(TRANS)CULTURAL, IMAGINARY, HUMOROUS

Elena CROITORU"

Abstract: The paper points out the idea that transculturaw$ make translation a
much more complex process, since the most apptepsiutions have to be found in rendering
the concepts specific to the SLC by something whispécific to the TLC. Thus, the integration
of the new concepts in the TLC is of utmost impogassme of the most important steps of the
translating process being: imagining and convertithge cognitive environment, making new
assumptions, rethinking, reconceptualizing and relivay the context. Focus is laid on the main
steps in translating jokes, and an Expectation is)Confirmation model has been imagined in
terms of the TRs’ reaction to the translated jokes.

Keywords transcultural flows, imaginary, humorous, reconaepization,
reader/recipient satisfaction in translating jokésym negative disconfirmation to positive/high
confirmation.

Introduction

Each society has its own cultural traditions, whitdupports rather than
undermines the Humboldtian view of language asxgnession of culture” (Wierzbicka
2009: 6). Moreover, the unigue character of theglmmge spoken by a certain
community and its unique cultural aspects expressctose link between the language
spoken by that community and its own way of livamgd thinking.

As Humboldt put it, “language is the identity ofnation”. Besides, “every
language draws about the people that possessiitla whence it is possible to exit
only by stepping over at once into the circle ofther one” (Humboldt 1988: 60). By
stepping over the boundaries of one’s first language can look at that language from
the outside and become aware of the thick web @afraptions and values embedded in
it. (Wierbizca 2009)

This holds so much the more valid about two veffedént languages such as
English and Romanian: English does not share amytivith Romanian, hence the great
differences between the cultural heritages of Britand Romania.

Nevertheless, the idea is entirely shared that

“cultures are not immutable essences, with cledriwn boundaries. Then, to reduce us
all as cultural beings to members of myriad groupessscutting, overlapping, and ever
evolving, means to overlook the central reality. no one is more acutely aware of this
reality than a bilingual who lives in two languagesd cultures” (Wierzbicka 1997: 18;
see also 2005a, 2005b).

On the other hand, the idea is partially shared tmanigrants to English-
speaking countries are not interested in acquimglo) English.

When the problem of the immigrants’ language isugtda up, we consider
Kramsch’s (1999: 26) opinion worthwhile mentioning:

“immigrant language learners are increasingly disied to . . . buy into the values and
beliefs that underpin native speaker languageruigeir respective communities.”
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Kramsch supports her view on this point with a @uodm Kristeva (1988: 10):

“The absorption of foreignness proposed by ouret@s turns out to be inacceptalde]
for modern day individuals, who cherish their natiband ethnic identity and their
intrinsically subjective, irreducible difference”.

However, there are lots of biographical testimotigammigrants to English
speaking countries proving that such a view dogswaich the reality. Thus, much as
they stick to their national and ethnic identityhem they live in a foreign country, they
have to absorb a great deal of “foreignness” (Angloglish, American English,
Canadian English, Australian English, New Zealangdlsh, etc), because they have to
share the same way of living, the same traditibabjts, and not only.

However much they may absorb of that “foreignneasy no matter the form
of English which took root in a different culturssil, the ideal is to absorb as much as
they can from the “roots and trunk of English”, givthe fact that cultural heritage is
mediated through the English language. Howeves, dioies not mean a rigid point of
view in favour of “an increasingly public recogoiti of the global position of English”,
i.e. English as a lingua franca.

Transcultural

People living in a bilingual context need to be saa&f their own unconscious
assumptions and values, on the one hand, andeoothler hand, to get familiar to the
assumptions and values of the natives and, more tthet, to understand and acquire
their speech practices. This is rather difficultachieve, being the cause of a large
number of misunderstandings, due to mismatchesiltoral assumptions. In order to
solve out such mismatches, “the tiny crevices Iif tas Miller (2000: 252) calls them,
need to be known. This is because it is in our yeeyr talk that recurring
misinterpretations and misunderstandings arise wh&ve much to do with the concept
of ‘crossing linguistic borders’. “The linguistidofvs across borders do not imply
homogenization but reorganization of the local. Guggestion is to label them as
translinguistic flows’ (Croitoru 2011: 4)

It may not be exactly the same as Venuti's (1988)cept oftranslingualism
that refers to breaking the domesticating tendenofereducing and even removing
differences through translation.

