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ON THE IMPLAUSIBILITY OF
EQUIVALENT RESPONSE (PART V)

QIAN Hu
Monterey Park, California, USA

Résumé

Dans ce cinquiéme et dernier article, I’ auteur fait le bilan des études antérieures sur
I équivalence et s'attache a montrer I'importance et la variabilité de la notion de compré-
hension : elle n’ est pas simplement un acte cognitif mais une variable modifiable par I expérience
et la culture.

CHAPTER V
UNDERSTANDING

Communication usually involves three elements — source, message and receptor
(Nida 1964: 44). Its role of inter-lingual communication complicates translation in this
connexion. Moreover, equivalent response implies parallelism between the responses
from both the source language reader and the target language reader. It is therefore insuf-
ficient to investigate the putative possibility of solicitation of equivalent response only in
the respects of language nature, translation procedure and the interrelationship between
content and form. Obviously, an adequate discussion of the possibility of equivalent
response requires an approach to the problem in the aspect of understanding.

1. Understanding: an initiative act
Understanding is a mental or psychological process. Rosenberg (cited in Grace
1982: 14) defines it as follow:

To understand something is to “give it a ‘reading’ in terms of which it ‘fits’ into a larger,
coherent, unitary picture of the world.”

Rumelhart (1979: 85) makes a similar observation; he thinks that the process of understanding
involves

selecting and verifying conceptual schemata to account for the situation (including its lin-
guistic components) to be understood. Having selected and verified that some configuration
of schemata offers a sufficient account for the situation, it is said to be understood... a
“schema” is taken to be an abstract representation of a generalized concept or situation, and a
schema is said to “account for a situation” whenever that situation can.be taken as an
instance of the general class of concepts represented by the schemal.

According to the above definitions, understanding is not a merely passive act of receiving
information. It involves effort on the part of the decoder. In fact, it is an initiative act
which is characterized by hypotheses and presuppositions emerging in the process. An
American-Chinese linguist (Chao 1980: 152) points out:

When one reads, one does not read word by word, not even sentence by sentence. Usually,
having read one sentence in a context, one can roughly guess in which direction the next sen-
tence will move. Occasijonally, of course, some writers may deliberately turn in an unexpect-
ed direction so that the reader will be surprised. The reason why the writer’s expression is
beyond the reader’s expectation is that the reader has had something to expect, otherwise
nothing could exceed his expectation.

Meta, XXXIX, 3, 1994
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For example, it is not surprising to find egg, bacon, and coffee under the heading break-
fast on a menu, because the heading evokes a set of expectations (Widdowson 1983: 30).
But if roast turkey is listed there the reader would be confused as nobody normally expects
to eat this for breakfast. To have certain expectations is, in Widdowson’s term (1983: 30),
to be engaged in a certain frame of reference. In the above case, egg, bacon and coffee are
predictable items when “the breakfast frame of reference” is engaged, whereas roast
turkey is subconsciously excluded.

In addition to presuppositions, hypotheses also occur in the process of comprehen-
sion, and they are imposed on the perceived linguistic signals. In communication, for
instance, the receptor often “encode a message on his own which he presumes to be more
or less parallel to what the speaker is saying,” rather than decodes the utterances (Nida
1964:; 122-123). The messages thus encoded may be misleading, but the initiative act per-
formed is essential to the process of comprehension on the part of the receptor, and to the
process of communication in general. For the receptor is not, as was once assumed, a
consumer, but a producer of a discourse (Bassnett-McGuire 1980: 79). When receiving a
linguistic signal, he spontaneously makes a personal contribution to it, and, in fact, an
adequate understanding will not be reached until that contribution has been made. Grace
(1982: 10) argues that:

no sentence really says all that the speaker intends to be understood from it. In fact, no sen-
tence says enough to be understood at all without a contribution from the audience.

So the receptor’s initiative is actively required in the process of comprehension. Further
evidence of receptor initiative is in the understanding of such lines as “Zhitren xiamd ké
zdichudn” (host dismount horse guest in boat), which does not mean “the host dismounted
from his horse while the guest went in the boat,” but “both the host and the guest dis-
mounted from their horses and went in the boat” (Yang D. Y. 1985: 1, 14-15). Of course,
it would be absolutely correct to interpret it as “the host dismounted from his horse while
the guest went in the boat,” but only if this interpretation were consistent with the under-
standing of the whole poem. It is inappropriate to interpret this way, because this inter-
pretation does not conform to the general understanding of the poem. Consequently, the
interpretation is adjusted by turning it in another direction and attempting to bring out a
coherent understanding of the poem.

