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Socio-cultural Specificity and Translation. Socidtarally Charged Idioms
and Cultural Equivalence

Abstract The present paper aims at pointing some of theblems which appear when socio-
cultural idioms are to be translated and also agBzing the translation procedures and methods used
in the Romanian- French analyzed examples.

The term idiom is used here in the sense of vestratture with a global and non-compositional
meaning whose elements present a certain degrezheson.

We coin the syntagm “specific socio-cultural chdrge define in a generic manner the cultural
information contained by a lexical unit. This secidtural charge may inform about a specific regalit
of the informant culture (civ.T) or about the laage register/linguistic variety to which the analyze
structure (var.T) belongs.
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1. Socio-cultural charge and translation

The translation of a text containing specific secidtural information involves the use of
a translation procedure namadaptation:

« L'adaptation est le procédé de traduction indiratlisé pour traduire une unité
significative qui évoque d’'une maniére explicitesddéménts périlinguistiques propres a une
communauté linguistique. » It must be conceived as ensemble de modalités de transfert du
culturel qui concernent les termes marqués du mientue civilisationnel et les interférences
discursives causées par la non correspondence cte®tations variétales dans les langues
mises en rapport par la traduction. (T. Cristea, )982
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The definition of this complex procedure involvimgany aspects must also take into
consideration a number of factors which are closeligted to each other:

a. the nature of the socio-cultural charge actirig the message

The socio-cultural charge may be of a civilizatiomature, related to the linguistic
varieties or it may combine the two. The specifioimation carried by the cultural allusions
of various types (literary, social, historical, .¢tis also considered to be a civilizational one
as it dispatches to «la connaissance répandug ldgoublic de certains faits historiques,
certaines valeurs culturelles et sociales » (Vieta®arbelnet, 1977)

b. the nature of the term or structure contairgrthe socio-cultural charge

The socio-cultural charge may be contained by tesmstructures of all kinds : cultural
words, words belonging to a linguistic variety, egksing terms (relationnémes), phrases and
idioms containing a cultural word, phrases or idsooontaining a linguistic variety term,
phrases and idioms globally belonging to a lingaisariety, words, syntagms, phrases or
idioms containing a cultural allusion.

c. the point of generalisation (see below The megisan of the adaptation)

d. the functional levels of the adaptation

The translation act is, by its own nature, an irdag operation. Consequently, a severe
delimitation between the different functional levadf the translation procedures (lexical,
phrastical, discursive) is hardly operational.

The translation, viewed in its globality, impliesroplexe procedures determined by the
consideration of the different parameters of thermiand the macro communication
situation:

«Le seul niveau pertinent étant effectivement celui message qui intégre les niveaux
inférieurs . » (T. Cristea, 2000, Stratégies, p.-108)

Nevertheless the analysis of the lower units inedlin the mechanism of adaptation is
important for the description of this mechanismdeefor the description and delimitation of
this translation procedure:

« Dans la communication le sens se dégage de Bémement des mots et des phrases,

chacun et chacune ajoutant son apport aux autres bdaéficiant aussi du leur. Le sens se
construit au fur et & mesure que se déroule laneh@drlée. » (M. Lederer, 1993, p. 19.) .
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2. The mechanism of the adaptation

The complex procedure afdaptation passes through several obligatory stages as it
folows:

- In the first stagethe specific socio-cultural charge contained ia slource text (ST) is
analysed from the point of view of its nature atsdpiertinence in the message. Actually, this
operation is included in the general operation arfeding to themeaningof the texte: « In
termenii semanticii lingvistice falegerea este interpretare; ea urrideaz parcurs jalonat de
etape distincte dar complementare: identificarésiturrilor semantice actualizate n text, a
relgiilor care le structureaz a indicilor si instruaiunilor care permit stabilirea acestor
relgii. » (T. Cristea, ms, 2000)

- In the second stagé#he indentified meaning passes through the gesamaturing zone
situated between the two languages in contact (8 &L), zone which allows the
intercommunicationThis translation (traversare) touchegemeralization pointchoosenin
function of the nature of the source unit carrythg specific socio-cultural charge, point
which determines the functional level of dmaptation:

Source unit carrying the specific S-C charge Generalization point
IV T e e e e >Gener&rm
VAT o e >Neutral (standard) term
Adressing terM......ocuuieiiiie et e >General interactional frame
Phrase or idiom..........ccoooiiiiiiee >General interactionarfre

- Thethird stageconsists of seeking into the diversification zarfiehe target language
(TL) for a proper équivalent of the source unituigglent that must gather a bunch of
caracteristics of the same nature as those ofdhees unit. If the seeking procedure fails to
come to a result, the translator must resort topsareation procedures or he may remain in
the neutral zone.

