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Language is a living entity which evolves in response to its environment, much like a 
human is inherently influenced by the surroundings in which he/she develops. Surely, then, 
there is a cause that we can understand language in the context of child development 
theories? But how do such theories come into play in translation and can they serve to make 
this important task any easier? Non-equivalence is an often-encountered phenomenon in 
translation: it refers to cases when it is apparently impossible to translate a word or concept 
from the source language into the target language, and can be, in large part, attributed to the 
fact that language is an inherently cultural phenomenon; language is both influenced by and 
reflects culture. This paper explores the role of Vygotsky’s concept formation as a way to 
explain non-equivalence in translation. Based in the area of Russian – English literary 
translation, using examples from translations of Anton Chekhov’s short story, ‘The Lady 
with the Dog’, the discussion recognises how this area of Vygotsky’s child language 
acquisition theories can help provide some understanding for the presence of non-
equivalence in translation tasks. Vygotsky enables us to understand that since language is 
used to embody culture-specific concepts, it follows that languages do not have words to 
refer to a concept, simply because these concepts do not exist, or are not mature, in the 
target culture. The discussion, which provides a clear and simple basis for further 
consideration in this area of language study, defends non-equivalence as an aspect of 
translation which keeps language study and teaching engaging and exciting for both 
teachers and learners, and encourages us to embrace rather than rue it. 
 
  


