xenre" in Kazakh refers particularly to the wife of an elder brother or male relative, and
the phrase frequently has cultural connotations that go beyond the marital relation. The connotations
of "sister-in-law" in English and "xenre" in Kazakh society differ As she is not just a sibling’s wife
but an essential figure in the family, often acting as a confidante for younger family members,
particularly women. She plays a vital role in maintaining family harmony and connecting
generations, sometimes even functioning as a matchmaker. [7] The term sister-in-law in English
lacks the depth of these associations.

"Kaisiacinimi™ was translated as "sister” in the novel, indicating the closeness of affection
among the main chracters. It does convey the idea and connotation in this particular situation, even
though it cannot be an exact equivalent.

3. Non-Equivalence (Zero Equivalence)

Some Kazakh kinship terms have no direct equivalents in English and represent
relationships that are culturally significant in Kazakh society but do not exist in the same way in
English-speaking cultures:

Kazakh Kinship Term Translation in English
Kynaru Kudagi

Kenin Daughter-in-law
Kynarira Sisters sister-in-law

The relationship between a married couple's parents has no special terms in English. There
are no English words denoting extended familial duties that are accepted in Kazakh society, and
kinship is typically restricted to immediate or direct family.

The term "kynmamra™ describes a sister or other female relative of one's in-laws, emphasizing
the broader family ties created by marriage. There isn't any term in English that describes this
relationship between in-laws' relatives. Such links are usually unacknowledged in English-speaking
cultures. In our opinion, the English term "sister’s sister-in-law" is awkward and unclear, and does
not adequately express the complexity of the relationship. A more fitting alternative might be
"daughter of our in-laws,” but even that does not fully capture the specific cultural context in
Kazakh Kkinship.

While term “kelin” is translated as “daughter-in-law” in English, the term doesn’t have a
one-to-one equivalent. The translation is generally correct in that a kelin is the wife of one’s son,
but there are important cultural nuances that are not captured.

In Kazakh culture, “kelin” refers to a woman who is the wife of a younger brother, and more
commonly, it refers to the wife of a son. In a traditional setting, any younger woman in the village is
also often called “kelin”.[17]

The role of a kelin involves specific cultural expectations about respect, behavior, and duties
within the family. She is not just a daughter-in-law but also someone who is being integrated into a
new extended family structure, and there can be a deeper sense of mentorship, respect, and
adjustment that is less common in interpretations of the “daughter-in-law” role.

Table 4. Non-gender specified terms

Kazakh kinship term Translation in English
Hemepe-mo6epenepain, xuenaepain mine3 | Seeing the resemblance between kids and
KYJIKbIHaH, TYP-TYCIHEH TazabexriH, | grandkids is one of the most favorite and the

OpanbexTig anaeotip yKcacThIKTapsiH, | happiest moments for Shayi. And life is all

narmeicel MeH ojeTiH kepy — Illo#i ymin | about this for her.

OaKBITTHIH OaKBITHI.
In Kazakh culture, the terms nemepe, mebepe, and xuen represent distinct relationships

within the extended family. Hemepe refers to direct grandchildren (the children of one’s son or

daughter), mebepe denotes great-grandchildren (third-generation descendants), and xwuen

specifically identifies maternal grandchildren (descendants through one’s daughter. While
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"grandchildren™ is a commonly used equivalent in English, it does not fully capture the specificity
of these terms, nor the cultural importance placed on the differentiation of lineage and family roles
in Kazakh traditions. The degree of equivalence between memepe, mebepe, xuen, and the English
term "grandchildren” is partial equivalence. While there is overlap in meaning, the cultural and
relational nuances specific to Kazakh terms are not fully conveyed by the English term.

Conclusion

The translation of kinship terms in B. Nurzhekeev’s Oh, Life reveals significant challenges
in maintaining the cultural richness embedded in Kazakh language and society. Through the use of
complete, partial, and non-equivalence, translators must employ strategies to preserve both the
linguistic and cultural integrity of the source text. By examining these strategies, this study
highlights the complexities of translating culturally specific terms while striving to make Kazakh
literature accessible to a global audience. Further studies could explore the application of innovative
translation strategies and technological tools to enhance cultural nuance and context. By focusing
on these advancements, future research can contribute to bridging cultural gaps and fostering a
deeper understanding of Kazakh literature on the global stage.
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