At a higher and more complex levédanscultural flowsare well defined by
Pennycook (2008: 6) as “the ways in which cultdioams move, change and are reused
to fashion new identities in diverse contexts”. ¥are Pennycook’s opinion that this is
not merely a question of cultural movement but of

“take-up, appropriation, change and refashioninghil®/ not ignoring the many
detrimental effects of globalization on economied &..], | am interested centrally here
in the cultural implications of globalization, theays in which cultural forms spread and
change”. (Pennycook 2008: 6)

On this line of thinking, take-up involves new gareters of meaning that
cannot be referred to as simple adoptions of eglaal or local practices.

Thus, transcultural flows are different from the simple phenomenon of
‘crossing the linguistic borders’, because theyolag much more complex stages such
as rethinking and rewording. The process of rewaygiresupposes the remaking one.
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The processes oéthinking, remaking and rewordireye followed by the most difficult
and challenging stages, i.ereconceptualization and cultural (re)production
Furthermore, transcultural flows are viewed in termf both fluidity, i.e. their
movement across borders, and in terms of fixigy, traditions, customs, values, beliefs,
etc.

“Thus, they are at the same time fluid and fixddce they move across communities,
nations and borders, on the one hand, and areugithaemade, re-created in the local, i.e.
localized and reconceptualized, on the other.” (Grai2011: 5)

In addition, no clear-cut distinction can be drawetween the fluid and fixed
character of transcultural flows. As Pennycook @) puts it,

“[Claught between fluidity and fixity, then, cul@alrand linguistic forms are always in a
state of flux, always changing, always part of acpss of the refashioning of identity.”

The transcultural flows make the process of tatimh much more than a
process of encoding and decoding across languages, process “of making meaning
across and against codifications” (Pennycook 26683:

This perspective has been assimilated by tramslathe bilingual and
bicultural negotiators, or bridge builders who hawefill in the gap between two
different cultures by bringing together two worldsth different values, beliefs and
concepts.

“The position of the bilingual and bicultural negaor implies equal judgement of the
values and concepts in both SLC and TLC, clarificetiof meaning, finding the most
appropriate solutions in the ways of rendering dbecepts specific to the SLC, making
new assumptions before reformulating the message{d) reconceptualizing what is
specific to the SLC in order to match the TLC cont&kiat is to say, the translator has to
integrate new concepts in the TLC.” (Croitoru 201)1: 6

All this can be represented as in Fig. 1:

Integrating new concepts in the TLC

TLC concepts

SLC concepts

*Avoiding meaning *Paraphrasing
«Decoding — | distortion — | *Reconceptualizing
original intention *Imagining and the message

converting the Remaking
Identifying cogni_tive environment .-Reformulating the
underlying *Making new ideas .
assumptions assumptions *Rewording the
-Making *Rethinking over the content

. text
metapragmatic
comments
«Clarifying
meaning
and explaining
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The integration of new concepts in the TLC can vesmsll be applied to
translating humour, with reconceptualization andiamling as the last stages of the
translating process. In translating humour, moterothan not, the TRs are not familiar
with the cultural environment of the ST. Thus, npesgmatic comments, paraphrases,
clarifications of meaning and explanations are ssagy for theight rewording of the
message in keeping with the necessafprmulations and reconceptualizations In
order to achieve such goals, the translator neeidhagine the TRs’ reactionto the
translation product and if/ how/ to what extentytiell accept it.

Imaginary

The view of translation as a form of linguistic andltural practice which
preserves the identity of the “Other”, and Riccey992) concept of “oneself as
another” may lead to the interpretation of the tieteship between translation and
identity in cultural diversity as being relatedth@ concept of “one imagining oneself as
another”. On this line of thinking, it would alse interesting to relate Ricoer’s notion of
the “kingdom of the as if" to translation, possibigterpreted to be in a close
relationship with the cultural and linguistic imagry.

As mentioned above, transcultural flows presupplosation, tradition and
cultural expression in the reorganization of thealp which has much to do with a
community’s cultural imaginary. In dealing with aromunity’s cultural imaginary, the
definition of culture and the concept of imaginarg considered to be the starting point.
Almost all definitions of culture refer to valuesdabeliefs, to assumptions, focus being
laid on meaning (production/reproduction of meanisigaring meaning and exchange
of meaning) which is at the core of a culture.