Linguists and rhetoricians call this linguistic phenomenon hiweér, explaining for us
that the subject in either of the two subject-predicate constructions actually governs the
predicates in both the constructions, and that, similarly, each of the two predicates actually
comments about the two subjects in question. They take huwén as a rhetorical device
(Yang D. Y. 1985: I, 14-15). In fact, huwén is a defect of Classical Chinese in its capacity
of expression, due to the constraints of this particular genre as well as of the language
itself. The reader’s understanding, however, contributes to fill the gap, enforces the capacity
of expression of the language, finally turning the defect into a rhetorical device. Due to its
inherent property as a code system, language is extremely powerful in its potential capacity
for expression, but its power would be considerably reduced if human understanding
depended on a passive reception.

Yet it seems that our understanding is instinctively initiative; this claim may be veri-
fied by observation of patients with brain damage. Scientists studying patients with brain
lesions have discovered a paradoxical phenomenon; patients with difficulty in under-
standing the meaning of individual words, and patients capable of memorizing only one
or two words or phrases, are actually capable of grasping the general message of a text as
a whole. One explanation of this paradox which these scientists offer is that “these patients
continue to make active® attempts to decode the communication” and these attempts are
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thought to enable the patients to grasp the general sense of the communication (Luria
1981: 235-236).

Rumelhart’s (1979: 85) description of comprehension is remarkably illuminating,
with a strong emphasis on the initiative effort by the decoder in an act of understanding:

...comprehension, like perception, should be likened to Hebb’s paleontologist who uses his
beliefs and knowledge about dinosaurs in conjunction with the clues provided by the bone
fragments available to construct a fully-fledged model of the original.

In the case of communication,

the words spoken and the actions taken by the speaker are likened to the clues of the paleon-
tologist, and the dinosaur, to the meaning conveyed through those clues. On this view, the
processing is much more “top down” in that internal hypotheses are actively imposed on the
observed utterances.*

It is in this sense that Luria (1981: 170) claims that the main property of the comprehension
process is exploration. He argues that exploration “leads to a selection from a number of
alternatives.” As each receptor explores a text or a discourse “according to a different set
of systems,” the idea of one correct interpretation is dissolved (Bassnett-McGuire 1980: 79).

According to Grace (1982: 14), underlying any speach act there is an understanding
that the speaker intends to elicit by means of the linguistic sign which he employs. This
understanding which he calls the speaker’s meaning is defined as the “understanding
which the speaker intends to produce in the particular audience by means of the recogni-
tion by the audience of that intention.” This concept of the speaker’s meaning and that of
exploration suggest that the creation of meaning or rather the establishment of content-
form entity is not completed until the process of communication is completed. The entity
is not set up at the stage of encoding on the part of the encoder, but created through the
dynamics of complete process of communication ranging from encoding to decoding.

It can then be postulated that when he encodes, the encoder indicates the way to
arrive at his intended understanding. For various reasons he does not — or cannot —
produce an adequate understanding and impose it on the decoder; on the contrary, he may
even be forced to leave gaps for the decoder to fill in. He could be likened to a guide who
is able to explain how to reach a particular destination by heading in certain direction, but
he cannot accompany others or go there instead of them. Nor can he even ensure that they
follow the route which he has indicated. When he decodes, the decoder may or may not
follow the indication; but no matter how he decodes, certain subjective factors, such as
internal hypotheses and presuppositions, will inevitably get involved in the process. He
uses his experience, beliefs and his general knowledge to fill the gap and so obtain an
adequate understanding. The obtained understanding (his interpretation of the intended
understanding) will unavoidably be affected or coloured by the initiative effort made in
his process of decoding. Not only can more than one correct interpretation exist, but also
there are no two absolutely compatible interpretations of the same discourse. Every inter-
pretation is unique, because every decoder decodes in a unique way: no two persons
share exactly the same experience, the same beliefs and the same knowledge.

