The Translation of Politeness

Extract 1: “Il Caffè a Trieste”

Extract 2

L’avventura di una moglie

Nel bar c’erano le sedie accatastate, la segatura in terra. C’era solo un barista, al banco. Stefania venne avanti; non provava nessun disagio a  esser lì a quell’ora insolita. Chi aveva da sapere nulla? Poteva essersi alzata allora, poteva essere diretta alla stazione, oppure arrivata in quel  momento. Poi, lì non aveva da render conto a nessuno. Sentì che le piaceva sentirsi così. 

- Uno ristretto, doppio, caldissimo, - disse al cameriere. Le era venuto un tono di confidenza sicura di sé, come se ci fosse una consuetudine tra lei e l’uomo di quel bar, dove invece non entrava mai.

- Sì, signora, un momento che scaldiamo la macchina ed è pronto, - disse il barista. E aggiunse: - Ci metto di più a scaldarmi io che a scaldare la macchina al mattino;

Stefania sorrise, si rannicchiò nel bavero e fece: - Brrr... [...]

Un cane le venne quasi addosso, d’impeto, trattenuto da un guinzaglio e tirandosi dietro un cacciatore, col fucile, la cartuccera, il carniere;

- Giù, Frisette, fa’ cuccia! - esclamò il cacciatore. E al bar: 

- Un caffè!

- Bello! - fece Stefania, carezzando il cane. - E’ un setter?

- E’ pagneul breton, - disse il cacciatore. - Femmina -. Era giovane, un po’ brusco, ma più per timidezza che per altro.

from Italo Calvino (1970) Gli amori difficili, Einaudi editore, Turin
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Extract 3

 “Pesci Grossi, Pesci Piccoli”, Italo Calvino

Il mare era immobile; sulla superficie tesa e tersa s’allargavano circoli concentrici come a un gocciolo di pioggia. Il ragazzo alzò il capo e guardò. Bocconi sull’orlo dello scoglio, una donna grassa in costume da bagno stava prendendo il sole. E piangeva. Le lagrime scendevano una dopo l’altra per le guance e cadevano nel mare. Zeffirino alzò la maschera sulla fronte e disse: Scusi. 

La donna grassa disse: - Figurati, ragazzo - e continuava a piangere. 

- Pesca pure.

- E’ un posto pieno di pesci - spiegò lui - Ha visto quanti? 

La donna grassa restava col viso sollevato, gli occhi fissi davanti a sé pieni di lagrime - Non ho visto proprio. Come faccio? Non riesco a smettere di piangere. 

Zefferino finché si trattava di mare e di pesci era il più in gamba; invece, in presenza di persone, riprendeva quella sua aria a bocca aperta e balbuziente - Mi dispiace signora ... - e avrebbe voluto tornarsene ai suoi saraghi, ma una donna grassa piangente era una vista così insolita che lui restava incantato a guardarla suo malgrado.

- Non sono signora, ragazzo, - disse la donna grassa con quella sua voce nobile e un po' nasale.

- Chiamami signorina. Signorina De Magistris. E tu come ti chiami?

- Zefferino.

- Bravo, Zefferino. Hai fatto buona pesca? O buona caccia, come si dice?

- Non so come si dica. Qui però è un buon posto. [...] 

- Sta’ attento con quel fucile, però. Non per me, poveretta me. Ma per te, a non farti male. [...] 

-Signorina, - chiese.

- Dimmi.

- Perché piange?

- Perché sono sfortunata in amore.

- Ah!

- Tu non puoi capire, sei un ragazzo.

- Vuol provare a nuotare con la maschera?

- Grazie volentieri. E’ bello?

- E’ la cosa più bella che ci sia.
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Extract 4

As Tannen says (1985: 205): “There are cultural differences with respect to how and what type of indirectness is expected in particular settings”. Let us take “Tell me” as an example. It can be appropriate in both English and Italian to use the imperative as an opening request for information, as in the following extract from 'The Dead', one of the short stories in the Dubliners by James Joyce. Gabriel, a middle-aged friend of the family is about to start a conversation with the teenage Lily (translation by Anne and Adriano Lami, 1933):

	-
Tell me, Lily, he said


in a friendly tone,


do you still go to school?

-
O no, sir, she answered. I'm  done with schooling this year and more.
	-
Dimmi, Lily, - disse


in tono amichevole,

-
vai ancora a scuola?

-
Oh no, signore, - rispose. - è già più di un anno che ho lasciato la scuola.


However, to translate dimmi with "tell me" would not be appropriate to indicate "I'm listening":

	Italo Calvino, Pesci grossi, pesci piccoli, trans. Archibold Colquhoun:

-Signorina, - chiese.
'Signorina' he asked.

