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A Comparative Study of English and Chinese Impromptu Sports 

Commentaries: An Appraisal Analysis of “McGrady Time”* 

WANG Xi 
Southwest University, Chongqing, China 

  
This paper takes “McGrady Time” as research subject, employing appraisal theory in SFL (Systemic Functional 

Linguistics) to make a cultural comparative study of the English and Chinese impromptu sports commentaries. It 

aims to find out different features of impromptu commentaries between these two languages and then analyze the 

deeply rooted reasons based on a comprehensive understanding of cultural dimensions, ethical thoughts in both 

English and Chinese. The result shows: (1) The number of words expressing attitude in the English version is far 

more than that of Chinese version, because Chinese culture advocates self-control and self-regulation while the 

Westerners believe in individualism; (2) There are more words describing mental process in the English version 

than that of Chinese one for Chinese people pay less attention to the psychological aspect of human being; (3) 

English version contains more negation and assertion, while the Chinese version contains more entertaining; and (4) 

The words used in the English version construe greater degrees of positivity or negativity than the Chinese version, 

which results from cultural and political factors in China and English countries. It is hoped that the present study 

can better understand the academic field of sports discourse and broaden the scope of the study of impromptu sports 

commentaries in the framework of SFL.  

Keywords: impromptu sport commentaries, “McGrady time”, SFL (Systemic Functional Linguistics), appraisal 

theory, cultural difference 

Introduction 
Appraisal theory, an important theory in SFL (Systemic Functional Linguistics), can be used to analyze a 

variety of discourses. As a special kind, impromptu sports commentary has its own features, like 
extemporization, excitement, and appeal. Up till now, there is no thesis analyzing sports discourse using 
appraisal theory. Live sports commentaries in China and Western counties are different in terms of language 
style, use of words, sentence patterns, tones, and effects due to a number of factors. This paper pays attention to 
the differences between the two versions of commentary, and analyzes how and why these differences occur 
through studying the live commentary of “McGrady Time”. 

Theoretical Framework 
In this paper, the framework of SFL is used. According to this theory, there are three basic functions of 

language: (1) making sense of our experience: the ideational metafunction; (2) realizing our social relationships: 
                                                        
* This paper is supported by Language Complexity and Its Application in Language Teaching (SWU1309342), Special Fund of 
Southwest University Central Basic Scientific Research in Colleges and Universities. 

WANG Xi, Ph.D. candidate, College of International Studies, Southwest University. 
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the interpersonal metafunction; and (3) constructing coherent and cohesive texts which relate in appropriate 
ways to the context of the text’s production and reception: the textual metafunction (Halliday, 1985; Halliday 
& Matthiessen, 2004). In particular, in this study, we deal with a key aspect of the interpersonal meaning of 
language: evaluation. In this domain, appraisal analysis, which is concerned with the linguistic resources that 
speakers or writers use to express, negotiate, and naturalize inter-subjective positions with their audience 
(Hood & Martin, 2007), identifies three main systems of evaluative meanings: attitude, graduation, and 
engagement (Hood & Martin, 2007; Martin & Rose, 2003; Martin & White, 2005). Briefly, attitude relates to 
feelings and opinions, graduation refers to the strength with which feelings and opinions are expressed, and 
engagement refers to the extent to which speakers or writers “engage” with ideas in order to align or distance 
themselves from their audience. 

Subject Investigated 
Impromptu Sports Commentary 

Sport is one of those human activities that play significant roles in everyday life of people around the world, 
whether they are participants or just spectators and supporters of it. Today, sport has not only become great 
entertainment, useful recreation, and health promoting vehicle, but also can be used as a means to overcome 
social problems and as such is essential for social integration, inclusion, and cohesion in a modern society.  

With the increasingly reforming and opening of China, the country is becoming stronger and stronger in 
politics, economy, culture, sport and so on. The Chinese people are now seeking for more spiritual enjoyment 
rather than material fortune alone. These demands are also reflected in sports fields and sport is taking on an 
increasingly national flavor. More and more people have the willingness to take part in athletics. Watching 
sports programs, especially sports competitions, have become very popular. Thus, professional sports channels 
have emerged as required, and there are about 40 sports TV channels broadcasting nearly 20 hours various 
sports programs every day on average. Among these programs, live transmission of sports competitions is 
audience’s favorite due to its sense of timeliness, vividness, excitement, and suspensiveness, thus takes a 
considerable status in modern TV programs. 