2. Understanding and language

As a process, understanding begins with the perception of a speach signal charac-
terized by phonological, lexical-morphological, and logical-grammatical structures. The
perception of a speach signal triggers off the process of understanding, which is then
engaged in deciphering linguistic codes (Luria 1981: 233). Though initiative, understand-
ing develops in reaction to the stimuli of linguistic codes. It does not dart about at random
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but proceeds in a direction indicated by the linguistic codes that it tries to interpret to the
full. Although other factors may come in, the whole process of understanding generally
operates on an axis of the perceived linguistic codes. Even the active attempts to grasp
the general sense of communication made by the patients with brain lesions are based on
the utilization of certain (formal) linguistic features; that is, they are based on “the retention
of the intonational-melodic structure of the message and on residual sense bits” (Luria 1981:
235-236). If their mental ability allowed no such utilization of these (formal) linguistic
features, their attempts, however active, would be in vain; in fact, it is doubtful if they -
would occur at all without stimulation.2 So, an adequate understanding of a text or a discourse
can only be reached through the recognition of its literal components (cf. Blooms 1981:
75-76); (formal) linguistic features to a greater or lesser degree serve as a guide that
pilots the reader/hearer in his exploration through the text or discourse of which they are
constituent elements (cf. 1981: 46).

As understanding is to some extent directed by linguistic features, it is unavoidably
affected by the language concerned.? Leo Wiesgerber (cited in Steiner 1975: 86) states
succintly that “our understanding is under the spell of the language which it utilizes.” In
agreement with him, Whorf (1956: 147) notes that every language forms or creates a
thought world, a microcosm, that “each man carries about within himself, by which he
measures and understands what he can of the macrocosm.” Their observations concerning
understanding reality apply equally to the comprehension of messages communicated in
words. Understanding verbal communication is an integral part of understanding reality,
because verbal communication not only reflects reality, it is part of reality itself. Language
as a social phenomenon is itself also part of reality, despite the fact that it is used to segment
and measure reality — including language itself.

For instance, the understanding of an utterance or even a word is not merely based
on the syntagmatic structures in which it occurs. It is also influenced and amplified by the
paradigmatic structures where the utterance or the word is conventionally related to other
linguistic elements; the understanding elicited only by the syntagmatic structure is often
inadequate. The interpretation of lines such as “ £&FHRLF K ” and “ BRALTEHN " is a
case in point. Without those paradigmatic structures in which the characters “ #& ,” “# ”
and “ Ry ” happen to be associated in one way or another with other characters such as
“ A and “ ¥ ,” our comprehension of these two lines would lack depth, and be very
different from the understanding actually elicited in our brains.

The impact of language on understanding is obscured by the confinement of obser-
vation to one language; in the case above, it is limited to Chinese. If the comprehension
of the two lines in Chinese is compared with that of their renderings in English, the argu-
ment will be more forceful and convincing. If the syntagmatic structures of the two lines
could be exactly reproduced in English,% the English renderings might elicit an under-
standing from the audience which is similar to that occuring in the comprehension of the
original lines to the extent that the renderings succeed in producing a general message,
similar to that contained in the original. But, undoubtedly, the English understanding has
far less depth in semantic content. The reason obviously lies in the fact that, although the
English renderings produce similar syntagmatic structures with corresponding linguistic
elements, they cannot create similar paradigmatic structures which are very arbitrary and
conventional, and so are entirely language-specific. In English there are different paradig-
matic structures which admit of no understanding that can associate death and silk with
thinking of, or wick with heart in sound, orthography, or in any other way, which could
create poetic imagery and delightful cadences. This example confirms that understanding
of verbal communication is guided — and consequently influenced — by the language it
employs. It also proves that to understand a verbal discourse is “to give it a reading” not
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only — if necessary — “in terms of which it fits into a larger, coherent, unitary picture of
the world,” but also in terms of a complicated system of linguistic codes to which it belongs.

Paradigmatic structures in one language can rarely be produced in another, unless
by chance (if, indeed it is conceded that syntagmatic structures can be exactely produced
in an alien linguistic environment), for they are arbitrarily formed and as a result they are
language-bound. As it has been shown, both types of structures are concerned in the elici-
tation of an understanding. It follows that corresponding utterances or texts in different
languages, no matter how equivalent they seem, evoke different understandings. Different
understandings occur in reaction to the stimuli of the equivalent expressions in different
languages, because the impacts they receive from the languages they employ respectively
are different.