It is interesting that something new has beenyaaelded to the concepts of
culture and imaginary, i.e. the migrant communigsed on the migrants’ experience as
a form of cultural imaginary: the way migrants irregtheir own culture in a space that
looks like a “no man’s land” due to the loss of g#ense of belonging. Not only do they
imagine their own culture, but also they creatersse of relatedness to a particular time,
place and condition (Camacho 2008).

In other words, the cultural imaginary can be saithake up for the loss of the
sense of belonging, thus leading to the conceptsa afiation as an “imagined
community” (nationhood) and identity. Therefore,ltetal imaginary is socially
constructed to suit the needs of a community, pdréicular group, on the one hand, and
to form the sense of belonging to the communitythenother.

Changing the original “no man’s land” space intshared space, i.e. the space
people share, and the connections / bonds and fhegsreate in the respective space
to tie the society together will enrich the notiofi meaning with the sense of
communion. The meaning enrichment is imagined aaderpossible, i.e. applied to
that community only within certain cultural paraerst This reminds of Lacan’s (1997:
21) idea of the imaginary as one of the three $ateting orders that structure human
existence (besides the symbolic and the real) hernohe hand, and of Laing’s (1969:
38-40) argument about our being drawn istixial phantasy systemthus about the
experience of being in a particular set of humdtectvities.

Considering the social constructions of the imaginé “can have very real
effects”, as Macey (1994: xxi) puts it. As a matérfact, long before him, references
had been made to the imaginary of the societyhéngense that it “creates for each
historical period its singular way of living, segirand making its own existence”
Thompson 1984: 23).
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The changes at all levels, at a given time, haakeatfects upon language. The
relevance of the cultural “baggage” embedded inldhguage goes hand in hand with
exploring the content of that baggage, which isdrgnt for the practice of language. It
is also important to identify the historically slegpcultural meanings embedded in the
language.

At the language level, the imaginary and non-imagirstates of the language
may co-exist even in the same sentence. In thjgeotsthe Aladdin’s Lamp State, i.e.
the state of wishful-thinking (SWT) (Pimpel 197&63357) is worth mentioning.

The linguistic imaginary is closely connected witle possible worlds theory,
hence with the meanings and uses of the subjungliypothetical meaning), with
epistemis modalities, modulation, etc. Specifically the lexical level, ircomparing
different languages in use, one can find that, ghothey have words which in
translations and dictionaries are supposed to éspond” to one another,

“yet there is scarce one of ten amongst the narfhesroplex ideas . . . that stands for the
same precise idea which the word does in dictiesait is rendered by” (Wierzbicka
2009: 302).

The connection between linguistic choices andithagined situational and
cultural contexts is of utmost importance. For #mmantic and lexico-grammatical
levels, Halliday and Martin’s circles model (1998)relevant because it relies on the
lexical choices — language — in a social contert.such a social context, the
communicative levels of genre (cultural context)l argister (situational context) are
decisive in the communicative act of interpretatiom translation.

Humorous
Humour is a multi-dimensional process, it religs mutually independent

elements such as the text, the speaker and lig&¢nand the context, which all fall
under the systemic common denomination of systerorporating network. (Popa
2005)

“Humouris the ability to appreciate the situations whemdptay is funny or amusing.

The wordsituationsrefers to the fact that humour is socially dependesr depends on
interactionin a process between peopMordplay refers to the language content in
humour. (Popa 2005: 54

The translator’'s task of a mediator becomes moSicdt in translating
humour. Translating humour is translating cultures. Ineottvords, cultural mediation
with humorous prose, comedies, jokes, puns is mwdhe complex, because the
translator has to overcome lots of obstacles amgstrgenerated by polysemy,
homonymy, troublesome words, especially by ambigsiitThe greatest difficulty is
discussed in terms of acceptability, and consistinding the ‘equivalent’ in the TLC
that will be accepted by the TRs. The degree ofjgiedility will be judged by the TRs’
response. If the response is the expected oneganmthat the translator was able to
cross the bridge between the two cultures andhidl cultural gap. It means that (s)he
found the right ‘gap fillers’. The complexity oféthumour translation lies in that it has
to take into consideration the transfer of theatianal, cultural, and linguistic content
of the SL joke to the TLC not to mention the Skopbthe translation. Skopos-oriented
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translation procedures are highly relevant for hrous texts, in general and for jokes,
in particular.