As the audiences keep their eyes on the TV screen, they can also hear one or two persons describing, 
commenting, and analyzing what is happening on the field at the same time. This form of sportscast is called 
impromptu commentary. By impromptu commentary, we mean the reporting of a sport with a voiceover 
describing the details of the action of the game in progress. The commentators have no prewritten script on in 
advance and must rely on only background information and previous records of the competitors. Their work 
is relatively fluid, unplanned, and full of individual features. On one hand, they must objectively describe the 
objective situation in the court for the audience as the event unfolds; on the other hand, they may add their 
own feelings, attitudes, commentaries, analyses, predictions, and other subjective opinions towards the 
players, teams, coaches, judgments, cheering squads, and even the spectators’ clothes that are related to the 
game. Therefore, it can be said that the impromptu commentaries are culture-bound, because what the 
commentators say and how they say are strongly influenced by their background, way of thought, education, 
experiences, like and dislike, etc. 

There are theses about discourse analysis using appraisal theory, among which very few are concerned 
with impromptu sports commentary resources and its characteristics. As part of sports language, impromptu 
sports commentary possesses distinctive features—extemporary, thrilling, and appealing. Without sports 
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commentary, there would not be so many sports funs staying up all night watching World Cup, NBA (National 
Basketball Association), and other exciting sports games, tournaments, and championships (LU, 2009). A good 
commentator can successfully arouse the enthusiasm inside the audiences, add sparkles to the game, and 
provide useful information helping viewers understand the situation. 

McGrady Time 
As analyzing language material, it is necessary to give general background information of “McGrady 

Time”. Tracy Lamar McGrady, Jr., (born May 24, 1979) is an American professional basketball player. 
When he played for Houston Rockets on December 9, 2004, he scored 13 points in the last 35 seconds of a 
game against the San Antonio Spurs, with four consecutive three pointers (one of which was part of a 
four-point play), including a steal and the game-winning three pointer with 1.7 seconds left in the game that 
helped the Rockets win 81-80. So this “35 seconds” in NBA history is called “McGrady Time”. It is exactly 
an exciting moment. Selecting this period as commentary language material possesses typicality which best 
reveals the nature of impromptu sports commentaries. 

Discussion and Results 

English Version 
The author has selected some examples from the English impromptu commentary of “McGrady Time”, 

and analyzed them in terms of attitude, graduation, and engagement. 
Example (1) Oh, Popvich is seriously, they didn’t run the play that he designed and Manu Ginobili with a 

dangerous crossfall pass, nearly intercepted by Houston. 
In Example (1), by using the adverbial “seriously”, and the adjective “dangerous”, the commentator makes 

a negative evaluation of the situation. From the perspective of affect, the emotional reaction of unhappiness and 
dissatisfaction is expressed with these two words (LI & GUO, 2011). 

From the perspective of engagement, Example (1) is a bare negation (monoglossic) which presents the 
proposition as self-evident and unproblematic. 

Example (2) And it looks like Gregg Popvich is upset with Manu Ginobili. 
The verb “look like” presents the uncertainty of the assertion. So it is dialogistically expansive in terms 

of engagement. The adjective “upset” describes the mental process of the coach, and the affect is unhappy, 
which is negative. 

Example (3) We did not get that play correct at the time out and Popvich sharply seem upset with Manu. 
In Example (3), the negative affect was made through the adjective “upset”. “Upset” is quantified via an 

isolated term which modifies the graduated entity (sharply), which shows clearly the degree and sudden of 
upset. From the point of view of engagement, this formulation is a bare assertion, or negation, so the 
proposition is presented as unproblematic. The use of the first person plural presents the addresser as including 
the addressee, whose agreement is taken for granted. 