We must mention thet even if a quasi-identity af #pecific SC charge of SL is offered
by the TL, the respective charge belongs to itsosogltural and linguistic system: « In lipsa
acestora, (a expresiilor lingvistice cu caractabist converional, Tnscrise Tn limf ca
urmare a unor refer@nspecifici, de cele mai multe ori marcdin punct de vedere socio-
cultural, se recurge la opg¢iade desemnare,momentanesi contingente, menite as
suplineast lacunele denominativee (T. Cristea, ms.2000). The translation « nespase
pas un code en un autre mais appréhende et réexprirsens.» (M. Lederer, 1993, p. 18)

The target equivalent of the source unit may existthe common zone of
conceptualization or at a certain distance fronmit zone of low specificity, or in the zone
of high specificity (diversification). Thus, we capeak of different degrees of adaptation,
between a low degree (neutralization, explanatenjppasis) and a high degree (conversion,
ethnocentrisme).
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3. The Translation of the Socio-Culturally Chargeddioms

Translating the Socio-Culturally Charged Idioms liep setting a relation between two
enunciative structures socio-culturally markedlherefore the translator must solve two
problems: first, he must identify the relation weeén the global and non compositonal
meaning of these idioms and the communication tinahey refer to; then he transfers in
TL the socio-cultural charge (information/meaning).

The socio-cultural terms (civ.T, var.T), terms garg a specific cultural or lingvistic
variety information, as all the simple terms, mayibtegrated in more complexe structures
(unites de rang superieur): compound nouns, intensiichés, phrases, idiomgrmules
reflexes, énoncés bloqués (proverbes, dictons).

All these structures may also be globally markedheyfeature /+ language level/.

The work of the translator becomes, therefore, nddfeult as, on the one hand, he must
analyse the situational frame and build upeguoivalencdaking into account the situation of
communication, and, on the other hand, he mustclaihe mechanism of thedaptation
procedure.

Vinay and Darbelnet coined the teequivalenceo define« le procédé qui rend compte
de la méme situation que dans l'original, en ayeedours a une rédaction enti€rement
différente »(Vinay et Darbelnet, 1977). Their example is thiathe «amateur qui plante un
clou et se tape sur les doigts ». If he is Frenetsdys « Aie ! », if he is English he says
« Ouch!». The examples can continue with the Roamawho says « Au!» in this
situation, and so on.

Teodora Cristea noticed that the definition givgn\bnay and Darbelnet «epose sur
deux criteres de nature différente : le premier mitt a la dimension langagiére
(I'équivalence de situations énonciatives), le seca@st purement linguistique (refonte
compléte de I'énoncé source. » (2000, p.IB2se two criteria do not always go together:
there are structures, in SL and TL, that may rédethe same situation without having a
« refonte compléte de I'énoncé source ». Thatlgitbetter to« parler d’'une équivalence
stricto sensu si les deux conditons mentionnéessstisfaites, en conférant a I'équivalence
le statut de procédé indirect et d’équivalence tagensu si I'on considére que la simple
correspondance d'instance énonciative est suffesaimtdifféremment de la structuration
hétéronymique ou indirecte de I'’énoncé cible. » §id63)

Most of the equivalences are fixed and belong itovantory of phrases, idioms, sayings,
proverbsjocutions (semi)automatisées, etc

Ex : étre connu comme le loup blanc / a i se dudeibca de pog@tuns ; comme on fait son lit, on
se couche / cumifasterni, asa dormi ; défense d’entrer / accesul interzis ;e garde a la peinture /
proaspit vopsit ; @rut mina, doamé / mes hommages, Madametg.

