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Aspecte lingvisticgi culturale in traducerea glumelor (Rezumat)

Limba si cultura sunt indivizibilesi fara o informaie socio-culturad comum atat
locutorului, catsi recipientului, simpla existe# a unui cod lingvistic comun se dovgigea fi
insuficientz in traducerea glumelor. Elementele culturale sfieei limbii surg trebuie
transferate Tn limbginta. In cazul traducerii glumelor T@sacest lucru poate fi extrem de
dificil Tn masura Tn care unele @saturi ligvistice si elemente socio-culturale sunt atat de
specifice comunitii lingvistice respective, incat, dincolo de grglé acestei comurdit,
gluma nu are efectul scontat.

As a general tendency in translation studies eniphaas gradually shifted
towards cultural issues which has had profoundizapibns for translating humour as
well. Nedeergard-Larsen (1993:211), among otheolach, has drawn a table of the
variety of culture-bound problems translators magoeinter in their work. While this
also applies to humour, the whole issue of tramgdtumour is rather more complex,
because a translator not only has to judge whetherTL reader understands the
humour in a given text but he/she must also knowguwess whether the humour
functions as humour in the target culture. Humosir therefore, both a social
phenomenon and a cultural one.

But is translating humour fundamentally differembrfh any other form of
translation? After all, successful translationisitoften agreed, involves recreating in
the TL text those features of the SL text thatratevant for the text to function for a
certain purpose (Kussmaul 1995:90). With a humorewxs, the purpose is, for all
practical purposes, always the same, namely, toit diughter. Therefore, the
translation should be able to function for the Tudi@nce in a maximally similar way
as the original text did for the SL audience eviethis was achieved by substantially
altering it. Balancing between SL restrictions dnddemands, the translator’s main
concern should be the immediacy of effect that baneasily lost. Moreover, the
translator of humorous texts has to know what [geeted of him/her in the process of
dealing with humour that has to be transferrednottzer language. Bell (1991:20)
defines the phenomenon as “the replacement of eegeptation of a text in one
language by a representation of an equivalentiteatsecond language.” Both words
and language are embedded in a culture. McCartdyCanter (1994: viii) are of the
opinion that language as a system of signs istaralilvehicle in which the collective
experiences of the speakers in their surroundirgsreflected and where the
community’s patterns of social values crystallize.
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Words are not loose entities drifting in space, ielbng to a language system,
which in turn belongs to a specific culture. Anddaage differences often go hand in
hand with cultural differences. In fact, language dne of the most important
determining factors with regard to cultural diveysi

The role of the translator in the translation psscés to bridge the difference
between cultures and languages, which are symbidisab specific cultural identity.
He/she is also an instrument in the process obliating between cultures — he/she is
the mediator who provides the signs (in the talgeguage and culture) that are used
by the receivers to generate meaning.

Thus, translation is not strictly limited to langea Some theorists such as
Lambert (1997:60) are of the opinion that translatis an activity which involves “a
kind of verbal, but never strictly verbal commurioa”, and is “norm-bound and
culture-bound”.

It becomes clear that the act of translation ingslmore than language, it
involves non-verbal signs, and is culture-bounde Tiepresentation in a second
language has to comply with certain requirementsotder to be a successful
translation. In the case of humour, the translasbould fulfill the function of the
original humorous text and have a similar effect the receivers. Yet, Larose
(1989:78) considers equivalent effect or respondeetimpossible — how is the effect
to be measured and on whom and how can a textljpssive the same effect and
elicit the same response in two different cultured times?

Wordplay, combining *“formal similarity” and “semant dissimilarity”
(Delabastita 1993, as cited in De Geest 1996), go@ example of humour being
culture-specific. It is culturally bound in thatlttue defines what kind of wordplay is
appropriate and that recognizing and appreciatingquires shared knowledge. When
translating wordplay from the SL to the TL, a tdat@r has basically three options:
wordplay, some other rhetorical devices or no wiagpLeppihalme 1996). The
choice between the options is not simple as ituie$ both textual and extratextual
concerns. Source language wordplay may contain.ekample, elements that are
unacceptable, or even taboo, according to TL nanasthat may have to be changed
for TL purposes. Accordingly, one could say that titanslator rewrites humour for the
TL audience following, at least to some extent, tttgems accepted in the target
culture.

Consequently, as far as humour is concerned, ntemiabw well the translator
knows the target language, cultural referencegpahgemous items may involve them
in long and complicated explanations, after whil tecipient rarely reacts with a
laugh. Thus, a common linguistic code is definitedt all that is needed in order to
appreciate humour, wordplay implicitly. Languaged azulture are intertwined and
without shared knowledge between sender and retjpge common linguistic code
will be almost of no help.
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Lambert acknowledges that translation cannot biictsd to language alone and
notes that the phenomenon of translation is comcational and cultural, in which
language plays a key role (Lambert, 1997:63).