The way transferred words are understood is also evidence that understanding is
affected by the language concerned. In the Navaho language, for instance, the spectrum
of light is covered by the three terms, 4icii?, dico and doot/’iZ, while in English it is
divided into six terms red, orange, yellow, green, blue and purple (Catford 1965: 43). The
two languages segment the spectrum quite differently, as is roughly shown in the following
diagram (1965: 51):

Form : R (6] Y G B P English
Substance : X Y Z The spectrum
Form il dicii? ¢ico dootl’iz Navaho

If, for any purpose, the Navaho segmentation is required in English, three new English
colour terms are needed, conforming to English phonological expectations to represent
the three Navaho terms. Though he denies in principle the possibility of “carry-over into
the TL of values set up by formal or contextual relation in the SL,” Catford (1965: 43)
notes that the formal and contextual meaning of these coined English terms “is derived
from membership of a lexical set in Navaho.” However, this carry-over of Navaho values
into English is in fact an imitation of the Navaho triple segmentation in an ad hoc context
or situation. This‘imitated triple segmentation in English does not make any sense, unless
it is based on the traditional six-fold segmentation; the English reader cannot interpret the
new segmentation, until he has compared it with the terms which are familiar to him. For
example, the sentence “It is bogop (a coined English term for doot/’iZ)” (see 1965: 43) is
nonsense to the English reader who can only understand it if he can discover its place and
range on the traditionally dissected spectrum; in fact, he only understands the Navaho
segmentation through his own understanding of the traditional segmentation and can then
give it a reading in terms of the traditional segmentation of the spectrum.

The substantial features x, y and z are intended to “represent actual colours present
in particular situations, and relatable to the English terms red, green, blue occuring in
English texts in these situations.” Catford (1965: 51) argues:

The Navaho terms ¢icii? and doot/’iZ function as translation equivalents in these situations
because they are relatable to the same substantial features x, y and z. It is solely this relation-
ship to the same substantial features that justifies their use as translation- equwalents since
they clearly have quite different meanings from the English items.

These so-called substantial features, however, are the results of the English segmentation
since seen from the angle of the Navaho language, there exist no such substantial features.
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Navaho cannot be aware of the distinction betwen y and z and would probably see y and
z as only one substantial feature. That which in English is seen as swo actual colours is
regarded in Navaho as only one actual colour. So these colours are not actual, in fact, but
they are language-specific. For anyone speaking any language (with the exception of spec-
trum scientists), the spectrum exists only as a traditional, linguistic segmentation. People
are unable to discriminate between colours in unsegmented or exotically-segmented spec-
trums and the English reader is able to understand the Navaho terms only because he
knows how to analogize them to his native segmentation. Similarly, if the Navaho reader
wants to understand the English colour terms, he must know how to analogize them to his
native segmentation. In his understanding of doot/’ iZ, the English reader will instinctively
resegment the range covered by the Navaho term and decide which of the regions, G, B
or P, is most closely analogous to doot/’iZ used in an ad hoc context. He is relunctant to
interpret the meaning of doot/’iZ before he redissects it on the basis of his native segmen-
tation. Likewise, the Navaho reader spontaneously blurs the distinctions between the
English terms green, blue and purple, because to him, they are only one actual colour,
relatable to only one substantial feature.

3. Understanding, culture and experience

Apart from the language involved, culture and experience also play a large part in
the process of understanding. Understanding does not occur in a vacuum but it always
proceeds from the context of a given cultural setting. An indigenously cultural item can
be interpreted by a native speaker with no concious effort of understanding, since his
background has provided him with sufficient cultural knowledge for the comprehension
of any such reference. When the same person encounters an item from an alien cultural
source, he is immediately aware of his need for a knowledge of the appropriate culture to
provide a setting for the unfamiliar information. Provided they can recognise the characters,
Chinese readers will have no difficulty in interpreting the saying “Sihdi zhinéi jié xiongdi
(Within the four seas, all men are brothers).” An English reader, faced with the same
aphorism, feels the need of a Chinese historical and cultural framework to assist his under-
standing. He does not know “what the ‘four seas’ are, the social status of ‘men’ (gentlemen?)
nor the precise metaphorical value of ‘brother’” (Newmark 1981: 142). Chinese readers
hardly have any difficulty understanding all this. Similarly, an adequate understanding of
Li Po’sS famous line “Yanhua sanyué xia Ydngzhou S also requires both historical and
cultural interpretation. Professor Weng X. L. (1981: 15) notes that

the reason that “Yanhua sanyué xia Yangzhou” is considered as “‘a beautiful poetic line forever”
lies in the fact that the poet’s friend leaves for Ydngzhou — then the most flourishing place
of the land — in “March of smoky flowers,” when the natural scenery is the most attractive
in the year. With either of the given space and time missing, the line will fail to evoke such
gorgeous associations in the reader’s mind. However, even neither of them missing, such
associations may not be able to occur if the reader lacks the necessary knowledge of China’s
history and culture.