In Examples (1)-(3), from the point of view of affect, the commentator all expresses his unhappiness, 
insecurity, and dissatisfaction. The emotion is revealed indirectly, via the description of the unhappy facial 
expressions of Spur’s coach Gregg Popvich, words like “seriously” and “upset” are categorized into the words 
of mental process, which demonstrates the emphasis of mental or psychological aspects of people. Besides, the 
description of the coach represents the underlining of communication between the coach and the players. 
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Example (4) Wow, what a shot by McGrady! We see he’s screened by Yao Ming, was forcing Duncan 
can’t help. He just draws the contact and somehow let it to go, incredible shot by T-Mac! 

The positive affect was made via exclamation “what a shot by McGrady”. In the view of engagement, 
the adjective “incredible” reveals counter expectation of McGrady’s performance. Therefore, it is 
dialogically contractive. 

Example (5) It is amazing! 
Example (6) Bowen not wants to pick up a foul, McGrady, amazingly somehow get it to go to keep point 

in (won) game.  
Example (7) Tracy McGrady with an incredible performance down the straight, including a four point play.  
Example (8) Unbelievable! Almost people who left smart, they drive home in their cars right now 

wondering what do we thinking.  
The same as Examples (4)-(8), all express the affect of happiness, security, and satisfaction of Huston, 

which in turn shows the standpoint of the commentator on the side of Huston. In terms of judgment, they are 
all positive. As the use of “amazing”, “amazingly”, and “incredible”, “unbelievable”, the counter expectation 
are made, thus the sentences all belong to contracting dialogicity. As the voice of the commentator raised 
higher, with more enthusiasm when explaining, the comment limited other voice, making the audience and 
viewer feel enthusiastic and full of passion.  

Example (9) Here comes McGrady, no timeout remaining, McGrady, for the win.  
“For the win” shows the standpoint of the commentator, which is on the side of Huston. Because the 

words were claimed before the ball fell into the basket, when McGrady just throw the ball. So there is no 
conclusive result yet at that very time. But the commentator said it out which revealed the inclination of him. 
Where there should be a dialogical expansion with uncertainty, the commentator changed it into dialogical 
contraction, making the affect more direct and explicit. 

Example (10) And it’s all McGrady scoring the last 13 for rockets, 13points in 33 seconds. 
In Example (10), the dialogical contraction is arrived through the adverbial “all”, which attributed all of 

the success to McGrady. 
Example (11) And he never had any doubt that he would get poll up from 3 and go for the win and why not? 
In Example (11), it is a bare negation, as the adverbial “never” shows. There is a rhetorical question “why 

not?” in the sentence introducing propositions presented as obvious or self-evident. According to White (2003), 
this dialogically contracting meaning is an instance of one mode of proclamation: concurrence. 

In Examples (9)-(11), the affects are all positive and direct, in terms of judgment, they are all positive as 
well, and are all dialogical contraction in terms of engagement. The three comments show the support of 
Huston of the commentator. 

Based on the above analysis, the English version is more explicit in affect, and more subjective (negative 
to Spur, and positive to Huston). There are more description of the mental process of both coach and players. 
These reveal the adequate communication between the coach and the players. Besides, there are more 
dialogical contraction and less dialogical expansion, making the comment more engaging and thrilling, making 
the audience enthusiastic and full of passion. 

Chinese Version 
When “McGrady Time” was broadcasting in China, the commentator also had an impromptu commentary. 
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We selected several examples to analyze so as to do a comparison with the English version. 

Example (12) 麦
mài

蒂
dì

，3分
fēn

球
qiú

来
lái

一
yī

个
gè

，还
h á i

有
yǒu

5分
fēn

的
d e

差
chā

距
jù

，还
hái

是
shì

有
yǒu

机
jī

会
huì

。 

McGrady scored another three, five points behind, Houston still has change. 

Example (13) 此
cǐ

处
chù

应
yīng

该
gāi

火
huǒ

箭
jiàn

队
duì

已
yǐ

经
jīng

，好
hǎo

像
xiàng

没
méi

有
yǒu

暂
zàn

停
tíng

了
l e

吗
m a

？看
kàn

教
jiào

练
liàn

只
zhǐ

是
shì

在
zài

场
chǎng

边
biān

讲
jiǎng

一
yī

讲
jiǎng

。 

Right now, it seems that, dose Houston has no timeout? Their coach is instructing along 
the court. 

