EQUIVALENCE AT WORD LEVEL


If language were a list of tags for universal concepts, it would be easy to translate from one language to another.


But in fact each language organizes the world in a different way.


Languages do not simply name existing categories, they articulate their own.


That’s why they can be defined as “systems of signs”. 


The value of each word varies according to its relationship with the 


whole system. 


Remember the metaphor of the “game of chess”?

Meaning can be carried by units

smaller or more complex than 

single words and by various 

linguistic and non-linguistic 

devices (tone, stress, facial 

expressions). But, to start with,

 
what is a word?

One possible definition is: “the 

smallest unit of language that 

can be used by itself”.


Everything would be easier if there were a

 
one-to-one relationship between words and

 
meaning in the various languages. 


But it isn’t so.


Take for example 3 English verbs with a similar structure:


Discourage has an Italian “equivalent”:scoraggiare


but


Disbelieve does not have one and we need to use 2 words in order to express the same concept: non credere



for


Disfranchise we even have to use a paraphrase: privare dei diritti civili.


As we do with


Type: scrivere a macchina

In some cases, it is the other

way round:

English expressions such as “tennis player”, “football 

player”, “computer science”can be translated into 

Italian by a single word: tennista, calciatore, 

informatica.

In order to isolate elements 

of meaning more efficiently, some linguists introduced the 

concept of morpheme as the smallest unit of a language 

that carries a semantic interpretation. A morpheme cannot be further analyzed 

as opposed to a lexeme (dictionary entry)

For example, the word unbelievable is made 


up of three morphemes: “un” = “not”, “believe” , and “able” = “capable”  (that cannot be believed)


Some morphemes have a grammatical 


function, they mark plurals (boys), tense (wanted), gender (lioness), or change the class of the word (smart, smartly / comfort, comfortable)


Types of morphemes:


Free morphemes like town, dog can appear with other lexemes (as in town-hall or dog-house) or they can stand alone, or "free". 


Allomorphs are variants of a morpheme, e.g. the 


plural marker in English is sometimes realized as /-


z/, /-s/ or /-ɪz/. 


Bound morphemes like "un-" appear only together with other morphemes to form a lexeme. Bound morphemes in general tend to be prefixes and suffixes. 


Inflectional morphemes modify a word's tense, number, aspect, and so on. 


Derivational morphemes can be added to a word to create (derive) another word: from the addition of "-ness“to "happy", for example, we get "happiness


Applying a morpheme-based model strictly leads to complications when one tries to analyze many forms of allomorphy. 


For example, it's easy to think that in dogs, we have the root dog, followed by the plural morpheme –s. 


The same sort of analysis is also straightforward for oxen, with the stem ox,and a suppletive plural morpheme -en. 


But then, how do we "split up" the word geese into root + plural morpheme? 

    
How do we do so for sheep?


Theorists who wish to maintain a strict morpheme-based 


approach often preserve the idea in cases like these by saying that geese is goose followed by a null morpheme, and that the vowel change in the stem is a morphophonological rule. 

It is also common for morpheme-based analyses to posit null morphemes even in the absence of any allomorphy. 


For example, if the plural noun dogs is analyzed as a root

 
dog followed by a plural morpheme -s, then one might 


analyze the singular dog as the root dog followed by a 


null morpheme for the singular.


Notwithstanding its complications, the distinction between morphemes and lexemes 


can be very useful in translation, especially in the case of neologisms in the source language, which can thus be understood or re-created in the target language.


Examples: 

    Washeteria

    Definition: cleaners

    Derivation: from wash and

    cafeteria

    Cosmoceutical

      Definition: A cosmetic with active


pharmaceutical ingredients. 

Derivation: from cosmetic and 

pharmaceutical


The lexical meaning of a word can be defined as the specific value it has in a particular system. 


In Lexical Semantics (1986), Alan Cruse distinguishes four main types of meaning in words and utterances: 

     a)propositional meaning, 

    b) expressive meaning, 

    c)presupposed meaning 

    and 

    d) evoked meaning
     The propositional meaning of a word arises from the relationship between that word and what it refers to / describes in a real or imaginary world. We can say that a propositional meaning is true or false.

Ex: shirt: “ a piece of clothing worn on the upper part of the body” 

If we say a “shirt” is a piece of clothing worn on the head, we attribute to it an inaccurate

 meaning.

Expressive meaning, instead, cannot be judged as  true or false because  it  relates to

 the speaker’s feelings / attitudes and we cannot say a feeling is true or false.


Presupposed meaning arises from co-occurrence restrictions, that is to say, it depends on what other words we expect to see before or after a certain lexical unit.

Restrictions can be:


Selectional restrictions, connected to the propositional meaning of a word. For example, next to the adjective “furious” we expect a human subject, except in the case of figurative language.


Collocational restrictions do not depend on the propositional meaning of a word but are linked to its usage in the various languages (brush teeth /lavare i denti)


Evoked meaning derives from dialect and register variation. 

 
A dialect is a variety of language used by a specific community of speakers and can be:

· Geographical (restricted to a certain area)

· Temporal (restricted to a certain period of time)

· Social (used by different social classes. Ex. Scent/ perfume)


Register is a variety of language used in specific situations, according to:


Field of discourse :linguistic choices can be different if we are discussing politics with our friends or making an official speech.


Tenor of discourse: that is to say, the kind of relationship between the people taking part in a conversation(mother/child, superior/inferior). Getting the tenor of discourse in a translation can be difficult (Ex. American first names)


Mode of discourse: for example its role and medium of transmission (spoken/written).


The propositional meaning of a word is the one that poses fewer problems in translation.

 
All the other types are generally more difficult to analyze.


But also for propositional meaning we have to consider that many words have “blurred edges”, their meaning varies according to context. 


Example: desk


He cleared his desk (scrivania)


The teacher sat at her desk (cattedra)


The boy stood up from his desk (banco)


Pay at the desk (cassa)


City desk (redazione)


Desk calendar (tavolo)
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