The reason for requiring historical and cultural knowledge to understand texts such as
“Yanhua sanyué xia Ydngzhou™ is that they can be fully interpreted only “in terms of certain
all-embracing structures of thought, which include pre-emimently the basic presuppositions
and tenets” of the native culture (Nida and Reyburn 1981: 10). When they are rendered
into another language, they actually enter into alien structures of thought, or, in Kristeva’s
(cited in Bassnett-McGuire 1980: 79) term, intertextuality. In the new cultural environment,
they are likely to be understood in terms of a different framework of interpretation, as
Nida (1981: 24-25) argues:
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How the receptors of a translation interpret the form and content of a message depends in
considerable measure upon the extent to which they understand the original language-culture
setting. If they understand the presuppositions and values and comprehend the meaning of
the various behavioral patterns, they will have little or no difficulty in deciding what the
original message must have meant to the first receptors. If, however, they lack this informa-
tion and if they have no ready access to such data, it is inevitable that they will understand
the message of the translation only in terms of their own frame of interpretation, in which
their own cultural presuppositions and values play a dominant role.

When a bilingual speaker such as a translator decodes a text in the source language, he
may not be able to understand it completely “in the light of this language-culture context”
(Nida and Reyburn 1981: 21). His native history and culture will insinuate into his pro-
cess of comprehension as interfering factors, just as his native language habits will con-
sciously or subconsciously affect his way of speaking a foreign language. In fact, people
with different cultural backgrounds could hardly share the same interpretative frame based
on the presuppositions and values of a given culture. It is therefore quite natural that the
understanding obtained by the TL reader is different from that by the SL reader. Campbell
(cited in Kelly 1979: 148) notes that:

The exact import of many of the words and combinations of words made use of in the langnage
will never be perfectly comprehended by one who is totally unacquainted with the history of
their religion, law, polity, arts, manners, and customs.

No two receptors even brought up in the same linguistic and cultural setting “are ever
likely to comprehend and respond to a message in identically the same way,” “for no two
individuals ever share completely the same linguistic and cultural backgrounds” (Nida
and Reyburn 1981: 7). This means that impact on any particular instance of understanding
from a given culture is unique in terms of degree and the extent to which culture affects
understanding varies from case to case.

In order to elicit equivalent response, Nida involves the translator in a dilemma: on
the one hand he asserts in his many books that “the TL reader can only accept the geo-
graphical and historical remoteness of the cultural background being presented to him, if
that behaviour itself and all imagery connected with it is recast in his own (modern) cul-
ture” (Newmark 1981: 45). In the light of this statement, it would appear that Nida would
consider a “hearty handshake” a legitimate rendering of “a non-sexual kiss;” similarly
European prose would be a legitimate vehicle for Greek epics. On the other hand he is
determined that “the translator cannot be expected to so transpose the message linguisti-
cally and culturally that it will fit completely within the interpretative frame of the receptor
culture,” for “to do this would mean to rob the message of its distinctive time-space setting.”
Besides, “the translator’s purpose is not to make the message sound as though the events
took place in a nearby town only a few years ago,” but “to prevent receptors from misunder-
standing what the original receptors understood when they first received the message”
(Nida and Reyburn 1981:29). In terms of this argument of his, a non-sexual kiss should
be allowed to remain « kiss and the Greek epic should not be recast as modern European prose.

Experience is another major source of impact on understanding. Since understanding
is an effort to fit a text into “a larger coherent, unitary picture of the world,” experience is
inevitably involved. Each person has an individual set of experiences which colour his
world, so — in an attempt to understand language — everyone employs an idiosyncratic
reading. A child with a naive imagination may perceive the word hurricane as having a
pleasurable bracing tone. This is exactly how he was impressed by the word hurricane
when the young Sapir read books about the Spanish Main. For the survivors of a hurri-
cane, their personal experience causes the word to evoke the terror entailed by a ruthless
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force of nature (cf. Sapir 1921: 42). Similarly the word home has one meaning to an only
child who lives in a nuclear family, and another, quite different, meaning to a child from
an extended family in which four — or even five — generations live together, a feature of
feudal China (cf. Hong Y. S. 1943: 347-348).

Different sets of beliefs concerning the world, as Jacobsen (1977: 168) observes,
may even “lead to different judgements about sentences which are defined by the grammar
as being well-formed relative to their presuppositions.” Some people would reject the
sentence “The dog feels sorry for having bitten you in the leg” as an improbable sentence,
while anthropomorphists would consider it to be a normal and acceptable statement
(1977: 167).

