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Extra-linguistic Context and Metaphor Translation

CONTEXTE EXTRA-LINGUISTIQUE ET TRADUCTION DE ME
TAPHORE

Qin Lilit

Abstract:Besides the linguistic context, translators often have to resort to the context in a broader
sense, namely, the extra-linguistic context, including the situational context and the cultural context.
When it comes to metaphor translation, this paper will mainly discuss the extra-linguistic context.
After talking about the importance of the extra-linguistic context in metaphor translation, this paper
elaborates on how situational context and cultural context decide the approach to metaphor
translation.
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Résumé: En plus du contexte linguistique , les traducteurs recourent souvent au contexte dans un
sens plus large , soit le contexte extra-linguistique qui comprend le contexte de situation et celui de
culture . Ce texte cherche surtout a découvrir la relation entre le contexte extra-linguistique et la
traduction de métaphore . Aprés, ce texte expose de facon détaillée les rdles cruciaux que jouent le

contexte de situation et celui de culture sur les approches de traduction de métaphore .
Mots-clés: contexte extra-linguistique, traduction de métaphore, approche de traduction

1. CONTEXT

Longman Dictionary of Applied Linguistics (1985:61)
defines context as:

“that which occurs before and /or after a word, a
phrase or even a longer utterance or a text. The context
often helps in understanding the particular meaning of
the word, phrase, etc. For example, the word ‘loud’ in
‘loud music’ is usually understood as meaning ‘noisy’
whereas in ‘a tie with a loud pattern’ it is understood as
‘unpleasantly colorful’. The context may also be the
broader social situation in which a linguistic item is
used. For example, in ordinary usage, ‘spinster’ refers to
an old unmarried woman but in a legal context it refers
to any unmarried woman.”

The context deciding the meaning of “loud” is a
linguistic context, which refers to a collocation or a
sentence or beyond a sentence, such as a sentence
cluster, a paragraph, a chapter, a whole book etc. With
the aid of the words before and after “loud”, “loud
music” and “a tie with a loud pattern” can be properly
translated as “fE M ()35 5k and “— A4 6 1 AT
Besides the linguistic context, translators often have to
resort to the context in a broader sense, namely, the
extra-linguistic context, including the situational

context and the cultural context. When it comes to
metaphor translation, this thesis will mainly discuss the
extra-linguistic context.

2. CONTEXT AND METAPHOR
TRANSLATION

First of all, the metaphorical meaning exists in the
context. The scholars holding the pragmatic view claim
that metaphors cannot be completely understood from
the semantic perspective alone without considering
context. Breaking away from the context, the reader
even cannot identify whether an expression is a
metaphor or not. For example,

(1) #FETE (WO S5 ER!

fsiar ME, EFEHLFT Ao

WA R, AR, ((REELE)
% 61%)

Su Lianyu [shouting] Brother Doggie!

Uncle Doggie
offering itself ---

Look who’s here, the fatted pig

Feng Jinhua Oh, Brother Lianyu, come and sit down.

! The Foreign Languages Institute of the Central University for Nationalities, China.

* Received 15 April 2005; accepted 28 April 2005

112



Qin Lili /Canadian Social Science Vol.1 No.1 2005 112-116

(by Ying Ruocheng)

Separating from the context, “JI" %% #t ] 5 whi ”
means nothing but “the fatted pig is pushing the door
with its snout” and nobody can interpret its
metaphorical meaning, namely, “Su Lianyu is bringing
me the luck in making money”. Here the context
involves both the linguistic context and the
extra-linguistic context. With the aid of the knowledge
of Chinese culture, readers know that IE%# represents
“luck in making money” and the sentence after the
metaphor in question, “IE £yt o3, J#EZCAL”, indicates
that the whole metaphor describes the situation of “Su
Lianyu is bringing me the luck in making money”.

