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@ L.ansuasge

People use a language to interact with each other or their surroundings
every day, but they can hardly define it. They use it all the time without
realizing how inconvenient it would be if they should ever lose it.

And then what is language? Different scholars define language in
different ways.

An American linguist Sapir once said that Language is a purely human
and noninstinctive method of communicating ideas, emotions and desires by
means of voluntarily produced symbols. And according to Chomsky, another
famous American linguist, language is a set (finite of infinite) of sentences,
each finite in length and constructed out of a finite set of elements.

However, there is a commonly accepted definition: language is
a system of arbitrary vocal symbols used for human communication.
Language is a ruled system: people cannot combine any words they want
to form a sentence and some sentences are grammatically correct but they
do not make any sense at all.

Language is arbitrary as there is no intrinsic relationship between the
symbol itself and what it stands for. For in English people use pencil to
refer to that thing they write with and Chinese people use $% to represent
the same thing.

Language is vocal. Speech is primary while writing is secondary.

Language is human-specific. Animals do not possess language and
they cannot communicate about what happened and what will happen. Only



people can invent such words as comfortable, past, future.

Language is used forcommunication. People can use language to talk
about what happened in the past, what is happening at present and what
will happen in the future. For example, the sentences [ ran into one of
my former classmates the other day and I had the most frightening dream
last night are about the past. Pass me the paper, please and Look, there
is a girl reading under the tree are two examples of describing actions at
the moment. And people use such sentences as Next year will be the 10th
anniversary of this company and How are you going to spend your winter
holidays to indicate things that will happen in the future.

Q Culture

Culture has always been a fascinating field of study for many scholars.
So far no agreement has been reached on the definition of culture, although
people talk about it all the time. Defining culture is important, for without
a definition people can never perceive, teach and learn culture thoroughly.

There are many ways to define culture. The definition given by an
English anthropologist Edward Burnett Tylor in 1871 is the oldest and most
quoted one: “Culture is that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief,
art, morals, law, customs and any other capabilities and habits acquired by
man as a member of society.” Another key researcher Edward T. Hall defined
culture as “those deep, common, unstated experiences which members of a
given culture share, which they communicate without knowing, and which

form the backdrop against which all other events are judged.”

Culture is like an iceberg, only a very small part of which is visible.
The deeper and larger layers are hidden beneath. The observable part
includes cultural artifacts such as fashion and pop music, language, verbal
symbols and nonverbal symbols. The invisible part includes symbo

meanings, cultural norms, cultural values, cultural beliefs and cultural
traditions. To understand a culture deeply and thoroughly, it is the
underlying values that would help. For example, many people dream of
realizing the American Dream and they equalize it with the conception:
so long as you get to the United States of America, you will make a big
fortune and enjoy a luxurious life. Few people try to investigate the
profound meanings of American Dream—Americans’ belief in equ
opportunities for everyone and individualism.
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Culture is like the water a fish swims in. People take culture for
granted, just as fish can hardly notice the water it is swimming in. In other
words, they can never realize cultural differences unless they are in a
different culture. They are so accustomed to their own cultures that they
assume everyone else is doing the same things and thinking in the same
ways. The American will be shocked if a person from another culture does
not look him/her into the eyes when talking to him/her. They assume that
since they are doing this, everyone in this world must be doing it, too.

There are four characteristics of culture: holistic, learned, dynamic
and pervasive. Culture can be broken into subcultures, and any small
change will affect the whole system. People are taught from early
childhood about what is appropriate and what is unacceptable. Cultures
change all the time and some cultures tend to be more open to changes than
others. Culture influences every aspect of people’s life, and people cannot
do anything without the impact of culture. For example, the opening-
up policy has brought great changes in every facet of Chinese society.
Young people now regard fast food such as KFC and pizza as a way of
being cool. Income are no longer shared and age are regarded as privacies.
In traditional Chinese culture, children are taught not to interrupt adults’
conversations and their ideas are not taken seriously, whereas the American
parents are always encouraging their children to express their own views.
As a result, American kids are more talkative and expressive than Chinese
kids. Besides, it is not uncommon to see brides dressed in white in the
wedding ceremony in China nowadays, but in the ancient times, this
was totally unacceptable because people were dressed in white only in

mourning.




@ Lansuase and Culture

Language reflects culture and is influenced by culture. In other words,
language and culture are inseparable. This idea is clearly stated in the now
controversial Sapir—-Whorf Hypothesis:

Human beings do not live alone in the objective world, or alone in the world
of social activities as ordinarily understood, but they are very much at the mercy
of the particular language which has become the medium of communication for
their society. The real world is, to a large extent, unconsciously built up on the
language habits of the group. No two languages are ever sufficiently similar to
be considered to represent the same social reality. The worlds in which different
societies live are distinct worlds, not merely the same world with different labels
attached.

For example, in Chinese we have the term £ 5 X, and every Chinese
knows that it refers to one’s marriage rather than one’s career or life or
death. For someone from a different culture, he or she may understand the
denotation as the most important thing in one’s life, but the connotation is
hard to work out unless he or she takes cultural factors into consideration.
ZKEEin Chinese and family in English differentiate in their connotations.
In Chinese culture, so long as you are married, you can claim that you
have started your family. To start a family for a native American means
giving birth to a child. ¥Jhas derogative meanings in Chinese, and it is not
difficult to find such phrases as JARBk#E. JROUIM. BIRFE AR, etc. For
English people, the dog is a devoted friend and in English the proverb is
popular:“Love me, love my d(;g.”

[0 Culture and Translation

There is a comimon belief among people that one can become a good
translator only if he or she knows the source language and the target language
very well. In other words, people think that so long as one has a good
bilingual skill, he or she will be a good translator. Is this really the case?

Since people live in the same world and have similar experiences, they,
have similar attitudes towards the world and the things happening in it. As
a result, words in one language may have their equivalences in another.
For example, fox in English and J[#2 in Chinese have the same conceptual
meaning (referringto the animal) and connotative meaning (cunning).

However, there are great differences in history, geography, religion,
value system and so on, which are reflected in language and in translation.




Words in one language do not have any equivalence in another language.
In Chinese, we have the expression HAETFHEE. In the western world, they
do not have the concept of B4H and, therefore, this cannot be translated
into / was born in the Pig year. Instead, I was born in the Chinese lunar
vear of Pig is more acceptable.

Besides, words in one language do have their equivalences in the
target language, but they have quite different connotations. There are more
examples to illustrate this point:

Translation is a cultural rather than linguistic conveyance and involves

the exact transference of the cultural messages. A translator can not do his
job well without taking cultural factors into consideration. In addition to a
good knowledge of the source language and the target language, he should
have a comparative study of the cultures.

0 Reflections and Practice

I. How is language defined?
II. What is culture?
[11. What is the relationship between culture and language?
IV. How is translation related to culture?
V. Translate the following into Eglish.
1. —EZ3
2. ZKRKRE
3. BE/NANER
4. ¥ A%k
V1. Please translate the following Chinese expressions into English and
explain why you think your versions are culturally acceptable.
1. R
2. fEARE
3. “ARMVEI



