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In addition to the two languages essentially involved in translation, that of the 

source text (L1) and that of the target text (L2), we propose a third language 

(L3) to refer to any other language(s) found in the text. L3 may appear in the 

source text (ST) or the target text (TT), actually appearing more frequently in 

STs in our case studies. We present a range of combinations for the convergence 

and divergence of L1, L2 and L3, for the case of feature films and their 

translations using examples from dubbed and subtitled versions of films, but we 

are hopeful that our tentative conclusions may be relevant to other modalities of 

translation, audiovisual and otherwise. When L3 appears in an audiovisual ST, 

we find a variety of solutions whereby L3 is deleted from or adapted to the TT. 

In the latter case, L3 might be rendered in a number of ways, depending on 

factors such as the audience’s familiarity with L3, and the possibility that L3 in 

the ST is an invented language.  
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1. Introduction 

The aim of this article is to present a proposal for analysing the translation of 

multilingual texts, in particular, the concept of third language (L3) as a feature of 

translations (TT) and their source texts (ST), which may become a problem for 

translators
iii

. We present a wide range of possible solution-types (Zabalbeascoa, 

2000b, 2004), many of which are illustrated by examples from feature films, and their 

translated versions. 

 

Our starting point is the observation that there seems to be a growing preference in 

recent years for producing texts (written, oral, or audiovisual) that are not entirely 

monolingual (see Meylaerts 2006), thus imbuing them with a more multicultural 

appearance, probably due, in part, to a will to reflect the spectacular progress that has 

taken place in communication, information, technology, transport and globalisation in 

general. In this respect, it should be noted that although multilingualism has always 

been present in Hollywood productions (Bleichenbacher 2008), the number of films 

requiring the audience to deal with communication in more than one language has 

increased since the 1980’s and 1990’s (Heiss 2004). Many popular English-language 

films display some other language(s) to a greater or lesser degree, and these constitute 

instances of the kind of language variation we wish to refer to as L3. French Kiss 

(Lawrence Kasdan 1997), for instance, as the title of the film suggests, adds instances 

of French; Monsoon Wedding (Mira Nair 2001) colours the English with Hindi and 
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Punjabi; Land and Freedom (Ken Loach 2004) adds some Spanish, since the film is 

set in the Spanish Civil War. In science fiction, Blade Runner (Ridley Scott 1982) 

includes an invented language, Cityspeak, that contains a mixture of words and 

expressions from natural languages (Spanish, French, Chinese, Hungarian and 

Japanese). In these examples, French, Spanish, Hindi, Punjabi and Cityspeak are 

secondary languages in an audiovisual (AV) source text, such as a film or TV product 

to be translated, whose main language (L1) is English. We propose that secondary 

languages such as these be called the third language or L3. As Bassnett (1992: 2) puts 

it, “what is generally understood as translation involves the rendering of a source 

language … into the target language”. Like Bassnett, when most people talk about 

translating they tend to think in terms of only two languages: the ST language (L1), 

and the TT language (L2). However, as pointed out by Meylaerts (2006), this approach 

neglects the fact that not all discourses are totally monolingual. The third language 

(L3) is neither L1 in the ST nor L2 in the TT; it is any other language(s) found in 

either text (Corrius 2008). L3 poses specific problems for translation, and should not 

be dismissed without much thought about the variables involved. L3 is used here as a 

short form for the third language; L3
ST

 is short for the L3 of a source text, and L3
TT

 for 

the third language of the target text (translation). L3 does not include or overlap with 

the notion of the third code, as proposed by Frawley (1984: 168), or Baker (1993: 

245), or any concepts such as translationese (Newmark 1988), or dubbese (Antonini 

2008), which cover TT language that is ‘tainted’ with ST language influences and 

usually viewed pejoratively. The terms, “translation”, “ST”, and “TT” are used here to 

refer exclusively to texts intended for different audiences or readerships, as we will not 
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be dealing with intratextual translation (e.g. when a character in a film acts as 

interlingual interpreter for others), which is one of the possible scenarios of L3. 