Example (14) 80：75，16.2秒
miǎo

，看
kàn

看
kan

火
huǒ

箭
jiàn

队
duì

能
néng

不
b u

能
néng

出
chū

现
xiàn

奇
qí

迹
jì

。 

80: 75, 16.2 seconds left, let’s see whether Houston can create a miracle. 

Example (15) 可
kě

能
néng

要
yào

出
chū

现
xiàn

奇
qí

迹
jì

的
d e

话
huà

，首
shǒu

先
xiān

这
zhè

波
bō

进
jìn

攻
gōng

一
yí

定
dìng

要
yào

最
zuì

快
kuài

速
sù

度
dù

去
qù

得
dé

分
fēn

。 

If want to make the miracle, they should first take an attack with fastest speed in order to score. 

Example (16) 这
zhè

下
xià

子
z i

要
yào

进
jìn

本
běn

周
zhōu

“十
shí

大
dà

好
hǎo

球
qiú

”的
d e

机
jī

会
huì

蛮
mán

大
dà

的
d e

了
l e

。 

Chances to enter “Top Ten” are pretty good. 
Uncertainty is shown throughout the comment, and the dialogically expansive meaning results in the 

obscurity of emotion, which lacks of passion (see Examples 12-16). Especially Example (13), the use of 
question makes it more implicit. Not until the last moment of the final victory of Huston, the commentators 
kept using dialogically expansive sentences. Like Examples (17)-(18) below: 

Example (17) 真
zhēn

的
d e

麦
mài

蒂
dì

太
tài

神
shén

奇
qí

了
l e

！ 

McGrady is so amazing! 

Example (18) 非
fēi

常
cháng

戏
xì

剧
jù

性
xìng

。 

So dramatic! 

Example (19) 邓
dèng

肯
kěn

还
hái

是
shì

蛮
mán

聪
cōng

明
míng

的
d e

，因
yīn

为
wéi

他
tā

罚
fá

球
qiú

不
bù

稳
wěn

，知
zhī

道
dào

姚
yáo

明
míng

速
sù

度
dù

慢
màn

⋯⋯ 

Duncan is smart, he knows he’s not good at penalty shot, and Yao Ming is slow…  

Example (20) 只要
zhǐyào

罚
fá

进
jìn

一
yī

球
qiú

就
jiù

让
ràng

对方
duìfāng

难度
nándù

非 常
fēicháng

高
gāo

，需要
xūyào

是
shì

两
liǎng

个
gè

3分
fēn

球
qiú

，但
dàn

要是
yàoshi

两
liǎng

球
qiú

都
dōu

罚
fá

进
jìn

的话
dehuà

，

那
nà

对
duì

于
y ú

马
mǎ

刺
c ì

队
duì

就
j iù

是
shì

最
zuì

好
hǎo

的
d e

结
j ié

果
guǒ

了
l e

。 

Only one shot could make Houston hard, which needs two threes to catch up. But if they 
can make two, it is the best result for Spur. 

In Examples (19)-(20), the commentator obviously took the stand on the Spur’s side, while other 
comments show the support of Huston.  

Based on the above analysis, the Chinese version is more objective, stands neither on the Huston’s side 
nor the Spur’s side. Moreover, there are less or even no words showing direct and explicit attitude, including 
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affect, judgment, and appreciation. And besides, emphasizing on the description of objective fact, the 
comment lacks of passion and enthusiasm. 

Differential Analysis of the English and Chinese Version 
Affect. The number of words expressing attitude in the English version are far more than that of Chinese 

version; there are more words describing mental process in the English version than that of Chinese one. 
Therefore, the Chinese version cannot successfully win the audiences’ heart.  

Engagement. English version contains more negation and assertion, while the Chinese version contains 
more entertaining. That is there are more dialogical contraction in English comments and more dialogical 
expansion in Chinese ones. Thus, the Chinese version lacks of passion, and fails to arouse the enthusiasm of 
the audiences. 

Graduation. The words used in the English version construe greater degrees of positivity or negativity 
than the Chinese version. There are more amazing, incredible, and unbelievable, such words expressing counter 
expectation, thus add strength and passion to the comment. 