Having noticed thak tout énoncé n’est que I'expression d’une certais®n du locuteur,
d’une représentation de la situation énonciativiaguelle il est confronté,»Teodora Cristea
(op. cit. p.163) states that c’est cette vision qui coordonne les mécanisraegdgiers, en
s’articulant linguistiquement, le plus souvent cdumaniere idiosyncrasique(id.p.163)

The relationship established between idioms from $. and the TL is based on the
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« équivalence situationnelle ce qui implique unerprétation globale de I'énoncé source.
Les unités significatives apparaissent dans ce aaame des entités non analysables. »
(Teodora Cristea, 1982, p. 229)

The presence of the specific SC charge, in ontssdbims we mentioned above, in idioms
and other complex structures, allows us to disistyuin terms of translation procedures,
between a simplequivalenceand arnadaptationplaced on the enunciative level that we call
cultural equivalence

Most of the idioms are culturally marked (chargedZona cea mai idiomatizateste
aceea a expresiilor figurate care include termerivipori la civilizasia rurald romaneasé: a
cloci pe vatti, a se muta de pe vatpe cuptor, a sta pe cotlon (étre trés paresseangga
paraua cu zece noduri, a linge mgl, a tia firul de la milai in patru (étre trés avaje»

(T. Cristea, ms 2000, p. 6)

Sometimes the situations in which the idioms hagenbcreated are still known, the
allusions they contain are still transparent buiyvaften the idioms having lost their literal
meaning, become figurative and difficult to explai

Most frequently when we have to translate them sethe procedure called equivalence,
just because the idioms are allusions to a sitnaitio which they are used as reflexive
expressions.

They are translated by going throug the gener@zatoint represented by the situation
that is common for the two languages. If the sitimtioes not exist in the informed culture
or if the idiom is carrying a specific SC inforn@tithe adaptation is to be used.

The conceptual conflict or the referential anomabluded in the metaphorical structures
expresses or is related to a certain conceptiorality. This conception may be identical or
very close in the two languages but very oftensittataly different and the use of the
modulationis necessary in the translation:

«Par la modulation d’'une métaphore lexicaliséeufzture isotopique de la langue source,
marquée par la prédication inappropriée peut iediderses formes et subir divers traitements
en fonction de la classe morpho-lexicale impliqweiede la distance entre les champs
référentiels évoqués ». (T. Cristea, 2000, p. 149)

Let us examine now the procedures and methods msdlle translator in the situations
mentioned above:

(1) - Ei mai baieti, amutrageti la aghioase zise un plies sciparind si dind foc unui brad.
(I. Creang, Amintiri)
- Et maintenant, mes enfantgus allez piquer une romancgedit un des hommes en
battant son briquet et en mettant le feu & un sapin

a trage la aghioase (fam.) — dormir profondément ¢t drive one's pigs/hogs to market

Aghios (inv) is a romanian word of greek origin that meansints>. Many religious
orthodox songs begin in greek with this word.
The idiom is an ironical allusion to the way théepts, monks or psalm readers psalmodize
their religious songs in church, giving the impressthat they are rather snoring then
singing.
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The Romanian verla trage has here its familiar meaning afoing something with
pleasure, with passion.
In the bilinguist text the Romanian familiar idiorontaining a diachronical term is put in
equivalence with a familiar French idiom also camiteg a diachronical terntromance(a
narrative Spanish popular song). The translati@overs, thus, most of the meaning of the
Romanian idiom and a part of its diachronical ckdvg a kind of conversion.

(2) - Pesemne te #ninci spinarea, cumad eu, nai tica, si ia acy te scarpin dacvrei, ba
s-un topor fi fac, dad ma crezi, de-i zice “aman puiule!” cind Tigza din mina
mea. (I. CreaagAmintiri)
- Je vois ce que c’est, I'échine te démange, gajmite vas gratter moi tout a I'heure, si
tu veux, je te flanquerai méme unegpée, tu peux m’en croire, que crieras
« grace »mon fieu , en sortant de mes mains.

a zice aman — to ask for pity/ to beg for mercy

The Romanian idiom contains an old term of Turkistgin, aman, interj.(inv.), used
when somebody is bagging for mercy (which, of ceurseans that he is in great difficulty).
Here, this interjection diachronically marked idsas a noun. The French equivalent used
by the translator is neutral but compensation tegles are applied at the text level and
popular structuregd te vasgratter, moj), familiar structuresj¢ te flanquerai une peignge
and a diatopical (dialectal) termfge(, dial) are combined in the TL in order to recover the
style.

(3) Marog, mi se dusese buhullespre pozna cédusem, de n-aveai cap scdi obrazul in
lume de rgine. (I. Creang, Amintiri)
Oui Je bruit de mon explois’était répandu si bien que je n'avais pas le coeur de
montrer mon visage au momtgehonte

The Romanian terrbuh (pop. et fam.) is no longer used in modern Romani@still
exists in a few idioms such asa-i{ merge, a i se duce buhul = to become notoridas,
become a laughing-stogkmarked as regional structures in the dictioregriln some
variants of these expressions the téwmh is replaced by the termestea(news, rumor). This
is explained by lorgu lordan (I. lordan, 1975, pORby the fact that the wortestereminds
the termepovestebasm(story, fairy-talg.