- Dimmi.
'Yes?' [not 'Tell me]
- Perché piange?
'Why are you crying?'

- Perché sono sfortunata in amore
'Because I'm crossed in love.'

- Ah!
'Ah!'

	


This explains the typically British negative reaction to the perceived overuse of the direct Italian Dimmi/"Tell me", which we used as an example of culture-bound misinterpretation in Chapter 5. The British hear the imperative as a coercive imperative, a face threatening act. Much ethnic conflict in Britain is fostered through the misinterpretation of direct language and intonation adopted, for example, by the Asian communities. Also, as Hatim & Mason (1997: 81) point out: “Crucially, it should be added that the seriousness of an FTA [face threatening act] is a cultural variable; it cannot be assumed that that the same act would carry the same weight in different socio-cultural settings”.

It is not only the British who interpret directness in interpersonal language as negative. The request for onions, below, made by a Moroccan man in Amsterdam would have been appropriate in Italian. However, the Dutch stall-holder reacted as his British counterpart would have:

	Culture


	Dutch
	Back translation

	Moroccan
	Ik moet een kilo uien
	I must have one kilo of onions



	Dutch
	Zoiets vragen we hier

 beleefd
	Such a thing we ask here politely.




One point worth mentioning about indirect speech acts is that, as Dressler (1992: 14), notes: "indirectness does not always increase politeness." What it does do is make explicit in the text what is already implicit in the context for higher context communication cultures. The diagram below shows the LCC situation (on the left), where the context frame contains little information as to how to interpret the text. On the right, the HCC context frame supplies much of the information necessary as to how the text should be interpreted:
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Figure 41

• Cushioning

This term
 is a useful metaphor for the mental process. The speech act ("Send this fax") will need to be softened by a series of verbal 'cushions' according to culture as the diagram below demonstrates. The number of cushions will depend on a culture's orientation (or sensitivity) towards the text and towards indirect communication:




Figure 42

The appropriate degree of indirectness within each culture will depend on six non-cultural factors:

	• Relationship between the interlocutors.
	The less well they know each other the more cushioning will be required.



	• The social roles and perceived power distance.
	The lower the position the more cushioning will be required.



	• The delicacy of the request.
	The more delicate, the more cushioning.



	• The social context.
	The more formal, the more cushioning.



	• The urgency.
	More urgency, less cushioning.

	• The present level of rapport
	Good rapport, more cushioning, bad rapport less cushioning. 

No cushioning signifies a breakdown in rapport


Cultural mediators will need, as always, to context their interlocutors and be aware of the degree of indirectness required. 
From Katan (forthcoming) Translating Across Cultures, St. Jerome Press, Manchester.
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Assignment:

1) Read Extract 4 and add your own experience with regard to FTAs. Your example may come from a translation or interpreting problem; or alternatively, from any personal experience communicating with others.

2) Underline the potential FTAs for a British audience in Extract 3 and note the use of the address forms (Address forms will be discussed in class in terms of the power distance orientation).

3) Translate the extracts not covered in class, paying particular attention to the potential FTA’s.

4) Newmark (1993: 55-6), comments on a multilingual sign regarding bicycle use at the Kroller-Müller museum outside Arnhem.

The translation in German is: 

“Im Park abgestellte Räder bitte stehenlassen”, while the translation in English is:

“Leave the bicycles you find elsewhere on the spot.”

Newmark says: “French regrettably has no ‘please’, and:

“Of the three translations, only the German is both competent and polite.”

What does this tell you about Newmark’s understanding of politeness?
Translation of Politeness

Lesson: 45-50 mins

Aim:

• to introduce the subject of politeness

• to show that politeness may be a universal value but its expression varies according to language and culture, and therefore translation needs to mediate these differences.

• to give examples of spoken and written texts to illustrate the fact that politeness is conveyed through verbal, non-verbal and body language. This lesson, though, will focus on the purely linguistic aspects, useful for both translators and interpreters;

• to illustrate E.T. Hall’s Contexting Theory and the “cushioning” theory, and link them to politeness strategies

• to show how texts require a mixture of translation strategies, from faithful (foreignising) to communicative (domesticating).

The course:

3rd year translating/conference interpreting/ liason interpreting students. They have been introduced to E.T. Hall’s Iceberg theory and Florence Kluckhohn’s cultural orientations. This lesson is an introduction to the translation of politeness. In future lessons they will compare their text translations with those published, and study address forms. The video material will be used again along with other authentic Italian dialogue (taken from the Maurizio Costanzo television show) to study prosodic features.



The Translation of Politeness.

Suggested Reading

Hatim (1997) Chapter 13

Katan (1996) Chapter 11 pp. 256-275

Scollon & Scollon (1995) Chapter 2 pp. 33-49 
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Degree of indirectness required
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