Given the cultural background of China and the United States, the differences between the two versions 
are rooted in the following aspects: (1) Due to ingrained influence of Confucianism in China, every social 
member according to his or her social position should conduct and behave appropriately. Influenced by the 
doctrines of Li and Chung Yung, Chinese people tend to avoid going to extremes and emphasize the 
self-control and self-regulation in emotion (ZUO, 2007). Shouting in public and showing emotion excessively 
are considered as contrary to these principles. Thus, the Chinese commentators’ acting moderately and relative 
rationally in sports commentaries is easily to be explained. 

On the contrary, in America, Christianity advocates the individualism which tends to express emotion 
more freely than people from collectivist cultures, particularly for outwardly directed emotions like excitement 
and cheerfulness. That is why American commentators always shout and exclaim when they feel exciting. 

(2) Basketball originated from the USA not spreading in China until recent decades. So it is not a 
traditional sport of China. Therefore, it is understandable that Chinese commentators fall behind American 
commentators both in emotion and skill. 

(3) Chinese people pay less attention to the psychological aspect of human being than the Western nation, 
which leads to the difference mentioned above that there are more words describing mental process in the 
English version than that of Chinese one (ZUO, 2007). 

(4) Politics is another factor in deciding the differences. China has stricter control on politics, allowing no 
sensitive wording in comments. The “commentary affair” of the famous commentator HUANG Jian-xiang 
proved it well. Therefore, the Chinese commentators are more prudent and careful in impromptu sport 
commentaries, resulting in less emotional and subjective comments. 

(5) That very game in which “McGrady Time” happened is a home game for Huston against Spur. Thus, it 
is not uncommon for commentators to stand on Huston’s side. 

Conclusions 

Under the framework of an appraisal analysis, this paper focuses on differences between Chinese and 
English sports impromptu commentaries of “McGrady Time” and their deeply rooted cultural reasons. The 
major findings are listed as follows: (1) The number of words expressing attitude in the English version are far 
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more than that of Chinese version. This is because Chinese culture advocates self-control and self-regulation 
while the Westerners believe in individualism; (2) There are more words describing mental process in the 
English version than that of Chinese one. Chinese people pay less attention to the psychological aspect of 
human being than the Western nation which was proved by the time when psychology appears in the two 
nations; (3) English version contains more negation and assertion, while the Chinese version contains more 
entertaining; and (4) The words used in the English version construe greater degrees of positivity or 
negativity than the Chinese version. The third and fourth findings are the results of cultural and political 
factors in China and English countries. 
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Perfect in Modern Mandarin Chinese* 

Anna S. Khoroshkina 
Moscow State University, Moscow, Russia 

  

This paper looks at the category of perfect in Modern Mandarin Chinese (Putonghua). There are two main perfect 

marker “imposters” in modern Mandarin, namely the verbal suffix guo (过) and the sentence-final particle le (了). 

The paper examines the properties and usage of the two elements in turn, paying special attention to the notion of 

evidentiality in respect to these elements. Examples for each property are provided, which are borrowed from 

electronic corpora, prior literature on the subject, and personal conversation. We argue that while both elements 

possess certain features of a perfect marker, the sentential particle is closer to this function according to its usage, 

although it is not part of the verbal paradigm. 

Keywords: Mandarin Chinese, perfect markers, sentence-final particle le, suffix guo, Mandarin aspectual system 

Introduction 

It is widely known that Chinese, even in its contemporary state, tends to be an isolating language and does 
not have a lot of verbal grammatical categories. However, some scholars claim that the category of perfect does 
exist in Mandarin; though there are different opinions on which element marks the perfect. According to one 
hypothesis, this element is the suffix guo (过), which is traditionally labeled as experiential marker; another 

point of view represented in literature on the subject is that the perfect is marked by the sentence-final particle 
le (了), which primarily expresses the change-of-state meaning. We will examine their meanings and usage 

below. Since the notion of perfectness correlates with that of perfectivity, we will give a brief overview of 
perfective markers in Mandarin before considering perfect markers themselves. The paper is structured as 
follows: The “Perfect and Perfectivity” section discusses the definition of perfect and its relation to perfectivity. 
The second section gives an overview of perfective parkers, namely the suffix le (了) and the resultative verb 

compound. The third section discusses the meanings and usage of the first candidate for the role of a perfect 
marker: the experiential guo. Our special attention is given to the evidential function of the affix. The fourth 
section describes the sentence-final particle le. Finally, the last section gives a summary of the two markers’ 
features and analyses their correspondence to the notion of perfect. The data used in this paper come from the 
electronic corpus of the Peking university, as well as personal conversation with native speakers of Mandarin. 