Personally accumulated knowledge is experience and this has an impact on individual
understanding, not only in the sense that it leads to disparity in comprehension, but also
in the sense that it sustains communication and understanding. The commonly shared part
of experience, which Whorf (1956: 36) calls “the social or collective experience,” is
embodied in the common linguistic stock of concepts, and it provides a base for commu-
nication and understanding. For instance, there is certainly something compatible between
the understandings of the word #ome obtained by the two children through their respec-
tive existences. This compatibility constitutes the basic features of the concept home. It is
these basic features that make possible the communication and understanding concerning
the concept home between the two children who actually lead different existences (cf. Hong
Y. S. 1943: 347-348).

4. Understanding is individual specific

Because understanding is an initiative act in the process of which certain subjective
factors such as internal hypotheses are put into a perceived discourse, because under-
standing involves its agent’s native language habits, cultural background, personal expe-
rience, beliefs and education, it varies from person to person, from situation to situation.
The reason lies in the fact that no two persons share exactly the same cultaral background,
experience or beliefs. Regarding this Steiner (1975: 170) observes:

No two human beings share an identical associative context. Because such a context is made
up of the totality of an individual existence, because it comprehends not only the sum of per-
sonal memory and experience but also the reservoir of the particular subconscious, it will
differ from person to person. There are no facsimiles of sensibility, no twin psyches.

From this he concludes:

All speech forms and notations, therefore, entail a latent or realized element of individual
specificity. They are in part an idiolect.

If his observation is accepted as true and if his conclusion is seen as valid, then the
following assertion made by analogy is also verifiable: All understandings and interpre-
tations, therefore, entail a latent or realized element of individual specificity. They are in
part an ideology.

It is this element of individual specificity, as result of given mother tongue habits,
cultoral backgrounds, personal experience and beliefs, that give rise to disparity in under-
standing of the same discourse or text. A French writer is quoted by Zeng Xu Bai (1928:
152) as saying;:

Every word in a book is a magic finger which plucks our cerebral fibres so that they vibrate

like strings, and which strikes the tuning forks in our souls so that they produce various

notes. But, no matter how skilful and stimulating the artist’s fingers are, the quality of the
sound produced will eventually depend on the nature of our inner strings.
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So Charles Peirce defines the meaning of a code as the effect which that code produces in
the mind of the decoder, indicating that the particular effect differs from person to person
(cf. Wang Z. Y. 1982: 3). This definition can very well be extended to a text (or book):
the meaning or message of a text is the effect that the text produces in the mind of the
reader, and this effect varies from person to person. This does not mean that the text in its
own linguo-cultural setting alters in each case; the text remains the same, but the relation-
ship between the perceiving (the reader) and the perceived (the text) alters from instance
to instance. This relationship between the text and the reader? is specific in every case,
and it always affects the understanding obtained by the reader in question. As a result,
“one and the same work will solicit different responses from individual readers who are
different from one another” (France cited in Otsuka 1977: 124).

Reading theorists have recently emphasized the relational nature of comprehension.
They assume that in the effort to comprehend, the perceived data is related to the individ-
ual’s knowledge structure and the relevent situation. Therefore, meaning is defined as
“relations constructed from the interaction of knowledge relations and a particular envi-
ronmental context;” understanding is then described “with respect to the quality of the
meanings that are activated in that context” (Lovett 1981: 17). These hypotheses are an
effort to outline comprehension as a cognitive process with stress on its initiative nature.
Of more importance, they see this initiative of comprehension as being relational, selec-
tively connecting the perceived data with the perceiver’s knowledge structure and the rel-
evant environment. Their assumption convincingly accounts for the fact that “one and the
same work will solicit different responses from individual readers,” since the psyche and
the personal knowledge structure, to which the perceived data is related and subsequently
processed, are unique in each case.® In his description of how a child understands an
utterance, Rumelhart (1979: 80) presents a similar picture:

When trying to understand an utterance, the child must make use of the situations associated
with the various lexical items at hand and try, as well as possible, to construct a cogent inter-
pretation of the utterance (in light of the current context). As a rule, this will involve the
extension of concepts from one domain to another. Those extensions may or may not corre-
spond to the intentions of the speaker...

Moreover, comprehension is pot plain sailing. “In the reader’s mind,” Rifateere suggests,
“there is a process of ‘continual recommencing,” and irdecisiveness alternately lost and
recovered with each reliving of ‘revealed significance.”” This fluctuation makes things
“endlessly readable and fascinating” (see Bassnett-McGuire 1980: 90). In addition, the
relational nature of semantic structure also makes fotal reading unending:

Explorations of semantic structure very soon raise the problem of infinite series. Wittgenstein
asked where, when and by what rationally established criterion the process of free yet poten-
tially linked and significant association in psychoanalysis could be said to have a stop. An
exercise in total reading is also potentially unending (Steiner 1975: 7-8).