Edward Sapir and Benjamin Lee Whorf maintain tteathelanguage together with
its individual sounds, words, syntax reflects aasafe social reality which is different
from that which is neglected in another. Thus, dfation is not merely a matter of
substituting the words of the SL with those in Theand adapting the syntax to suit it.
If a translator wants to be successful, she/heatsasto convey a whole range of added
meaning belonging to the source culture.

“No two languages are ever sufficiently similarlie considered as representing
the same social reality. The worlds in which déferr societies live are distinct worlds,
not merely the same world with different labelseltied.” (Whorf, 1956:69)

The formal linguistic features and the sociocultwlaments that form a joke are
often so specific to a single language and cultecwaimunity that, beyond its frontiers,
the joke is unlikely to succeed. Like Delia Chimays: “Jokes, it would seem, travel
badly.”(1992:77)

Nonetheless, if two cultures possess categorigekafs which play on similar
subject matters, then it ought to follow that tfatisg jokes into the two reciprocal
languages should be a fairly easy task. However wbrlds of two cultures do not
always match quite so easily. Yet, a successfuktation of a joke must capture the
sense of the original rather than merely the waadd it can be regarded as a
successful piece of communication if it makes s@adbe receptor. That would mean
that signs, connotations, denotations and refessince source joke would have to be
translated or recreated in such a way in the tamgetthat the response of the target
language receivers would be equivalent to thah@fsburce language receivers.

When two languages involved in the translation gblke possess even a little
shared cultural ground with each other, althoughténrget version will not always be
perfectly clear to the recipient, it will at ledstar some resemblance to the message in
the original joke.

But when jokes play on events, states and situatwinich are peculiar to their
culture of origin, they create serious problemsttom recipient’s understanding. Here
are some jokes playing on British cultural elemethist can hardly be understood
outside their cultural-bound context.

Julia Roberts, an Englishman and a Frenchman wdrsitting in the same train
compartment. Nothing much happened until the tveémt into a tunnel. Through the
darkness could be heard the sound of a loud slapaery of pain. When the train
emerged from the tunnel, Julia Roberts and the iEhiglan were sitting perfectly
normally, but the Frenchman was rubbing his chemk mursing a swollen eye.

Julia immediately thought: “The Frenchman mhbate tried to kiss me when we
went in the tunnel, but kissed the Englishman Isyaké and got a slap for his pains.”

BDD-A3657 © 2004 Ovidius University Press
Provided by Diacronia.ro for IP 216.73.216.156 (2026-06-09 23:04:17 UTC)



Language and Culture./.Ovidius University Annals of Philology XV, 1539 (2004) 156

The Frenchman thought: “The Englishman mustehttied to kiss Julia and she
slapped me by mistake.”

And the Englishman thought: “That is grelavery time we go into a tunnel, | can
smack that French prat?(1)

There is the sociocultural implication okthver lasting rivalry between the
English and the French. To find the joke funny, ymed to be aware of the never
ending English-Frencmental warwithin an English person. In fact, there is anothe
joke that says thatSure sign that you're English is that you're stilentally at war
with Germany, France, Scotland, the American ca@snihe Danes, the Celts, the
Vikings, and the Roman$’(2)

A joke similar to joke (1) is the following:

There was an Irishman, and Englishman and Claudlfgr sitting together in a
carriage in a train going through Tasmania. Sudgethle train went through a tunnel
and as it was an old style train, there were ndtégin the carriage and it went
completely dark. Then there was this kissing naigkthe sound of a really loud slap.

When the train came out of the tunnel, Claudia fBahand the Irishman were
sitting as if nothing had happened and the Englisiimad his hand against his face as
he has been slapped there. The Englishman wasnbinkihe Irish fella must have
kissed Claudia Schiffer and she missed him andgstime instead.” Claudia Schiffer
was thinking: “The English fella must have tried kKiss me and actually kissed the
Irishman and got slapped for it.” And the Irishmams thinking: “This is great. The
next time the train goes through a tunnel I'll malt®ther kissing noise and slap that
English bastard again® (3)

This joke is more elaborate providing more dettikt contribute to the effect of
the punchline (the fact that they were travellinglesmania explains the old fashion
carriages with no light). As far as the culturatkground is concerned, it relies on
another well-known rivalry, namely, that betweea English and the Irish.