The translation passes through the communicatimmteon also retaining the ironical
attitude of the author towards the rather bad mostie was in.

(4) - Treceila mag, ori vrgi si va chem cu hutari ? (M. Preda, Moromg)
- Venez a table ou je dbattre le tambour pour vous appeler ?

a chema / a primi cliiutari — inviter avec tous les honneurs / faire un chaleureu
accueil (kindly invite someone /give a warm welcomi® someone)

The expression contains a cultural word, civ.Tlgufari) and it hints to the warm
welcoming made to the special guests invited towtbdding feast in the countryside, or, to
the moment when the people are invited to partieipa the wedding, invitation accopanied

22
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by a pompous ceremony. In its colloquial meanihg, idiom is used ironically, when the
welcoming is rather cold or indifferent. In (4) th@nslator retains and recovers in TL the
contrast between, on one hand, the simple andalaar of coming to lunch that the family
was supposed to accomplish and, on the other tlaadact that they had been waiting too
long before acting.

(5) a o pune denimiliga (fam) — to be in the soup/in a fine mess

The idiom used to be followed by the phradéra fainag (withoutflour ) but this second
part has been dropped in time. This forgotten pa$ permitting to accede to the literal
meaning:trying to prepare the traditional maize porridgetout having the maize flour.
Cooking the maize porridge when we have the nepcggsgrednents is easy; the whole thing
becomes very difficult when we begin to prearertteal without the necessary ingredients at
hand and thus we are in a deadlo@k.lordan,op.cit, p. 290)

The sense of this idiom and the situation in whiichnay be used can change with the
context:

(6) — Ducai-va cu Dumnezeu$i luati seama la Marinicsi nu va faca vreo
rgine, & dinsula cam pus-o de rimaliga! (L. Rebreanu, Rascoala)
- Que Dieu vous protege ! Et faigétention a Marin, qu’il vous fasse pas
hontes’est qu'il est plutot barbouillé !

In (6) the translator had well interpreted the eatital meaning of the idiom in SL (the
character named Marin had drank too much and he isnger able to face the situation) and
he built a cultural equivalence using a familiegnich structure and combining it with a
familiar word sequencing specific to the oradleo

(7) Side-I prindeau viu, la Stoicovici, ori nu la el intra Stoicovici la apa?
Et si on l'avait pris vivia chez Stoicovici ou ailleurd, était coincé
Stoicovici, pas vrai ? (D.R. Popescu, Duios Anastasia trecea )

- aintra la ap (fam.) — to get into hot water, to get into trteub
coincer (fam.) -mettre en difficulté en questionnant????

In (7) the translator recovers the diastratic ghaof the Romanian idiom by combining
the techniques: he is giving a incorporating sticefcoincel) as equivalent to the Romanian
idiom and then he uses a familiar French syntadifase §as vrai?.

The Romanian wordrinzi / cheeses very frequently used in idioms. This can be
explained by the fact that the cheese, the breddeapecially the maize porridge used to be
the basic food for the Romanian peasant.

In the South of Moldovia the children who were Isiii the street or visiting they
neighbours at lunch time, were said: ducg-va acasi, c-a ficut mi-ta brinzi cu
mamdaliga » / Ok, go home now, your mother has cooked thizenparridge with cheesél.
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lordan, op. cit. p. 272) In idioms the word is very often expmegsthe little quantity or
zero-quantity Quantité nulle) :

(8) — Riibine, Anghelache, cum esa facia Miai brinza mare-m’ ?

— Voyons, Anghelachde quoi tu voulais gu'il se vente le Miai ? (M. Preda, O
adunare lgtita )

-a face brinz mare (fam.) / a nu face nici o brindam.) — to get the cheese, to cut noice
a nu fi (bun) de nici o bringfam.) — it is fit for dusthole, it is worth powdand shot

In (8), the French equivalent is neutral but trenstator recovers the familiar language
level by using two familiar French structures: thefinite article associated with a proper
noun (e Miai) and the un-reversed structute youlai§ in an interrogative sentence.