In consequence, when the same book is read by the same person, the effect on him, or his
response to it, varies from time to time. The second reading is by no means a mere repetition
of the first one:

I have read The Reverie of a Lonely Walker again, and we can reread it for a hundred times.
Rereading is by no means a simple repetition, for the person who talks endlessly in front of
you is so close to you, and his cadenced tone is so changeable, that the book excites you in a
new way every time you read it (Gépouneau R. cited in Lin Y. 1986: 4)
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Another factor that partially conditions the reader’s response is his reason for reading a
specific text. In Lotman’s term, it is the positions of the addressee of which he distin-
guishes four types:

(1) where the reader focuses on the content as matter, i.e. picks out the prose
arguement or poetic paraphrase.

(2) where the reader grasps the complexity of the structure of a work and the way
in which the various levels interact.

(3) where the reader deliberately extrapolates one level of the work for a specific
purpose.

(4) where the reader discovers elements not basic to the genesis of the text and
uses the text for his own purpose (see Bassnett-McGuire 1980: 77-78).

This is a broad generalization. In reality, the positions of the addressee are not so clear
cut. The reader’s intentions are not so categorical; people rarely read for exactly the same
purpose — such as may happen in the classroom. Different purposes place the reader at
different angles from which he perceives the data. From different angles, he will receive
different impact from the perceived data. And his response will occur in reaction to the
impact he receives from a particular angle.

To summarize in the light of this brief investigation of understanding, I assert that
even if dynamic equivalence, the closest natural equivalence or even full equivalence
could be set up in a target language, equivalent response would not be elicited on the part
of the TL reader. Between the SL and the TL reader lies the membrane (Steiner 1975: 86)
of language and culture that forces them to be stimulated and respond through different
channels. As a result, the effects which they receive and the responses that occur in them
respectively certainly cannot be equivalent. As comprehension is relevant to experience,
intellect, knowledge structure, education and beliefs, which are unique in each case, no
two people can respond to one text in exactly the same way, even if they have been raised
in the same cultural-lingual climate. It is even impossible for an individual reader to gain
the same effects when re-reading a text (see Gépouneau quoted above). As this hypothe-
tical reader experiences different impacts from subsequent readings it would appear
unreasonable to assume that his reaction to the same text will be identical. I submit that
equivalent response is implausible.

CONCLUSION

The similarities and dissimilarities between languages have been discussed in the
course of the foregoing investigation. The similarities are those characteristics which are
shared between all languages and these form a base for translation. The dissimilarities are
the individual features of languages which make the equivalent effect of translation
impossible. Total compatibility between any two languages is precluded by the very
nature of language which is a system of contradictory congruence. This accounts for the
fact that translation can always be done but never perfected.

Also the misconception of translation has been clarified. In translation, meaning
cannot be transferred from one language into another; the inseparability of content and
form denies this widely-accepted assumption. In translation, an SL content-form entity is
replaced or substituted by a corresponding TL content-form entity. The message, the
meaning and the formal features of the SL text are imitated and relected in the TL text;
the TL text creates a message, a meaning and formal features that approximate to those of
the SL text. Since translation is not transference of meaning from one language into
another but substitution of a TL content-form entity for its corresponding SL entity,
equivalent effect is an unattainable goal.
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If the principle of union between content and form repudiates the transference of
meaning from one language to another, it also repudiates Nida’s model of transfer. His
three-stage procedure, where the meaning is supposed to transfer from a source language
to a target language on a near-kernel level through transformations, is a method by which
dynamic equivalence is to be set up. But transformations involve meaning-changing.
Even if meaning could be transferred intact on a near-kernel level, it would be distorted
by such a detour by the time it arrived at the TL surface level. The failure of deep structure
to determine the meaning of a sentence is another repudiation of Nida’s three-stage procedure.

Even if dynamic equivalence could be achieved through Nida’s three-stage proce-
dure, equivalent response would be an impossibility. Reading is not merely passive recep-
tion; adequate understanding can be reached only when personal contribution is made on
the part of the reader. Unavoidably involved in the reader’s effort of decoding a message
are his cultural background, linguistic habits, level of education, experience and other rel-
evant factors and they will colour the obtained understanding. Since no two people share
an identical cultural background, linguistic habits, level of education and set of expe-
riences they will not arrive at the same understanding of a text. The differences between
the SL reader and the TL reader in these respects are likely to be even bigger, so the dis-
parities in their understandings will be proportionally greater.