As suggested above, translation can be viewed “aslacation of meaning”,
which consists in contextualizing meaning. The catmn of meaning is relevant for
cultural dynamics, in close connection with trafgoal flows, as well as for imaginary
situational and cultural contexts.

The idea of meaning relocation may prove usefth@éanalysis and evaluation
of translations, especially with (un)successfuhstations of humour from English into
Romanian and viceversa. It is the heterogeneousgphenon of humour that may make
translations unsuccessful, besides the misundelisigsr and misinterpretations of the
cultural items. Moreover, the same signifiers mayumderstood in different ways in
different language cultures, and people belongindifferent speech communities may
have different attitudes towards humorous texts,gémeral, or specifically jokes,
wordplays, puns, in particular.

Translating jokes

In the case of different cultures and languages,dften very difficult to do an
effective translation of a joke because it needddoexplained: it needs extensive
explanations and footnotes. In such situations, tdrget readers (TR’s might not
understand the stereotype, hence they might nothgepoint. At this point, mention
should be made of the disagreement about whatnsyfun different countries, for
people belonging to different nations. What is fyrom a harmless joke for some may
be embarrassing, or offending, or illegal for ogharot to mention the humour control
in the communist period which used to affect thgetpf humour. In this respect, a good
example can be the strange, or embarrassing sitgain which immigrants may find
themselves if they misunderstand or misinterpretesfoke, or even worse, when they
entirely miss the point.

Understanding jokes is entirely dependent on thes’ TiRcognition of the
linguistic and cultural features contained in thgemance. Furthermore, quivalence
needs to be reconsidered in favour of the skopashal presumably to amuse.

On this line of thinking, other questions may aride culturally different TRs laugh at

the same words, or is the amusement the same Wwhgmdad or hear a joke? If they do
not react to the joke, to what extent does thisddpon culture-specific presuppositions
and in what degree on the quality of the transhatgiven that the quality of translation

is a very important variable in “tasting” a joke, imaking or breaking it? To put it

differently, how much does the effect of the tratesfl jokes depend on cultural
differences, on individual differences, or on translation itself?

As a general coordinate, in translating jokes, firet step is to analyze the
passage, to find out what makes it funny and tie stee type of humour.

Raphaelson-West (1989: 130) divided jokes intoahgeoups: “1. linguistic,
such as puns; 2. cultural, such as ethnic jokesni®ersal, such as the unexpected”.

Linguistic jokes make use of words meaning somethiimguistic and which
are similar to the words they rhyme with. If theyan something linguistically, they
will give a meaning to the sentence. However, telsa happens that a similar, or
rhyming word or idiomatic expression may fit thentext perfectly or to such an extent
that the TR’s can get the right point. This is hesgain the SL, the humour comes from
an ambiguity which cannot be rendered in the TL ratibere will be little humour in a
literal translation.
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There are also situations when the humour comes frisunderstanding and
misinterpreting an idiom, hence from translatinditérally. More often than not, the
translation of such jokes will be hilarious.

Last but not least, Raphaelson-West's (1989:132hiap is worthwhile
mentioning about the humour and irony of the sesgéthill teach you to steal” which

“means exactly the opposite of the surface strectGtues lie in intonation and context. It
is important to realize, therefore, that this jakataindinguistically-oriented humouand
although it translates well into English, it wouldt translate well into other languages.”
(emphasis in the original)

Therefore, linguistic jokes will not be efficiem translation by themselves,
but as practical examples in teaching foreigneaialinguistic structures of the SL.

With cultural jokes, there are a lot of situatiomken the stereotype is very
difficult to understand, or even not understood] #re point is missed. This is due to
the (great) differences between the two languadieires. Semantically speaking, the
jokes may have the same meaning, but in terms ajrpatics and culture, they are
untranslatable. Then, the question may arise: Wéhie translator supposed to do? The
most appropriate answer is that (s)he has to firdd wse what is specific to the target
language culture (TLC). In other words, the humbas to be rendered in such a way
that it will be accepted by the TR’s. That is to/,sd has to be reconceptualized.
Reconceptualization is an extremely important stagke translating process of jokes.