Second, the first step of metaphor translation is to
comprehend the meaning of the original text. Metaphor
is characterized by the fact that it has double meanings:
one is literal meaning and the other metaphorical
meaning. Its metaphorical meaning is derived from the
implicit comparison between two domains (object and
image), and the two domains generally belong to quite
different semantic domains. Take “He is a tiger” for
example, “He” possibly means “a human being; being
able to stand and walk with two upright legs; having
thought and emotion; male; strong, brave, ferocious,
cruel etc”. “Tiger” probably means “a wild cat animal,
walking with four legs; big size; being brave and strong;
ferocity; living on hunting small animals and sometimes
attacking human beings; being dangerous and
frightening etc.” Comparing the two domains, the
knowledge of image is more important, for it is more
likely to vary with cultural aspects. In other words,
different cultural contexts may condition different
possible values of the same image. In this example,
“strong, brave, ferocious and cruel” may be regarded as
the most salient similarities between the object and the
image in the given culture. The question is that “strong”
or “brave” is used to honor someone while “ferocious”
or “cruel” for speaking ill of someone. Therefore,
translators have to consider context before deciding the
values a particular metaphor may take.

Third, context is a deciding factor for choosing a
proper approach to the translation of a particular
metaphor. The same metaphor may often have different
translations with the change of contexts. The following
will use three Chinese versions of “All’s fish that comes
to one’s net” as an example.

(2) Don’t throw that old coat away; let the gardener
have it. All’s fish that comes to his net.

PR Al TIE A EE AR HEIR

(3) She’s had Emmott and Coleman dancing
attendance on her as a matter of course. | don’t know
that she cares for one more than the other. There are a
couple of young Air Force chaps too. | fancy all’s fish
that comes to her net at present. (Murder
inMesopotamia)

SRR MU B i b RR Sl S AN HTRRIND o

FANGIE W 3 O8] LA T o AT R AR (1 /)
Bt bk, BABEHAGR, AT R 2

z

Ao

(4) “Never mind,” returned the Captain, though he
was evidently dismayed by the figures: “all’s fish that
comes to your net. | suppose?” “Certainly,” said Mr.
Brogley. “But sprats ain’t whales, you know.” (Dombey
and Son)

SETEER ARSI N - IR s
I’L’jpszj, “;‘Lyﬁ[m@”f’;;{iﬁfjﬁﬁﬁﬁ:[ s *j;jwﬁ%ﬂ—g-gj EIJ

ESR, AREEASE AR, HE, IRERNE
NI SR AN . 7

English saying “All’s fish that comes to one’s net”
comes from fishermen’s fishing experience. Fishermen
would turn all the fishes they got to use, no matter what
size and type they were. Later it is used to describe the
situation of “to turn everything to some use”, which is
generally neutral in tone. “# 3| # 22 (1) {F /& 3£ is
usually regarded as a corresponding image of “All’s fish
that comes to one’s net”. However, “y( %1 # 321§ 2
327 in Chinese has a slightly derogatory sense by
emphasizing the purpose of making profit. For this
difference, the image in (2) is not preserved in the TL
(target language). In (2) “All’s fish that comes to his
net” is completely neutral and there is not any hint
indicating that the gardener is motivated to take
advantage of the old coat. If the image in this context is
mechanically translated into “4 % # 2 257, the
sense of the original text would be distorted. In (3)
“All’s fish that comes to one’s net” is employed to
depict that “she” was keeping several guys dancing
attendance on her, and the emotional impact is a little
derogatory. “# 2| # L ¥ {1 /£ 32 ” is an appropriate
translation not only in sense but also in tone in (3).
Preserving the image in (4) is the only and best choice,
for “But sprats ain’t whales” in the next sentence is
based on “all’s fish that comes to your net”. Therefore,
if the image is replaced by “JNF| 8 F[1K{H /L%, the
coherence between the two sentences in the SL text will
be broken in the TL text.