Affected by the receiver’s subjectivity, understanding is frequently inconsistent with
the source’s intention; readers may even extract a meaning or message that the source writer
was unaware of while he was writing the text. Consequently, the obtained understanding is
called trahison créatrice (Otsuka 1977: 122). Translating is also considered to be a process
of trahison créatrice, for it involves the translator’s understanding of the original; and
therefore the TL audience’s understanding of a translation is a two-fold trahison créatrice
to the original (1977: 122-123). That is to say, “however precise the renderings may be,
they are read in ways unimaginable to both their translators and writers” (1977: 106). This
accounts for the failure of the established dynamic equivalence and/or the closest natural
equivalence to gain the intended response from the TL audience.

Notes
1. Cf. Grace (1982: 9):
...the ‘symbolic meaning’ of a sentence (or any linguistic expression) must be thought of as an abstract
representation. In order for an act of communication to be completed the audience must provide this
abstract representation with an interpretation. This interpretation is very analogous to the ‘interpreta-
tion” by which a mathematical calculus becomes a deductive system or eventually part of a scientific
theory. A well-formed sentence provides indications — hints, we might say — (for example, by
means of devices such as definiteness, anaphora, voice) as to how it should be interpreted. The act of
understanding, which involves devising this interpretation, is performed by the audience. It is essen-
tially a putting into context of the abstract representation consisting of an emic situation and condi-
tions of instantiation.
2. Cf. Searle (1970: 123): “.. .because without using the metaphorical expression, we will not reproduce the
semantic content which occurred in the hearer’s comprehension of the utterance.” Cf. also note 1.
3. Bloom (1981: 84) mentions in a note the evidence presented by Laitin (1977)
from native Somali, Somali-English bilinguals of a readiness to adopt distinct attitudinal orientations
when using one of their languages as opposed to the other,
saying:
The bilingual subject are asked to role-play specified situations in either Somali or in English; and
which language they are asked to use turns out to be closely related to such things as how they char-

acterize their own nationality status, how they react to authority figures, what kind of argument style
they employ and how many religious values enter their conversation. ’

He also quotes Ervin-Tripp’s (1973) experiment in which a native Japanese, Japanese-English bilingual was
asked to interpret a set of pictures, at one point using Japanese and at the other point using English:

...when the subject was asked to respond in his native Japanese as opposed to English, he consistent-
ly offered interpretations of more emotional and more achievement-oriented content.
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4. Xu Y. C. (1984a: 137) renders “#&EHHLHF R as “The silkworm till its death spins silk from love-sick
heart,” and “WHBHREH M, @A BRMNRXW” as “The candle has a wick just as we have a heart, (All night
long it sheds tears for us before we part.)” (1984a: 130). Witter Bynner’s version runs like this: “Even the
candle, feeling our sadness, (Weeps, as we do, all night long.)” (see Lii S. Z. 1980: 80). Rewi Alley (1981:
58) translates the line as “Even the candles share / our emotion, weeping tears (as we do, until the / morning
breaks.).”

5. Li Po (701-762), one of the greatest Romantic poets in the history of Chinese literature.

Li Po is a conventional way of transliterating “ #%” in Roman letters. Spelt in Pinyin, it would be Li
Bai. However, as Li Po is widely accepted, the conventional transliteration is retained here to avoid
confusion. All the other Chinese names are spelt in Pinyin.

6. This line “(Gurén xi cf Hudnghé Lou), Yanhua sanyué xia Ydngzhou” is rendered by Xu Y. C. (1984a: 34)
as “(My friend has left the west where the Yellow Crane Towers) For Yangzhou in spring green with wil-
lows and red with flowers.” Other renderings are found in Weng Xian Liang (1981: 15):

The smoke-flowers are blurred over the river. (Ezra Pound)

In March, among smoking flowers, making your way to Yangzhou (The White Pony)
He leaves for Yang-chou in the third moon of the spring.  (Liu Shi Shun)

‘Mid April mists and blossoms go,...  (John Turner)

7. Kawahata Yasunari terms such contact as “the forming of ties between the text and the reader,” see Otsuka
(1977: 106).

8. Here the divergence of the situation is not taken into consideration. In reality, the same situation may
impress individuals differently. When an individual notices some features of a particular situation he misses
the others. In his interpretation of the perceived data, he relates the data, consciously or subconsciously,
only to the situational features retained in his impressions. Cf. Grace (1982: 14); Rumelhart 1979: 85).
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