Thus, in terms of intercultural communication, skting humour, in general,
and jokes, in particular, is a real challenge f@nslators due to the linguistic and
cultural specificity. Not only linguistic but alsailtural differences are real obstacles to
positive humour response across cultures.

Universal jokes are described by Raphaelson-Weé9:1131) as “bicultural
jokes”, based on the argument that

[...] there being semantic universals, | venture &g that there are a good number of
cultures which would find the following situatiofhgny:

a) a child making extremely mature, adult-like estagnts;

b) a victim getting harmless but embarrassing rgeemm his offender;

¢) the unexpected, unusual response.

One of the frequent solutions in translating jokedranslating the idea of
something funny, of exaggerating something ridioalmot of translating the text itself.
In translating jokes, the grammatical analysis ésyvimportant. In making such an
analysis, Nida-Taber’s (1982: 33) three steps @teverth mentioning:

1. analysis of the surface structure in terms ofy@mmatical relationships and b)
meanings and combinations of words;

2. transfer of analyzed material to the target lenug;

3. restructuring of the transferred material sa thdaecomes acceptable in the target
language.

Reader / recipient satisfaction in translating jokes

Reader / recipient satisfaction (RS) can be defimderms of the impact
which the translated jokes have on the target rsgddRs), i.e. in terms of their reaction.
In order to measure the RS, or the degree of thewRSimagined an Expectation —
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(Dis)Confirmation Model(Fig. 2). Such a model may show that an individual
expectations are:

a) confirmed if the TRs' reaction is as expected,;

b) positively / highly confirmed if the TRs’ reactias better than expecteed;

c) weakly confirmed if the TRs’ reaction is not as das it was expected;

d) negatively disconfirmed if the TRs’ reaction is peidworse than expected.

Fig. 2 Representation of (trans)cultural, imaginary humorous

Negative Weak Confirmation Confirmation  Positive/High
disconfirmation confirmation
1 0 0
Lack of Low satisfaction/delight High satisfaction/delight
satisfaction/delight
1 1 Successful translation
Lack of quality Low quality
implementation implementation High quality implementation
7
Lack of performance Low performance High performance
T T
Lack of creativity Style and register
T T
Creativity
i 1
Constraints “Delighters”
N
Lack of competence 1 T
Basic “musts” Imaginary
N
1
T T
Misinterpretation Indifference
1 7 1 Right interpretation
Misunderstanding — Mistranslation 1
1 N 1 Right understanding
Inability/Lack of Missing the point
comprehension Good Comprehension

On the one hand, confirmation (a) and positiveghhionfirmation (b) bring
satisfaction and high satisfaction, respectivadythe TRs shown in their having (much)
fun, as a result of good comprehension, understgndright interpretation and
successful translation. Mention should be made atheutranslator’s knowledge of the
basic “musts” and of both SL and TL constraints. r&ébwver, the translator’'s good
handling of the “delighter’s”, besides the registexd style aspects, will lead to high
performance, consequently to high quality trangtedj thus providing high satisfaction
/ delight to the TRs. The fact should be added dna¢xtremely important coordinate of
translating humorous texts, jokes, puns, etc istthmslator's creativity not only in
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rendering the culture - specific elements, but also making the apparently
untranslatable translatable on condition of its imgkthe same sensim the target
language culture (TLC), thus having the same impacthe TRs and making them
accept it, on the one hand, and be very pleasetheonther. To put it differently, the
degree of acceptability depends on the effect piexte of humorous prose, or pun, or
joke, etc has in the TLC; it has to be the santh@$SLC effect.

On this line of thinking, it is known that thereeafots of situations and
contexts where there is a lower degree of accdjyabith translating humorous prose,
in general, and with translating jokes, in parieculthe cause being not the translator’s
poor (or lack of) knowledge of the TLC norms anchstoaints, but the means of
expression specific to each language culture esibpedn achieving the play upon
words that makes the humorous effect. This may llstiated by the following
example:

e.g | married Miss Right. | just didn’t know her fisame was Always. (Tibballs 2006:
199)

You may marry the man of your dreams1dugears later you're married to a
couch that burps.  (Tibballs 2006: 203)

What do you call a man...?

What do you call a man with a spade on his heaB®ug

What do you call a man without a spade on his heaB®uglas.

What do you call a man with a seagull on his headXiff.