 

Although multilingualism is commonly used in contemporary Hollywood films (see 

Bleichenbacher 2008) it is something that is obviously not new or exclusive to 

audiovisual texts; rather, multilingual texts have existed over the centuries, in different 

languages and different formats. Examples abound, and it is not our intention to 

provide more than a few. Delabastita (2002) provides a most insightful study of the 

display of languages, language combinations and language variation (L3, for us), both 

interlingual and intralingual, in Shakespeare’s Henry V, and the solutions provided by 

its various translators; Charlotte Brontë includes French utterances in her novel Jane 

Eyre; and Umberto Eco (2000) created and used a pseudo-medieval North Italian 

language in his novel Baudolino, which, as he acknowledges, (Eco 2003: 34-35) 

created many problems for translators of the novel. Yet, despite the use of 

multilingualism by many authors, and bearing in mind the complex, varied 

relationships between multilingualism and translation, traditional translation theory 

tends to assume that translation involves only monolingual texts, one language for the 

ST, and one for its corresponding translation: “translation proper” (Jakobson, 1959) as 

it has traditionally been perceived. This paper intends to extend the translation 

theoretical discussion by studying the nature of third languages (L3) as they appear or 

are portrayed, in films mostly, and how they might affect, and be dealt with, in 

translation; that is to say, how L3 is and could be rendered in translation. 
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2. The nature of L3, the third language 

The third language is a feature of multilingual texts and communication acts. 

Each language (L1, L2, and any number of different L3
ST

 and L3
TT

) may be a distinct, 

independent language or an instance of relevant language variation, sufficient to signal 

more than one identifiable speech community being portrayed or represented within a 

text. Thus, L3
ST

 may be a language variety (e.g. a dialect) of L1, (likewise for L3
TT

 

with regard to L2). L3, then, may be either the representation or portrayal of a natural, 

living language, dialect or variety, or a fictitious, invented, language (e.g. Cityspeak).  

 

Types of L3 in ST L3
ST

 subtypes (as a matter of degree, on a cline) 

 maximum                                                              minimum 

How familiar: from max. to min. (exotic or unknown) 

How real(istic): from max. to min. (fake or pseudo-language) 

natural languages 

(even L2 or special 

forms of L1) 
How standard: from max. to min. (non-standard variety) 

invented 

How strongly L1-based: from max. to min. (weak or no L1 

basis, i.e. entirely invented or based on another natural 

language) 

Table 1. L3 types and subtypes for ST (and conversely valid for TT). 

 

For a natural L3, there may be a genuine attempt to provide a realistic representation 

of an existing language, but L3 may also be a fake or pseudo-language that merely 

displays one or two stereotypical traits —e.g. pseudo-Italian in A Fish called Wanda 

(Charles Crichton 1988), or pseudo-medieval language.  
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We can also accommodate in our L3 proposal the case, studied by Delabastita (2010), 

of representations of L3 by means of different varieties or styles of L1, whereby the 

ST is actually monolingual, but includes specific traits that make-believe the presence 

of other languages (i.e. language supposedly spoken as opposed to language really 

spoken). Probably, the most outstanding instance of this can be found in the BBC sit-

com ’Allo ’Allo (Delabastita 2010: 196). Delabastita identifies three different 

languages (French, German and English) which are supposedly spoken in this 

television series, also compounded by various foreign accents in which they are 

supposedly spoken, depending on each character’s national background and whether 

or not they are ‘supposed’ to be speaking their own language. The remarkable feat in 

the script is that all of this is achieved without really resorting to any other language 

than English. For each ‘supposed’ language, as Delabastita calls it, English is spoken 

with a different accent or style, resulting in seven different varieties of ‘supposed’ 

languages and accents, and five varieties of English actually spoken to portray them. 

For this to work in the way Delabastita proposes we must assume or accept that certain 

foreign words and expressions like dummkopf or mon chérie are to be considered as 

English (borrowings). For the purpose of this paper, what we say here for L3 can hold 

true even if L3 is ‘supposed’ as in the case of ’Allo ’Allo.  

 

Our point of departure is that the ST is potentially made up of a main language L1 plus 

a third language, L3
ST

, namely, [ST languages = L1 + L3
ST

]. For Grutman (1998) the 

minimum requirement for a text to be identified as a multilingual text (a text that uses 

two or more languages) is the presence of at least a single foreign word, although, in 
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light of the above, this depends on the translator’s criterion for what constitutes 

genuine foreignness, as opposed to borrowings, for example. A translator may decide 

that sombrero is a Spanish word in an English text, or an English word borrowed from 

Spanish. Likewise, though more debatable, for mi casa es tu casa. So, it will often be 

up to the translator or the translation brief to establish L3 presence and its nature, and 

for the scholar or researcher to find evidence of what the translator or brief’s decision 

or criterion was. A text may have more than one L1 (possibly a more prototypical case 

of a truly multilingual text), just as there may be more than one L3 (e.g. Hindi and 

Punjabi in Monsoon Wedding). In this respect, intratextual translation as referred to 

above involves translation between L1 and L3
ST

 or between two or more different 

L3
ST

’s. L3
ST

 may be either natural or invented (Table 1). But a natural language, such 

as Italian, Catalan, German, or Korean, etc. may be deliberately misrepresented in 

written and audiovisual texts, as in the case of Italian as scripted (stereotyped, abused, 

and practically meaningless) for A Fish Called Wanda. In addition, Brumme (2008) 

points out that the language we hear in feature films (and read in literature) is not a 

completely faithful rendering of language as actually heard on the street, so to speak. 