Perfect and Perfectivity 

Aspect, according to Comrie (1976), represents the internal temporal constitution of a situation. In this 
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sense, perfect is different, for it tells us nothing directly about the situation in itself, but rather “relates some 
state to a preceding situation”. For instance, the difference between the following two English utterances: “I 
broke my leg” and “I have broken my leg” is that the perfect implies that my leg is still broken, whereas the 
simple past does not have such an implication. The most common definition of perfect is that it indicates the 
continuing relevance of a prior situation for the reference time. Thus, it expresses a relation between two time 
points: the time of the prior situation and the time of the state resulting from that prior situation. This makes the 
perfect different from other aspects, where only one time point is involved.  

The perfect construction is most commonly made up of an auxiliary with a participle, but it can also be 
derived from a verb with completive meaning, which is the case in most East Asian languages (Plungian, 2011). 
We will see that both aspectual markers that are being analyzed fit this latter description well. 

Comrie and many other researchers point out that although the perfect is different from all other aspect 
markers, it is often placed in the same category as aspect due to tradition, but it would be more precise to say 
that it occupies a borderline position between aspectual and temporal categories. It is worth mentioning, though, 
that the perfect, being a marker of relevance of the result of a prior situation, overlaps semantically with 
perfective, which denotes a situation seen as a single whole, i.e., includes its final point into the scope. For this 
reason, we will first give a brief overview of perfective markers in Mandarin. 

Overview of Perfective Markers 

Aspect is probably the most grammaticalized verbal category in Modern Mandarin. The temporal 
meanings are not usually expressed by grammatical means; there only exist two markers that are on the way 
of grammaticalization from modal verbs towards future tense: yao (要: debitative) and hui (会: probability) 
(see Examples 1-2). 

Example (1) míngtiān tā yào jiēhun le 
tomorrow he DEB marry CRS 
He is going to marry tomorrow 

Example (2) xià  yi  nián tā huì   yǒu gèng  hǎo  de   biǎoxiàn 
next one year he PROB have more good ATTR performance 
Next year he will probably perform even better. 

Two markers of perfectivity are traditionally recognized in Mandarin: le (perfective) and guo (experiential); 
both are derived from verbs and are strongly grammaticalized in modern language. Resultative verb compounds 
are sometimes considered to be part of the same category. We will examine these markers in turn. 

The Suffix le 
Its etymology goes back to the verb liao (finish, complete) (see section “The History of Development of 

the Two le’s” for more details). 
Le as a suffix is to be distinguished from the homonymic particle le which occurs in the very end of a 

sentence (or, to be more precise, of a clause). Furthermore, it is important to note that despite traditional 
Chinese descriptions, it has no reference to the past (see Example 3): 

Example (3) wǒ xià  yi nián  jiù   huíqù-le. 
I  next one year already come.back-PFV 
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I will come back next year. 
Dragunov (1952) pointed out that the meaning of completeness most strikingly shows up in contexts 

where “one action is completed before the other starts” (see Example 4): 
Example (4) lái,   lái,  wǒmen chi-le fàn zài  tán ba! 

Come come we eat-PFV rice again chat HORT 
Come, come, we’ll have another chat after we finish eating (Dragunov, 1952) 

A special marker mei (you) is used in perfective contexts with negation (see Example 5): 
Example (5) zuìfàn  Wú Lìhóng shi-shēng  jiào-dào: “wǒ méi     xiǎng-dào yǒu nàme duō zhèngrén!” 

criminal Wu Lihong lose-voice shout-finish I  NEG.PFV think-finish have so many witness 
The criminal Wu Lihong couldn’t help crying out: I didn’t think there would be so many 
witnesses! 

The affix occurs with verbs denoting different types of actions and gains, respectively, different aspect 
readings. 

When added to a stative verb or an adjective, it obtains an inceptive meaning (see Example 6): 
Example (6) tā hóng-le  liǎn 

he red-PFV face 
His face turned red. 