What do you call a man with a car on his head? ekJa

What do you call a man with 50 rabbits up his asd¥arren.

What do you call a man with three eyes? — Seymour.

What do you call a man who has lost 90 per cehibrain? — A widower.
(Tibballs 2006: 211)

A cop spotted a woman driving and krattitt the same time.

“Pull over!” he called.

“No, officer, it's a scarf!” (Tibballs 2006: 246)

Why are families like a box of chocolates? — Theyiostly sweet, with a few
nuts. (Tibballs 2006: 127)

What do you get if an elephant sits on your bésh@? — A flat mate.

A pollster was taking opinions outside the Uniteatibhs building in New York .
He approached four men — a Saudi, a Russian, alNdrean and a resident
New Yorker. To each one he said: “Excuse me, | dvdikk to ask you your
opinion on the current meat shortage.

The Saudi replied: “Excuse me, what is a shortage?”

The Russian replied: “Excuse me, what is meat?”

North Korean replied: “Excuse me, what is an opiri?6

The New Yorker replied: “Excuse me, what is ‘excos?” ((Tibballs 2006:
230)

What did the cannibal had when he wasfatelinner? - The cold shoulder (70)
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Have you heard about the cannibal restatinghere dinner costs an arm and a
leg?

A man was captured by cannibals. “What,” asked ¢hanibal chief, licking his
lips, “was your job before you were captured?”

“I was a newspaper man,” came the reply.

“An editor?”

“No, merely a sub-editor.”
“Cheer up. Promotion awaits you. After dinner youl We editor in chief.”
(69)

Such contexts are relevant for the distinction te¢ds to be drawn between
the situations of weak confirmation generated kg tlanslator’s lack of creativity and
low performance that lead to low quality translatip consequently providing low
satisfaction / delight to the TRs, and the situsiof weak confirmation generated by
the lack of the adequate means of expression inTih€, which will result in
unsuccessful translations missing the effect amdplay upon words, “the salt and
pepper” of the original. In other words, mere adexyuis not sufficient in translating
humorous prose, in general, and jokes, in particdta the end users’ delight who
expect top quality translations.

On the other hand, negative disconfirmation is edusy the inability / lack of
comprehension, misunderstanding and misinterpoetati the original, all these leading
to mistranslation, hence to the TRs’ missing thmtpand, finally, to their indifference.
Mention should be made that such situations sholwdé competence which leads, on a
higher level, to lack of performance, hence to wosasful translations and do not
provide any satisfaction at all to the TRs.

In our opinion, the aspects we included in the feiddlumn (from missing the
point to weak confirmation), whose starting poirite, causes, are inability/lack of
comprehension, misunderstanding and misinterpostatihich finally lead to the TRS’
indifference (generated by mistranslation and leyTRs’ missing the point), seem to be
related to the third type of an individual’s reaati i.e. weak confirmation. However,
they may also be related to the fourth type of rdividual’s reaction, i.e. negative
disconfirmation, accounted for by the causes marticabove.

Conclusions

Partly universal, partly individual, yet rooted & specific cultural and
linguistic context, translating humour is a realaldnge for translators. When
undertaking such a task, a number of factors nedzbttaken into consideration. First
and foremost, the translator has to decide whetieTRs will understand the humour.
Secondly, what is most difficult to do is to rendlee humour-inducing effect of the ST.
To put it differently, (s)he has to make the SLG@nowr function as humour in the TLC.
In this respect, it is a real fact that the tratwsla ability to make creative choices and
decisions is often tested by culturally bound elst®@nd language-specific devices.

Thus, the main conclusion to be drawn is that humsuranslatable and its
translatability depends on the language-specifidcgs, on the means of expression
specific to each language. In other words, theetatext may not be as humorous as the
original. More often than not, it is even less huous, or, sometimes it may even miss
the right point in various degrees. The idea idb¢oconstantly aware of the cultural
context, to grasp the humorous aspect in the Sn th explain, rethink and, when
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needed, reconceptualize it in order to ensurerdresterence of humour into the TL. If
the TLT is not amusing, or if it is even less huma than the SLT, the translator will
have to write a new TLC-based joke in order to beepted and “tasted” by the TRs.
Consequently, the basic aspect in translating hurisothe effect upon the TR hus,
the translation of such textseffect-oriented
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