So film and literary language can be close, but never completely identical to naturally 

occurring speech. Invented L3
ST

 languages may be strongly based on L1, especially 

when the utterances are relevant or somehow informative, to make them more easily 

comprehensible. However, it is also possible for the invented language to have some 

other natural language (i.e. ≠L1) as its basis. Natural L3
ST

 may even happen to be the 

same language as L2 (e.g. French Kiss translated into French, or Land and Freedom 

into Spanish). So the following representation is also possible: L3
ST

=L2, or L3
ST

 ≠ L2. 

What we have said so far in this section for ST and L3
ST

 can also be said for a 
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translated text and its L3
TT

 [TT languages= L2 + L3
TT

] by simply changing L1 for L2, 

and vice versa, in all instances of this section, and ST for TT.  

 

We propose the label “natural real” when the third language is or represents a natural 

language (standard, official, or variety, dialect), of the past (e.g. Latin) or present 

(modern languages), that is to say, the “human vocal noise (or the graphic 

representation of this noise in writing) used systematically and conventionally by a 

community for purposes of communication” (Crystal 1985: 251). It is shared by all the 

people who belong to a community of speakers. In our proposal, a language L (L1, L2, 

and L3) might be a standard language, or a dialect, or some other form of language 

variation (for example, an antilanguage, as proposed by Halliday 1975). In this 

respect, it should be noted that we may refer to a third language regardless of whether 

the language used in the source text, the L3
ST

, is some kind of neutral or standard, or, 

otherwise stresses the features of intralingual variation (e.g. noticeable, relevant 

dialectal traits); for example, the South American variety of Spanish (L3
ST

) spoken by 

the bandits in Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid (George Roy Hill 1969), where the 

main language of the film (L1) is English; or the Iberian Spanish (L3
ST

) spoken in 

Land and Freedom (Ken Loach 2004), which also has English as L1. The concept of 

L3 stresses the fact that not all the voices in a text (e.g. a film or a novel) speak the 

same language or the same variety. Thus, we are more interested in signalling the 

factors involved in translating Nadsat (A Clockwork Orange, Stanley Kubrick 1971), 

for example, as L3
ST

, than worrying about whether or not it constitutes a separate 

language from English. The point is not to show the difference between what is 

considered language, dialect or language variation and accent, but rather to broaden 
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the potential applicability of our proposal for L3, which need not be restricted to 

narrow definitions of language distinctions that coincide with international borders, or 

officially recognised speech communities. 

 

From the perspective of translation we regard L1 and L2, not so much as languages in 

an abstract or general sense (English, Spanish, Italian, Chinese), but rather as a label 

for a specific audience, or readership (no matter how broad), who is assumed to have a 

certain linguistic profile. This profile includes the assumption that they may be 

bilingual, monolingual, or even ignorant of certain dialects or jargons of their “own” 

language, which would be somewhat “foreign” to them (e.g. the Harlem dialect 

utterances subtitled, as a joke, in a court scene of Airplane, (Jim Abrahams 1980). So, 

when we use expressions such as “language of the source text” or “target text 

language”, we should probably be more accurate if we used them to mean “the 

language of the intended source/ target text users”. 

 

Nonfictitious L3
ST

 may be close or familiar to the L1 culture and its members; or it 

may be unfamiliar, somehow exotic. This may be a matter of degree, rather than a 

close-versus-far dichotomy. As we have said, a translator might wish to distinguish 

between a natural L3 (that is quite close to “real”, or realistic, regarding its words, 

phrases and pronunciation), and, for example, some kind of pseudo-language that no 

actual native speaker of the language would recognise as anything but a parody or fake 

version of the language. A pseudo-language is only meant to pass as real language 

among viewers who are very unfamiliar with it, or as a parody of the language; or an 

“impostor” may claim proficiency in the language and pretend to be using it without 
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really having proficiency (which is the case of our example from A Fish Called 

Wanda). The important feature of such pseudo-languages may often be that they are 

meant to be recognisable as Italian, or Russian, or whatever, by an audience who may 

think they can recognise these languages in one or two key words or features (e.g. 

pronunciation, or even paralinguistic or non-verbal features such as accompanying 

gestures or types of voice). 