il

eI
b

3. SITUATIONAL CONTEXT AND
APPROACHES TO METAPHOR
TRANSLATION

Situational context refers to the action taking place,
participants, temporal and spacial mode in speech
events (FTEJ;”i 13,1994:182. Translated by the writer).
Situational context sometimes is a deciding factor
affecting the final decision of the translation approach.
For example, %“f;'#:""? (fH4])  literally means “not
even a crow or sparrow can be heard --- silence reigns”,
however, its translation may vary with different
situational context.
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(5) TEUm BATAC, NHERIE T AL ------ AR
A, IR, (CRIHEED), 25 36 [

Bao-chai’s route took her past the House of Green
Delights ...The courtyard was silent as she entered it.
Nor a bird’s cheep was to be heard. (by Hawkes)

(6) FHUARE RN, RN ERM, A
TRNAEHLH] g AR Z YR (CRLAEER), o 32 [1])

When Bao-chai arrived at Lady Wang’s apartment
she found the whole place hushed and still and Lady
Wang sitting in the inner room on her own, crying. (by
Hawkes)

In (5), the situation is a courtyard, so it is possible to
maintain the literal meaning (not necessarily the same
as the version in The Chinese- English Dictionary) and
the metaphorical meaning at the same time. However, in
(6), keeping image is improper and even impossible, for
the situation is a chamber, where usually no crows and
sparrows are found. The only choice is to reduce the
metaphor to sense. In fact, in the SL text of (6) the image
45 and 48 are not important, and 4542 f[H is used just
for the sake of its metaphorical meaning, that is, “being
hushed and still”.

SPRRA5 R is rendered differently for the different
situational context.

(7) “Etk, MBERIC SyRRfERT MBI, R
AFRARE . ™ (Pt )

Accordingly, having adapted this attitude of
“watching the stump and waiting for a hare,” he
continued his councillorship.

At the end of the translation in (7), the translator
adds an annotation to introduce the fable which 5 #£%f
4 comes from. The approach of adding annotation to
the preserved image is proper in this context, but not
applicable for the situation of (8).

(8) R, MTSHELL PR, AU TR
APART (R, TRES T )

Otherwise, standing by with folded arms and
waiting for gains without pains will prove to be nothing
but long-term non-resistance.

In (8), annotations are of no help for the stage
performance, so preserving the image does not work in
the situation. Here the approach of reducing the image
to the sense, that is, “to wait for gains without pains” is
the only choice. In the English language, there is a
common saying “No pains, no gains”, with the light of
which the TL readers can get the lucid and full
metaphorical meaning embodied in SFEEfF 4.

114

4. CULTURAL CONTEXT AND
APPROACHES TO METAPHOR
TRANSLATION

4.1 Culture and Metaphor Translation

“Metaphors may have cultural (cultural distance or
cultural overlap), universal (or at least widely spread)
and subjective aspects” (Newmark, 1981: 87). The
cultural aspect forms the main obstacle to translators
while the universal aspect makes metaphor translation
possible. In the SL (source language) culture, one would
expect “S is P” to be “S is R”, for the P term has a set of
possible values of R (Searle, 1979:83). If the values of R
in the TL culture are not associated with the P term but
other terms, or in the TL there is even no such terms
which have the values of R, the metaphorical meaning
in “S is P” will certainly get lost. Hence, translators are
frequently faced with the difficulty of choosing among
keeping the P term in the TL, changing the P term into
another one which has the values of R in the TL and
giving up the P term by only transferring the values of R
into the TL.

Every language user belongs to a certain community
that has its own history, culture, customs, idioms, and
values and all these form cultural context. Considering
cultural context is essential for receptors (a translator is
a special receptor) to fully understand the original text.
For example, turkey is traditionally one of the main
courses for Christmas dinner in western countries.
Neglecting the custom, a translator may mistakenly
rendered “Turkey Dinner” on Christmas day into “+ =
BRI -5