(9) Vazind eu & mi-am aprins paie-n capcu asta, angterpelit-o de aca@asnumai cu
besica cea de porc, nu cumva-i ieie tata ciubotelgi sa ramin de rgine Thaintea
tovagsilor . (I. Creang, Amintiri)

Voyant qu@avais marché sur un guépierjai déguerpi rien qu'avec ma vessie de

cochon, de crainte que papanfenléve mes bottes, et que j'en sois pour mateour
honte devant les copains.

asi aprinde paie-n cap — to get into trouble

The Romanian idiom is an allusion to an old Turlislstom, borrowed by the Romanians,
that is, to put on their head a straw mat and tdt $e fire when they wanted to denounce an
injustice. But usually the claimant was the oneébéopunished or the justice made by the
judge cost the claimant higher than the initialgtice. This allusion contained by the idiom
is functioning as a cultural charge but the tratieslahooses to neutralize it and to focus on
rendering of the global meaning of the idiom.

In (10) the Romanian tertmram ( from the Slav hrai) designates the patron saint of a
church and, by extension, the religious dedicadiay (annual féte) of a church:

(20) ...el mi-a adus amintde hramul sfintei mucenice Paraschiva.

... iIlm'a rappelé qle féte de la sainte Paraskiva était proche.Nl.Sadoveanu,
Zodia Cancerului )

In Romanian metaphorical idioms such as: l@am poaw / fine? (pop.)— Who is this
person?The wordhramhas a deviant use as it refers to a person anis @othurch:

(12) - Nici nustii cine-i mortul,ce hram poarti. ( D.R. Popescu, Duios Anastasia trecea)
- Vous ne connaissez pas ce mort, vous ne sagegiphtype c'était.

24
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In (11) the translator retains the neutral mearohghe Romanian idiom and tries to
recover in TL the language level by using an otgesphrase par un tour spécifique au
code oral(quel type c'était).

(12) Pe urni nu s-a Tnvoit & se amestece decit damergesi primarul. Nu vreasa intre  in
cinestie ce bucluc(V.Voiculescu, Lipitoarea)
Finalement, il n'accepta de s'en méler qu'aditon que le maire flt aussi présent. Ne
voulant pas, disaitsk fourrer dans le pétrin

In (12) the Romanian word (of Turkish origifucluc (pop.et fam.means difficult
situation, trouble. The French tepétrin (fam)recovers quite well this neutral meaning and
also it has a diastratic charge. The two terms @voam and French) are included in a
number of idioms such as da de/a intra in bucluc (roun.Btre / se fourrer dans le pétrin
(fr.).- to get into trouble, to get into a scrape/messptoe a cropper (eng).

Conclusions

Generally the specific socio-cultural informatioariged by the civ.T, var.T, the cultural
allusions, the global charge (+var), cannot passutfh the filter of the common conceptual
zone represented bha situation énonciative

But we must come into details and point out thatttnsfer or better the reconstitution in
TL of the specific socio-cultural charge of SL ,yriind different ways depending on the
nature of this charge and of the unit carying it.

The cultural (civilizational) charge may be contained by th civ.T (ex.d.chema cu
lautari, ex.5.a o punede mimaligd) or by complex structures (idioms) including atacdl
allusion (ex.9a-si aprinde paie-n cap.

As the meaning of the idioms is global and norrdit¢non-compositionnal), the meaning
of each constituant, inclusively that of the civiielts into the global one but it still leaves
subtil traces in the source text. The translatostrmebuild in the target text first the global
meaning of the source idiom and then, by diffecamhpensation technics, the specific socio-
cultural information.

As for thelinguistic variety charge of th idioms two cases are reveled by our study:

a) the idiom may contain a var.T, and, in thisatiten this specific charge is transmitted to
the whole idiom ;

b) the idiom is globally marked without containiagy var.T.

The linguistic variety charge carried by idiomsrisutralized in a first stage of the
translation act and then, in the next stage iteiovered by a sort of conversion, either
punctually or in other places in the text by udimg compensation techniques.

In all these situations no direct transfer of tpedfic socio-cultural charge is involved.
The translator establishes first an enunciativevadgnce and after that he is seeking into the
zone of specificity (diversification) of TL the ntosmilar structure from the point of view of
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the specific charge. This charge is recovered reithenctually or, most often, by
compensation techniques.

This is what we like to call in terms of translatigoroceduresa socio-cultural
equivalence.

Ovidius University Constata, Romania
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