 

An L3 is invented when the language does not have any, and has never had any, actual 

native speakers. L3 as an invented language may be:  

 

a.  An unprecedented mixture of words from different natural languages. An example 

of this is Cityspeak (L3
ST

) in Blade Runner, which, being a mixture of various 

languages could reasonably be left untouched from ST to TT, depending on the 

importance of intended comprehensibility and recognisability of the language. If it 

is broadly comprehensible to the L1 target audience, then we might say that it is 

L1-based (Nadsat from A Clockwork Orange, and accordingly translated from L1-

based English to L2-based Spanish). 

b.  A combination of made-up terms, which are not elements of any natural language, 

although that is how they may be intended to be interpreted. Typical examples 

could be drawn from languages supposedly spoken by extraterrestrials or 

characters from other worlds within this one. So, another important and interesting 

distinction is whether such instances of L3 are meant to be comprehensible or not 

(and how they are made comprehensible). 
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3. L3 and types of solutions in translation  

Having presented the two types of third language, it is worth noting how L3 might 

occur in audiovisual (AV) texts in the case of dubbing. The third language in the 

audiovisual source text (AV ST) can be spoken and/or written. Thus, AV L3
ST

 can be: 

(i) a language spoken by one or more characters, or otherwise heard in songs or 

voiceover, etc.; and/or (ii) words in writing (captions, credits, inserts, and visual props 

like email, newspaper headlines, road signs). 

 

In the light of these distinctions, various translation possibilities might emerge. L3 can 

be transferred to the TT as an invented language or a natural language (Table 1, 

applied to the case of L3
TT

 in the translation). L3
TT 

might be the same invented 

language as the one used in the ST. In other words, L3 is transcribed, so to speak, or, 

following Delabastita’s (1993: 39) terminology, repeated. This is probably more likely 

if L3
ST

 is not strongly based on L1. L3
TT

 could be a different language from L3
ST

 (a 

given L3 is substituted for a different one in the translation). If L3
TT 

is a natural 

language, then it might happen to coincide with one of the following languages:  

 

(i) L3
TT 

= L2, if L3 happens to coincide with the main language of the translation it 

will probably become difficult or impossible to appreciate any multilingualism, if 

these two languages are not really two but one, in which case the linguistic elements 

that signal Otherness in the ST run the risk of being read (or heard, for the target 

audience) as ‘familiar’ signs of Sameness (Grutman, 2006). This would give rise to L3 

invisibility, or, alternatively, L3-ness would have to be conveyed through some L2 

strategy (e.g. talked about, or some ’Allo ’Allo-like strategy). 
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(ii) L3
TT 

= L3
ST

, the language remains unchanged, it is repeated. If L3
TT ≠ L2, then L3 

status is kept in the translation, although its function(s) or connotation(s) may change, 

especially if L1 and L2 cultures have very different long-standing relationships with 

L3 and its culture or countries. It may be a useful and important reminder here to point 

out that throughout we are only interested in which languages are involved, not the 

words or their location in the text. So, even in this case of L3 being the same language 

both for the source text and its translation, the translator may decide to change some or 

all of the actual words involved depending on other considerations (e.g. 

comprehensibility, familiarity with certain foreign expressions, differences in L3 

stereotypical expressions for L1 and L2 speakers). 

(iii) L3
TT 

= L1. This means that L3
ST

 is substituted for L1 in the translation. A 

translator may decide for some reason that L3
ST

 is not the best candidate to be used as 

L3
TT

 (e.g. because L3
ST

 = L2), and may therefore choose the main language of the 

source text to be used in the translation to add L3 flavour to it. For example, it may be 

that if the focus is on stereotyping, the L1 language or its speakers fit the same 

stereotype for L2 speakers as L3
ST

 for L1 speakers. 

(iv) L3
TT

 ≠ L1, L3
ST

, L2. In other words, L3 does not coincide with any language used 

in the source text, or with the main language of the target text. This might be the case 

of a translator who decides to adapt or establish that the relationship between L3
TT

 and 

L2 is meaningfully equivalent to the relationship between L3
ST

 and L1 (again, 

probably to do with stereotypes or long-standing historical grievances or alliances).  

(v) L3
TT

 = Ø. L3 may not appear in (some parts of) the translation if the L3
ST

 

segments are deleted in the target text. This may result in greater standardisation of the 

target text. The operations mentioned in these five possibilities are laid out in Table 3. 
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Diagram 1. L3

TT
 types for translation as L1 + L3

ST
 � L2 + L3

TT
 

 

Diagram 1, inspired by Zabalbeascoa’s (2004) binary-branching proposal for 

problems, solutions and solution-types, illustrates different types of third languages 

that might be encountered in a TT according to whether they are the result of L3
ST

 

being neutralised, adapted, or left unchanged both for invented and natural languages. 

Neutralised L3 is the result of using the L2 (e.g. instead of L1) as an important basis 

for L3, or as its substitute, or by deleting segments that might call for L3 (L3
TT

 = Ø). 