Cognitive linguistics claims that metaphors are
rooted in our bodily experience (Lakoff and Johnson,
1980). Here, “bodily experience” should be interpreted
in a broad sense, referring to human’s bodily function
and interaction with the outside world. However, the
bodily experience can only tell what are possible
metaphors. Whether these potential metaphors are
actually selected and what are the metaphorical
meanings of these metaphors in a given culture is
largely dependent upon the cultural models shared by
individuals living in this culture. The use of animal
metaphors, which to some extent reflects people’s
interactions with the outside world, should serve as an
illustration. A paper “Cultural Connotation of Animal
Words in English and Chinese” (F [ 1 iﬁ’ 2000: 350)
written by Chen Dezhang supplies a result obtained
through questionnaires:

“some animals stand for similar images (which is
equivalent to metaphorical meaning in this thesis) in
both languages, such as the fox, some animals stand for
very different images, such as the dog and the dragon,
while some are of very subtle differences, for example,
the pig. Certain characters are represented by different
animals in the two languages. For example, the horse in
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English often plays the role of the ox in Chinese, and the
image of lion in English often assumes the image of the
tiger in Chinese.”

4.2 Cultural Contexts and Approaches to
Metaphor Translation

The implications of the image in the SL may change in
the following two ways after its translation: (1) in the
TL, the same image loses or changes its fixed peripheral
meaning, or produces a peripheral meaning; and (2)
though the image is not in conflict with the peripheral
meaning in the TL, it is not traditionally used to describe
the same object in the TL as in the SL. Therefore, there
are two other main approaches to metaphor translation
besides preserving images, namely, changing images
and leaving out images. Some SL images and TL
images are almost completely corresponding or partly

corresponding in peripheral meaning in certain contexts,

where the two images are intertranslatable. However,
with the change of context, preserving the image or
leaving out the image may become a more appropriate
choice. For example, “All’s fish that comes to one’s net”
and “PrE =AY FIRLES” discussed previously are two
different images representing almost the same sense in
some particular contexts, where the two images can be
intertranslated. However, when the differences in
emotional impact between the two images become
salient because of context, the approach of substitution
will give way to other solutions.

It may be concluded that the following two essential
factors lead to the difference in approaches to
translating the same metaphor: (1) all images in the SL
and the TL are not always identical in the metaphorical
meaning and the emotional impact; and (2) the
particular difference between the SL image and the TL
image marked by the context will ultimately determine
the translation approach to the metaphor.

Though “casting pearls before swine” is usually
regarded as a corresponding image to i 1% in
Chinese, the two images have intrinsic differences in the
metaphorical meaning. “Casting pearls before swine” is
from a sentence in Chapter 7 of Matthew of New
Testament, which reads “Give not that which is holy
unto the dogs, neither cast ye your pearls before swine,
lest they trample them under their feet, and turn again
and rend you (7 E,IT”I?]EI#’J“NFH B RLEN (| N
SRR AR AR 5 W e ).
Considering the origin of the image, its metaphorical
meaning includes “offer good thing to one incapable of
appreciating it” and “requite injury with kindness”. In
contrast with “casting pearls before swine”, X 4355
has much lighter derogatory sense. It only refers to
“having wrong audience”, which corresponds to “offer
good thing to one incapable of appreciating it”, but only
part of it. For the overlap between the metaphorical
meaning, the two images are intertranslated in the

following two sentences.

(9) 1 read some of my poetry aloud to them, but it
was casting pearls before swine. They obviously didn’t
understand a word of it and soon started yawning,
looking at their watches and fidgeting in their chairs. &
A AT TS IR R, T SR . Al B
R FBAN, A—w R, HE,
fEfg 1 BIRERA 2

(10) I won’t waste good advice on John any more
because he never listens to it. | won’t cast pearls before
swine.

FTHEARIWEL T T, RN, A
BRHET

Contrasted to the example (9) and (10), “casting
pearls before swine” in (11) and (12) means more than
the overlapping meaning, so changing images is out of
place. Instead, the image has to be rendered with other
approaches according to the context.