In combination with events, the affix gets a punctual meaning (see Example 7): 
Example (7) tā qù  nián sǐ-le 

he last year die-PFV 
He died last year. 

The verb si “die” is an event in Mandarin: For instance, it cannot occur with progressive zhe and durative 
zai *1ta si-zhe, unlike “he is dying”, which is felicitous in English. 

Example (8) děng wǒ juédìng-le, yídìng   huì tōngzhi dàjiā 
wait I  decide-PFV definitely can inform everyone 
Wait, I’ll definitely inform everyone after I decide. 

In Example (8), the verb jueding “decide” has no duration either; it refers to the instantaneous moment of 
taking a decision; a proof for that could be the ungrammaticality of limitative reduplication “to do sth for a 
limited period of time” *jueding-le-jueding, *jueding-yi-jueding. 

The processes render various interpretations to le. It can be a marker of punctivity (see Example 9): 
Example (9) tā gàosu-le wǒmen shénme shì zhēnzhèng de zìxin 

he tell-PFV we    what  be  true    ATTR self.faith 
He told us what true self-confidence was. 

It can also be a marker of limitative (with a circumstance of duration) (see Example 10): 
Example (10) qí-le     yi-ge xiǎoshí-de   chē, zhǎo-dào-le    Lìfāng-de    jiā. 

take-PFV one-CL hour-ATTR bus seek-finish-PFV Lifang-ATTR house 
[he] rode a bus for an hour and found Lifang’s place. 

                                                 
1 An asterisk (*) marks an ungrammatical phrase. 
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This set of meanings (i.e., inceptive, punctual, and limitative) is defined as perfective in (Plungian, 2011), 
which does not contradict the common terminology for the affix le, although it usually has a narrower sense in 
Mandarin studies tradition, and only pertains to punctivity. 

Resultative Verb Compound 
One construction in Modern Mandarin Chinese which can be correctly considered together with other 

perfective markers is the resultative verb compound. It is built up by adding a predicative (a verb or an 
adjective) or an affix with completive meaning to the main verb. The completive affix is a grammaticalized 
verb of completion (compare Examples 11-12): 

Example (11) tā kàn-wán-le     shū 
he read-finish-PFV book 
he read the book to the end 

Example (12) tā  kū-hóng-le  liǎn 
she cry-red-PFV face 
She cried so that her face went red. 

The verb wan “finish” from Example (11) is strongly grammaticalized and can be treated as a verbal 
affix: It is untoned and has a large distribution. Example (12) differs in the sense that both elements are full 
predicatives. 

The meaning of the RVC can be described as follows: “A situation V1 has taken place with the result 
being situation V2”. For instance, “V1 = she cried, with the result being V2 = her face is red now” 
(constructions from Germanic languages such as I hit him dead, Ich schlug ihn tot can serve as an analogy for 
this construction). 

In some cases, the RVCs have a tint of a degree (V1 to the extent that V2) (see Example 13): 
Example (13) wǒ lèi-si ̌-le 

I get tired-die-PFV 
I’m tired to death (lit. got so tired that died) 

XIAO and McEnery (2004) suggested that there are two types of RVCs: completive and resultative, 
depending on whether completiveness or resulting state is in the focus of meaning of the construction. In our 
opinion, this distinction correlates primarily to the extent to which the second element of the RVC is 
grammaticalized. The completive reading is typical for grammaticalized elements (see Example 14): 

Example (14) tā xiě-hǎo-le      wénzhāng  
he write-good-PFV article 
He completed writing his article 

Whereas full predicates obtain a resultative reading more often (see Example 15): 
Example (15) tā  bǎ  yifu  xǐ-gānjìng-le 

she DO clothes wash-clean-PFV 
She washed the clothes clean. 

The Suffix guo (过) 

According to some works written on this topic, guo stands for perfect in Mandarin. This point of view is 
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expressed, for instance, by Smith (1997) and Chappell (2004). This hypothesis is in the first place triggered by 
the fact that guo expresses the experiential meaning, which is one of the common usages of perfect. 

The suffix guo, as well as all the other verbal suffixes in Modern Mandarin, has a verbal etymology. It is 
derived from the verb “cross, pass by” gone through a state of a second element of a RVC. 