Yet, when sociocultural restraints are combinedhwlinguistic restraints,
translating it can become an arduous task. If veetarremember Jacobson’s theory,
then it will follow that full equivalence in traraing is impossible. Here is an
example:

Prince Charles was out early the other day walkihg dog. When a passé-by
said: “Morning”, Charles said: “No, just walking t& dog.” (4)

! The joke is taken from Tibballs, Geoff, 200he Mammoth Book of Jokéndon,
Robinson p. 124.
2 Ibidem, p. 125

% The joke is taken from the internet: www.thejokelzom.
* Idem.
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This joke is particularly difficult to translate ¢euse it plays on two levels: the
linguistic and the cultural one. In translating Isu joke, one needs, first of all, to
understand the core of the joke and then try aanusfer it to the target language. Yet,
the cultural context has to be explained firstitom one hand, Prince Charles is part of
the present British Royal family, more preciselg,it the son of Queen Elizabeth; and
on the other hand, it must be said that the jokecrilees the event as taking place
somewhere immediately after his wife, Lady Di'sideatal death.

On a linguistic level, the phonemic resemblancevbeh the verthlo mourn, in
its continuous aspectmourning and the noumorning, which belongs to the greeting
“Good morning”, but which in familiar English ma bbeft as such. The linguistic part
will be impossible to render into Romanian becanfsthe obvious lack of phonemic
coincidence of the two words.

Yet, as far as the cultural coordinate is concertieglparticular reference can be
explained in a footnote. Nonetheless, the footmallenerely isolate what is a part of a
broader cultural identity (Lady Di’s relation teshiusband, her life and her role played
in the British Royal Family, her accident, her dheetc) and while explaining what the
small circle may signify they will still leave ité dark — take for granted — the general
background which gives energy and relevance teriad| details.

Dagut (1978:49) is of the opinion that the cultugap, or the absence of reference
is caused byommunity specific referents in one community and their absenceeén th
other culture. Cultural objects, beliefs, custormstitutions and humour for that
matter, are determined by the cultural history &maditions of the specific language
community. A language community creatésignators to symbolize referents which
do not occur in the other language community. Ansitative example for such a
cultural gap would be that provided by Delia Chi§t892:81) who cites Yan Zhao'’s
study on a Chinese joke. From a linguistic pointvidw, the joke can be easily
translated but, from a cultural perspective, iaisiost impossible to understand for
Western Europeans (to the Romanians it might makeessense due to the abrupt
sociopolitical changes after 1989):

After saving money for quite some time, the faimly finally bought a washing
machine. Days later, the son comes home from sabdold his middle-aged mother
standing on a small stool and handwashing clothiés &washboard inside the brand
new washing machine. Puzzled, the son asks, "Wyt gou use the machine,
Mama?” “l am just used to doing it this way.” (5)

The analyst and translator of the joke, Yan Zhalains that it plays on the
influence of old traditions and the confusion caugethe Chinese by modernization.
The recipient’'s amusement lies in the mother’s gsioh of new and old, technical and
manual.

But what does a translator do when he/she is faggdan untranslatable cultural-
bound joke? There are some possible methods tlisthenenight use to deal with it.
Firstly, the translator has to isolate the différemltural references, whether explicitly
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or implicitly stated. Only after having identifistlem and the signs used to represent
them, can the translator attempt to find dynamigivedence in the target culture. It is
only then that she/he may decide to keep the wordven translate the concept
literally and add a footnote or explanation withire translation itself. She/he could
also leave it out but this would be to the detrim@inthe text and the message, unless
she/he uses a substitute concept, word that waalkieea vaguely similar response. In
the case of joke translation, the joke might evemdplaced with one that is culturally-
bound in the target language in order to creaimias message, and reaction from the
receiver.

Although no translation is either entirely “adediabr entirely “acceptable”
(Lefevere, 1980:155), when translating humour,tthaslator has to find a theory that
would accommodate the requirements and be flexibteigh to deal with the transfer
of cultural aspects between languages and cultlites translation should be able to
fulfill its role as humorous discourse in the tdrgenguage and be regarded as
authentic by the receivers in the target cultunepther words “reproducing the total
dynamic character of the communication” (Nida, 1929).

To sum up, we may assert that due to its linguistit mostly to its cultural
challenges, humour presents translators with thpompnity to exercise their
creativity.

Yet, be it linguistic or cultural-bound, or everc@mbination of the two, it serves
as a test of what can or cannot be translated andeven lead to eeplacemenbr
recreation according to the SL norms if the “new” humorouscdurse is to evoke
laughter or at least a smile on the part of thgetlalanguage audience.
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