Adapted means that L3 has been substituted for a language that is different to L2. In 

the neutralised case of L3
TT

 = L2, the text user for the translation can hardly perceive 

the presence of anything like L3 (thus producing L3 invisibility). In some cases, this is 

somehow compensated for by some “oddity” or idiolect, as in the US TV series Fresh 

Prince of Bel Air (Charles Braverman 1986), where a British butler with a posh 

English accent (RP English as L3
ST

) works in Bel Air for an American family (US 

English as L1). The Spanish dubbed version provides the butler with apparently the 

same language (L2) as all the other characters, but exaggerating the poshness to the 

point where the butler comes across as a caricature of effeminacy (possible new L3 as 

  invented   

unchanged    neutralized    adapted 

L3
TT

   

unchanged      neutralized    adapted  

L3
ST

         L2      deleted    L1     other  L3
ST

       L2-based   deleted    L1     other 

  natural   
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an instance of a special form of the main language, L2). British English is a recurrent 

L3 in Hollywood and Disney productions, often to signal characters who are in some 

way evil or odd, just as L3 often is for Hollywood when L3 is German, Russian, 

Italian, Spanish, and so on. In Spanish dubbed versions, such fertile ground for 

breeding Xenophobia (see Zabalbeascoa 2000a for a study of the Spanish dubbed 

version of Aladdin) is often made barren, at least on a linguistic level, by resorting to 

L3
ST
�L2, thereby reducing L3 status to nil. In the case of subtitling, foreign accents 

are rarely signalled. This is but one example of the close relationship between 

language variety (including multilingualism) and sociolinguistic, ideological, cultural 

and political implications, and how they might affect and be affected by translation. 

Our scope in this paper, however, is restricted to mapping options for dealing with 

multilingualism as a translation problem in terms of L1, L2 and L3 differences and 

coincidences, as a previous stage. We cannot provide a fully informed analysis of 

ideological and other motivations and effects without first charting the territory to be 

explored. 

 

Having provided potential scenarios and occurrences of L3, our aim is to describe and 

document certain instances of how L3 is rendered in translation, and, in proposing a 

model of potential coincidences and differences, we hope to provide insight and 

suggestions for future translation practice. 

 

Translating an audiovisual text with one or more L3s, for instance, is not necessarily 

more constrained than other forms of translation insofar as the third language is simply 

a textual feature that translators have to deal with (like metaphors, proper nouns, 
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symbolism and many others). L3 notation is to be used to refer to the presence in a text 

of languages that only account for a small part of the total linguistic output of a text. 

When two or more languages are so evenly distributed that it becomes difficult to 

establish a principal language, or even when a secondary language covers considerably 

long passages, then it might be more appropriate to consider that in fact we are dealing 

with a text, or a translation, that has more than one L1 (L1a, L1b, L1c, …) or maybe 

even L2, respectively. Likewise, there may be more than one L3 in a given ST or TT 

(L3a, L3b, L3c, …). 

 

The notion of equivalence between a ST and any of its TT can be explained in terms 

of (contingent) similarities and differences between the two texts. Translators are 

faced with a source text made up of a complex combination of features and items 

(elements), semiotic, rhetorical, syntactic, pragmatic, etc. and they are supposed to 

mirror all this in their translation, but they are rarely able to transfer all the elements to 

the same degree. So, for each case, how is the TT going to be similar to its ST? When 

translators are working to translate a text, they come across obstacles that prevent 

‘perfect’ translation. These difficulties are what Zabalbeascoa (1999) calls restrictions 

and their presence obliges translators to prioritise their aims in order of importance. In 

doing so, translators are establishing criteria for equivalence, which will allow the 

target text to be more similar in some aspects than others. Similarly, Eco (2003: 30) 

states that “translators are in theory bound to identify each of the relevant textual 

levels, but they may be obliged to choose which ones to preserve, since it is 

impossible to save all.” In this respect, it should be noted that there is no single way of 

translating an L3 because there are many variables that can influence translators’ 
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decisions. Several solutions are plausible depending on the aims of the translation and 

the translators’ priorities and restrictions (textual, stylistic, ideological, linguistic, 

cultural, among others). 

 

When L3 is identified as a problem, translators need to decide how to render it in the 

TT, i.e. how to solve the problem. There are various possible solutions to choose from, 

which range from not marking it (L3
TT 

= L2; or L3
TT

 = Ø, i.e. delete L3), to clearly 

distinguishing between different speech groups by what or the way they speak. In this 

paper, L3 possibilities are proposed without judging motivations, efficacy, or 

conformity to norms. Thus, following Corrius (2008: 383), L3
TT

 can be classified 

according to the degree or nature of manipulation: (i) unchanged (L3
TT

 is the same as 

L3
ST

), (ii) neutralized (L3
ST

 is the same as L2, so they cannot be differentiated in the 

TT), and (iii) adapted (the L3
TT

 is not L3
ST

 nor has it been neutralised or omitted). 