(11) How strange that I should be called a destitute
woman! When | have all of these treasures [beauty of
the mind and richness of the spirit and tenderness of the
heart] locked in my heart. | think of myself as a very,
very rich woman! But | have been foolish --- casting my
pearls before swine. (A Streetcar named desire)

WTERE A — BT AN, ZETR! RIS
JBE 2 9 B (RO [0 56, R A0 e, TR
MG AE B g, Bl A E O EARE, AREE
AL BACTI U RGO T AL

(12) and when 1 let the upper floor to Cap’en Cuttle,
oh | do a thankless thing, and cast pearls before swine!
(Dombey and Son)

...... BAE A I—F'-lﬂ{”ﬁﬁ‘;g R L)é‘\gg,j—,ujj 5,
e R R

In (11), “casting my pearls before swine” means that
the woman’s good qualities are not appreciated by
others, but has no common meaning with ¥f7 ﬁ%j’ii—‘
According to the context, the image is translated to “*}
PSRV R S 7, In (12), “pearl” in English
represents “a good thing”, but in Chinese, though “%
Zk”is also believed to be “a good thing”, it is not
established to describe “good intention”. Thus, the
translator reduced “pearl” into sense and kept the image
of “swine (Jﬁl)”.

The distinction between the SL image and the TL are
also reflected by the difference in emotional impact,
which quite possibly cause different approaches to
metaphor translation with the change of context. “Birds
of one feather” and “— [ .2 5% are merely partly
corresponding in emotional impact, though the two
images are used to describe people of the same type in
their respective language. The English one is often in a
derogatory sense, and sometimes, neutral, while the
Chinese one is derogatory all the time. Hence there is no
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problem when “— 2 34" is translated with “birds of
one feather”. The question is “birds of one feather”
cannot always be substituted with “— -2 5&”. It is the
context that eventually determines the Chinese version
of “birds of one feather”. Look at the following
examples:

(13) B ORI E AR . Aﬁ*”
(RS ™ 2 V4" (B i IHFEW

In fact it is these pe53|m|sts who increase the chaos
by ...... considering all writers birds of one feather.

(14) He has conspired against me like the rest, and
they are but birds of one feather. (C. Dickens, Martin
Chuzzlewit)

PRI BRAY S~ AR {FJ SIEAF > PIPTHIRL- =
’[/ ?I (<<%l\'§:ﬁ [:1|:|u<JC” >> ’ 14 EI )

(15) The neighbor thought that she and her
boyfriend were birds of a feather.

;égFFI I’FEj?ﬂﬁé’:t@yébﬁlt(bbp’qgﬁjgpyﬁg I’lﬁ'i’%ﬁ]ﬁ"fj ko
(16) Henry’s own father was a plain man, a miller,
and he trained his eldest son to that occupation. The
three younger sons were birds of a very different feather.

They rode with a fast fox- hunting set. (Sapphira and
the Slave Girl)

AL W B2 - P
POUR S BRI 5 0PI S (I % 2 AL
KR o P9iFTFI- R FPRY - - E o

(17) He’s joined their society, has he? Well, I’'m not
surprised, birds of a feather flock together.

P p o P PR R - R 25— BT R
5[}5” ?‘“‘FIEB{ y k[ I_N ?ﬂ gﬂd’h ﬁ

In (13) and (14), the image in the SL text has the
derogatory sense, so the original image is proper to be
translated as “birds of one feather” and “~ ‘= 745" In
the rest three sentences, “birds of a feather”, “birds of a
different feather” and “birds of a feather flock together”
have and only have a neutral tone, referring respectively

people of the same type”, “people of different type”
and “people of the same type would like to stay
together”. “~ = V57 is completely improper for these
cases and the three images are reduced to the sense. It is
noted that even though the three are directly transferred
into the sense, the translation in (17) is a common
saying in Chinese. The reason is that when “birds of a
feather” is collocated with “flock together”, “$I |
> M TJHET is its established translation in Chinese,
a much better version than “[ﬁj* @ggjgm M T
& in its clarity and compactness.
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