Language and culture

Although translation  has a core of linguistic activity, it belongs most properly to semiotics, the science that studies sign systems and functions.

It involves the transfer of meaning from one set of language signs into another, which besides a knowledge of vocabulary and grammar requires a whole set of extra-linguistic criteria.

Edward Sapir and Benjamin Lee Whorf say that “language is a guide to social reality”. Experience is largely determined by the language habits of the community and each community represents a separate reality.

This view was later reinforced by the Soviet semiotician Juri Lotman, who defined language as a modelling system and added that literature and art are secondary modelling systems derived from the primary one.

Types of translation

Roman Jakobson distinguishes three types of translation:

(1) Intralingual translation or rewording (an interpretation of verbal signs by means of other signs in the same language)

(2) Interlingual translation or translation proper (an interpretation of verbal signs by means of the signs of some other language)

(3) Intersemiotic translation or transmutation (an interpretation of verbal signs by means of the signs of a nonverbal system)

The central problem in all three types is that there is no full equivalence through translation. Even apparent synonymy does not mean equivalence because each language unit contains a set of non-transferable associations and connotations.

(Ex. Pastry-pasta)

For this reason all poetic art is technically untranslatable.

Decoding and recoding

The translator therefore has to use criteria that transcend the purely linguistic and to apply a process of decoding and recoding.

Source language > analysis > transfer > restructuring  > translation > target language

Example:

Imagine you had to translate yes and hello into French, German and Italian, it would seem an easy task but…

French: oui, si

German: ja

Italian, sì

It is immediately obvious that in French we have a problem, there are two translations for yes, the second of which is used only in cases of contradiction or dissent, and the translator  must be mindful of this rule.

With the translation of the word hello, things become even more complicated.

French: ça va? Hallo

German : wie geht’s;  Hallo

Italian; ciao, pronto

French, German and Italian distinguish between the word used when greeting someone face to face and the word used when answering the phone, while English doesn’t. 

French and German use rhetorical questions, whose equivalent in English – How do you do? How are you? – would be much more formal.

Italian uses ciao both on arrival and departure.

The question of semiotic transformation is further extended if we consider the translation of a simple noun, such as the English butter.

According to Saussure, the linguistic sign butter is constituted by the relationship between the signified (concept of butter) and the signifier (sound image of the word butter) and it is part of a system of signs.

Saussure also distinguishes between the syntagmatic relations that a word has with those that surround it and the paradigmatic and associative relations it has with the system as a whole.

In English the word butter has a series of associations (purity, status, colour, spreading on bread) that, for example,  the Italian burro does not have. So there is a difference both between the objects and between the function and value of those objects in their cultural context.

The word butter describes a more or less  identifiable product, but think of a word like spirit, which can have a series of meanings:

(1) demon, (2) angel, (3) god, (4) ghost, (5) sprite/ fairy, (6) part of personality, (7) liveliness, (8) ethos of a group, (9) intent of a document, (10) alcohol

Or of an expression like Bon appetit o Buon appetito which does not have a real equivalent in English.

In order to determine what to use in English, the translator would have to:

a) Accept the untranslatability of the phrase on the linguistic level

b) Accept the lack of a similar cultural convention in the TL.

c) Consider the range of TL phrases available, having regard to class, status, age, sex of the speaker, his/her relationship with the listener/s and the context.

d) Consider the significance of the phrase in its particular context 

e) Replace in the TL the core of the SL phrase.

Idioms, metaphorical language and equivalence

In the case of idioms, substitution is made not on the basis of the linguistic elements in the phrase, nor of the image contained in the phrase, but on the function of the idiom.

So we are talking about an equivalence of function.

Nida distinguishes two types of equivalence: formal and dynamic.

Formal equivalence focuses attention on the message itself, in both form and content. This type of translation allows the reader to understand as much as possible of the SL context.

Dynamic equivalence is based on the principle of equivalent effect, that is to say the relationship between receiver and TL message should aim at being the same as that between the original receiver and the SL message. 

According to Neubert, from a point of view of a theory of texts, translation equivalence must be considered a semiotic category, comprising a syntactic, semantic and pragmatic component. 

These components are arranged in a hierarchical relationship, where semantic equivalence takes priority over syntactic equivalence, and pragmatic equivalence conditions and modifies both. 

So, for example, the shock value of Italian and Spanish blasphemous expressions can only be rendered pragmatically in English by substituting expressions with sexual overtones to produce a comparable shock.

Loss, gain and untranslatability

Once the principle is accepted that sameness cannot exist between two languages, it becomes possible to approach the question of loss and gain in the translation process. 

Think of the large number of terms in Finnish for variations of snow, in Arabic for camel behaviour, in Italian and French for types of bread.  Or of the fact that  not all languages have the same tense system or concept of time. All these present the translator with an untranslatable problem.

When such difficulties are encountered, the whole issue of the translatability of the text is raised.

Some linguists distinguish two types of untranslatability: linguistic and cultural.

On the linguistic level, untranslatability occurs when there is no lexical or syntactical substitute in the TL for the SL item. But it can be solved by adapting the concept to the structure of the TL. 

For example by using a superordinate or more than one word at the semantic level, or by using an equivalent syntactic structure.

He was told he couldn’t go out

Gli dissero che non poteva uscire

Qualcuno gli disse che non poteva uscire

Cultural untranslatability is more problematic because it is due to the absence in the TL culture of a relevant situational feature for the SL text or of a set of associations. (Ex. Home, bathroom/ toilet, liberal)

In conclusion, we must accept that:

Personal experience in its uniqueness is untranslatable.

In theory the base units of any two languages (phonemes, morphemes, etc) are not always comparable.

Communication (or translation) is possible when account is taken of the respective situations of speaker and hearer, or author and translator.

The task of the translator is to find a solution to even the most difficult problems. Such solutions will vary enormously; the translator’s decision as to what constitutes invariant information with respect to a given system of reference is in itself a creative act.
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