Unchanged and adapted L3s can be invented or natural (Diagram 1). 

 

Diagram 1 illustrates the set of possible types of L3 found in the TT resulting from the 

translation of a given feature of the ST (its third language), which is perceived as a 

problem (i.e. something to be solved or rendered somehow in the TT). If we were to 

follow Toury’s (1995: 14-19) study of metaphor translation we would also have to 

foresee the possibility of instances of L3
TT

 that could not be accounted for by the 

presence of L3
ST

, i.e. a translator might choose to introduce an instance of L3
TT

 as a 

solution to a different kind of problem, in the absence of any L3
ST

. This might be 

achieved by leaving (repeating) L1 segments unchanged, that is, instead of rendering 

them into L2, rendering them as L3
TT

 = L1. Or it might be a part of permutation or 
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compensation, i.e. L3 is added to a part of the translation to make up for it being 

deleted or lost elsewhere. 

 

4. TT solutions for rendering L3
ST
 in translation 

From what we have seen thus far it follows that translators have a range of possible 

solutions to the problem posed by L3
ST

. The state of the art is at present far from 

achieving a complete mechanism to show exactly how L3 is or might be translated. 

According to Meylaerts (2006) translating heterolingual texts has become a research 

issue in Translation Studies, but it has not yet received the attention it deserves. She 

considers that translation is still viewed as the full transposition of one (monolingual) 

source code into another (monolingual) target code. Our approach based on the factors 

(priorities and restrictions) involved in the process of translating, and binary branching 

for discovering solution-types is intended as a contribution to the area of translating 

multilingual and heterolingual texts. 

 

Considering L3 as a potential textual restriction for translation, we outline criteria for 

mapping possible solutions for the translation of a given third language. First of all, 

translators are assumed to identify L3 and decide whether it is a problem that requires 

a solution involving L3
TT

 or not. If this is not deemed appropriate, they might render 

L3
ST

 as L2 in their translation, or omit it altogether, which would also yield L2 for the 

surrounding parts of the translation if not all of it. If the solution involves highlighting 

the third language in the TT — i.e. if L3 is to remain distinguishable in the TT — 

other options will have to be explored. In this case, translators will need to analyse the 

nature and function of L3
ST

 in the ST (the nature of the problem and the priorities 
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involved). Here, it is worth mentioning that various solutions might be provided 

according to whether there is intended equivalence (when ST item or feature X is a 

priority for the TT because it was a priority for the ST), intended difference (when X is 

a priority for the TT, but it was not for the ST) or indifference to equivalence (when X 

is a priority for the TT, no matter if it was a priority for the ST or not) (Zabalbeascoa 

1999). ST item or feature X may be the L3
ST

 itself or something related to its presence 

(e.g. humour). If L3 is meant as a component of humour, then presumably the problem 

to be solved will be how to produce humour, which will provide a sense of purpose in 

how to deal with L3. L3 is frequently a means rather than a goal in itself. The set of 

possible TT solutions for the translation of L3
ST

 and their various effects in the TT is 

summarised in Table 2 and Table 3. 

 

The proposal illustrated in Tables 2 and 3 is intended to cover the set of possible 

solutions for the problem “third language” present in a source text and their effects in 

the corresponding translation. L1 is the main language of the ST, and L2 the main 

language of the TT. Likewise, L3
TT

 stands for the third language of the TT whereas 

L3
ST

 stands for the third language of the ST, but because texts can include various 

languages as well as dialects and sociolects, L3
ST

 and L3
TT

 may cover —if relevant— 

other varieties which are different from the official or standard. It is also worth 

mentioning that Tables 2 and 3 cover the relationships we have identified between the 

ST and the TT, including Jakobson’s (1959) interlingual translation (Table 2�). The 

Tables illustrate the operations that can be performed on instances of L1 and L3
ST

, 

respectively, in the column headed ‘operation’. For this, we have found it interesting 

to use Delabastita’s (1993: 39) terminology, to show how our proposal can link up 
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with other theoretical studies. The two columns in the middle show the nature and 

degree of L3 presence and visibility in the translation, whether it is lost, kept, added, 

or simply not applicable. The column headed ‘possible effect / result’ on the right 

shows possible (but by no means all) effects and results of carrying out each operation 

as it affects the target text and its L3
TT

, regardless of whether other problems may or 

may not have been solved (e.g. humour, character portrayal). Further, the current 

version of our model is restricted by its feature of adapting Delabastita’s categories, so 

it cannot reflect, as already stated, ideological and sociocultural dynamics and 

motivations, which, we are sure, are often present and constitute a powerful 

explanatory tool for L3 presence and variation. 

 

In any standard interlingual translation practice there is an exchange of L1 for L2 in 

the TT (Table 2�). However, on occasion, for some textual segments, the transfer is 

unchanged —an L1 segment is not replaced by L2 elements in the TT, but it is kept as 

L1. In this case, L1 becomes L3 in the TT (Table 2�), in which case L1 changes its 

status to L3
TT

. In other words, L3 is created in the process of translation. Otherwise, 

L1 can be exchanged for any language other than L2 (Table 2�), for example if 

translations are aimed at introducing some sort of discourse variation, in which case 

the third language created in the TT is different from L1. L3 might be created for the 

purpose of adaptation or some sort of equivalence in the text, or even to compensate 

for other segments where L3
ST 

was not rendered as L3
TT

. For example, given the 

different relation between Italian and English, and Italian and Spanish, and if we 

wished to fulfil the requirement of comprehensibility, the smatterings of Italian as L3 

in an English version (ST) translated into Spanish (TT), may appear in different parts 
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of each version (i.e. wherever they are more comprehensible, for each case); in terms 

of traditional translational procedures (e.g. Vinay and Darbelnet 1957), it would be a 

case of rendering Italian L3
ST 

as L2 in the TT, and compensating for this “loss” (of L3 

presence) by rendering other elements of L1 as L3
TT

.  

 

 Table 2: ST [L1+ L3
ST

] ���� TT [L2+ L3
TT

] operations  for L1 segments 

 Operation L3
TT

 segment L3
TT

 status Possible result/ effect 

� delete L1 
Ø NO 

Neutralization of 

peculiarities 

� substitute L1 � L2 
Ø NO 

Traditional, standard 

interlingual translation 

� repeat L1 � L1  
L3

TT
=L1 added 

L3 created by not 

translating, exoticization 

� permutate or substitute 

( L1 � L3
TT 

) 
L3

TT
 ≠ L1           

L2 
added 

Exoticization used as a 

compensation strategy 

 

Table 2. Operations for L1 segments 

 

The third language present in a ST can be omitted in the TT, meaning that for all 

practical purposes L3 ceases to exist as such and becomes invisible in the text. Thus, 

there is an overall linguistic standardisation (Table 3�).  

 

If the third language of the ST is different from the main language of the TT (L3
ST

 ≠ 

L2), L3
ST 

can be transferred unchanged and still retain L3 status as an L3
TT 

(L3
TT

 = 

L3
ST

), e.g. the Japanese in Lost in Translation (Sofia Coppola 2003), which is also 

kept in the Spanish TT. In this case, L3 is retained but its effect and function may 
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change, depending on differences in L1/L3 and L2/L3 relationships (Table 3�). But, 

when the third language of the ST coincides with the main language of the TT (L3
ST 

= 

L2), it may cross over unchanged (and unnoticed) in the TT, which means it can no 

longer be differentiated from the TT main language (	); this happens in the case of, 

for instance, the Spanish commander’s instructions in Land and Freedom. L3 status is 

then lost. If the third language of the ST is different from the main language of the TT 

(L3
TT

 ≠ L2, as in 
) but L3 is not retained in the TT, L3
TT 

status is also lost and 

becomes invisible, for example the Punjabi spoken by non-educated people in 

Monsoon Wedding (Mira Nair 2001), which is not noticeable in the Spanish TT. In this 

case, translators may also resort to some compensation, for example, making certain 

characters talk in L2 about foreignness. 

 

On occasion, the TT third language may not be the same as the ST third language 

insofar as not all texts are translated in the same way; it depends on where and in what 

historical moment the translation is carried out. Different audiences may demand 

different responses (Cronin 2009: 25). Hence, L1 or any other language might be used 

as the third language of the TT. If L3
TT

 happens to be L1, then the linguistic 

relationship is maintained, but reversed, and familiarity may change depending on 

differences in familiarity of the L3 for the respective audiences. The choice of L3 may 

also be adapted to the TT and L2 environment (�), precisely based on criteria like 

familiarity, or bias and other such connotations, (e.g. the French in the Spanish version 

of Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, where the L3
ST

 is Spanish and the L3
TT 

is 

French).  
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 Table 3: ST [L1+ L3
ST

] ���� TT [L2+ L3
TT

] operations for L3
ST

 segments 

 Operation L3
TT

 segment L3
TT

 status Possible result/ effect 

� delete L3
ST

 Ø lost Standardization 

� 
repeat L3

ST
 � L3

TT
 

(when L3
ST 

≠ L2) 
L3

TT
 = L3

ST
 kept 

Function or connotation 

may change 


 
substitute L3

ST
 � L2, 

(when L3
ST

 ≠ L2) 

	 
repeat L3

ST
 

(when L3
ST

 = L2) 

Ø 

(L3
TT

=L2) 
lost 

L3 invisibility, or L3 

quality conveyed 

through some L2 

strategy (e.g. talked 

about). Standardization, 

with or without 

compensation. 

� 

substitute L3
ST

 

(when L3
ST

 ≠ L2  

or L3
ST

 = L2) 

L3
TT

  ≠   L3
ST 

            L2 
  
  

L3
TT

  ≠    L1 

 =   

kept 

Function or connotation 

may be equivalent or 

analogous 

Table 3. Operations for L3
ST

 segments 

 

In light of the above, we can take for granted that multiple operations are plausible in 

the translation of a text with more than one instance of L3, especially if there is more 

than one distinct L3. As far as the number of different L3s embedded in a text is 

concerned, we might say that the greater the number of third languages involved, the 

more complex the analysis would be. Table 3 provides different solutions for the 

translation of a single third language in the source text, but multilingual source texts 

that contain more than one third language involve applying the insight of this sort of 

diagram separately for each of the third languages present in the ST insofar as the 

inclusion of more than one language in a single text (audiovisual or otherwise) does 
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not necessarily entail translating each language in the same way, and by the same 

means (solution-types).  

 

6. Conclusions 

Apart from the difficulties posed by any translation task, translators may be faced with 

another problem which can become a recurrent textual restriction: that of the third 

language (L3). We have found multiple instances of this phenomenon in audiovisual 

texts, and it is also often present in other modes of communication. Our approach 

regards translating as a set of operations whereby the source text involves L1 + L3
ST

 

and the target text L2 + L3
TT

, in a range of different combinations. L3 is a minority 

language —or languages— for a text, and this means that two or more languages may 

hold L1 or L2 status if they are of more or less equal importance. 

 

Translating a ST that contains a third language is not necessarily more constrained 

than other forms of translation; L3 is simply a textual feature translators need to deal 

with. When L3 is embedded in a ST, translators may adopt different attitudes towards 

the problem; they might omit L3 or reflect it in the target text language. In the latter 

case, the third language might be rendered in a number of ways and its transfer does 

not necessarily entail that the third language will be preserved to the same degree as it 

was in the source text, or fulfil the same textual functions. The criteria proposed for 

mapping possible solutions for the translation of a given third language are the 

following: 

1) We may assume that translators may or may not identify a third language and then 

decide whether it is necessary to highlight it in the target text, or not (i.e. make it 
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invisible). Thus, they will need to analyse the nature of this language (including its 

form and familiarity) in the ST and hypothesize about its function in the text. It is 

worth mentioning that the presence of a third language in an audiovisual text is meant 

to be considered in relation with all the other elements in the text, regardless of 

whether they belong to different or the same channels (audio and visual) and/or codes 

(verbal and otherwise). 

2) Translators decide on how they may transfer the third language to the target text 

and establish criteria for equivalence or effect (either for the L3 as such or other 

features, such as humour, it might carry with it). They (or their commissions) decide 

the degree to which the third language is to be identifiable in the translation, which 

ranges from not marking it (L3 invisibility) to clearly distinguishing between the in-

group and the out-group by means of language variation. Translators decide on the 

best solution for each given feature of the source text, including L3 and its relationship 

to other ST and TT features. Solutions as presented in Diagram 1 and the operations in 

Tables 2 and 3 are classified according to no other criterion than how they relate to L1, 

L2, and L3
ST

. They are not meant to provide an account of the translator’s priorities 

and motivations, which is of course essential, and could benefit from an initial-stage 

mapping such as the one presented here. In this respect (Diagram 1) the TT third 

language can be classified as unchanged (the L3
ST 

is retained in the L3
TT

), neutralized 

(the L3
ST 

coincides with the L2, so the two cannot be distinguished in the TT), and 

adapted (the L3
ST 

is rendered in a different language, which does not coincide with 

any of the languages involved in both the ST and the TT). Adapted languages can be 

invented or natural. 
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3) Finally, for the particular case of dubbing, translators may be seen as creating a 

‘new’ script for their ‘new’ audience (or readership). The set of possible target-text 

solutions for rendering the third language in a multilingual source text are shown in 

Tables 2 and 3, which cover all the possible options for each third language problem 

that we have found. The Tables also show that the third language in ST may or may 

not coincide with the language of the TT (L3
ST

 = L2 or L3
ST

 ≠ L2, respectively). From 

our study it may be inferred that there may be little difference between translating a 

third language that coincides with the L2 language (L3
ST

 = L2), and a third language 

that is different from the target-text audience’s. Tables 2 and 3 are expected to be 

useful awareness-raisers for such situations. The various solutions are plausible 

depending on translators’ priorities and restrictions (including ideological factors, 

motivations, and social norms)
ii
. 
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