Like the suffix le, it is negated by the means of the special particle mei (see Example 16): 
Example (16) wǒ méi    qù-guo Měiguó, suǒyi shuō-cuò-le     yě   bié xiào. 

I NEG.PFV go-EXP USA   so   say-mistake-PFV even PROH laugh 
I haven’t been to the US, so don’t laugh at me even if I make a mistake. 

Let us consider the usages of this suffix. 
Experiential. The central usage of guo, mentioned in almost every work on Mandarin aspectual system, is 

that of experientiality (see Example 17): 
Example (17) wǒ bù néng shuō fēidié yídìng cúnzài, dànshi wǒ quèshí kàn-jiàn-guo wúmíng fēixíng-wù 

I NEG can say flying saucer definitely exist, but I really look-see-EXP UFO 
I cannot say that flying saucers necessarily exist, but I did see a UFO 

The usage of guo as an experiential marker is not bound to contexts with animate subjects: Its meaning can 
be defined as “a situation took place at least once during a certain period of time”, the subject of the action not 
necessarily being an animate being undergoing a certain experience (see Example 18 from Tantucci (2013)): 

Example (18) shìjiè-shàng cúnzài-guo kǒnglóng 
earth-LOC  exist-EXP dinosaur 
There existed dinosaurs on earth (at some point). 

As can be seen from Example (18), guo is not only used when somebody has had some experience in 
the past, but also when a situation has taken place once, no matter whether this situation had an animate 
subject or not. Such an “extension” of the notion of experientiality does not contradict its definitions given in 
Comrie (1976) and Dahl (1985): The basic use of the experiential is in sentences in which it is asserted 
(questioned, denied) that an event of a certain type took place at least once during a certain period up to a 
certain point in time (Dahl, 1985). A given situation has held at least once during some time in the past 
leading up to the present (Comrie, 1976). 

Cancelled result. There is a very important constraint on the usage of perfective guo: It denotes a 
situation with a cancelled (or discontinuous) result. This means that the situation marked by the main verb is 
over, but its result no longer holds or cannot be observed. In this usage, the affix is counterposed to perfective 
le (compare Examples 19-20 from Chao (1968), as cited in Smith (1997)): 

Example (19) wǒ shuāiduàn-le tuǐ 
I  break-PFV  leg 
I have broken my leg (= not specified whether it is still in cast) 

Example (20) wo shuāiduàn-guo tuǐ 
I  break-EXP   leg 
I have broken my leg (= it has healed since) 

The third element of this opposition (inclusivity marker) is the particle le (see below). 
Evidentiality. Some recent research works (Chappell, 2004; Tantucci, 2013) are devoted to the question 
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of whether evidentiality is grammaticalized in Mandarin. These authors claim that guo stands for evidential 
marker (i.e., marker of immediative and inferentive). Chappell (2004) compared several Chinese dialects in her 
work and came to a conclusion that guo denotes inferentive in most of them, including Mandarin. As 
experience is only relevant for animate first person subjects (which, however, does not correspond to the 
definitions provided in Dahl and Comrie, see above), experiential should not be used as a core feature defining 
the semantics of the category, wrote Chappell (2004). Referring to various studies on evidentiality, she stated 
that one of the sources for developing evidentials are perfects, and guo and its relatives in other Chinese 
dialects are not exceptions from this rule (thus, treating guo as a marker of perfect). 

Sentences with first person subjects with guo have no inferential reading in Mandarin. Chappell (2004) 
explained that given the fact that a first person subject is personally involved in the situation, and therefore 
does not judge it on the basis of a logical assumption, but can only observe it directly. However, inferentive 
can occur with first person in world languages: This problem is discussed, in particular, in Maisak and 
Tatevosov (2000), where examples of first person inferentive in Bagvalal and Mishar Tatar languages are 
provided. The speaker, even if he/she was the initiator of the action being described, could for some reasons 
not know or have forgotten about the fact that he/she did it, and reconstruct it afterwards on the basis of a 
logical assumption. 

The examples given in Chappell (2004) and, later, in Tantucci (2013), can be interpreted as evidential 
(see Example 21): 

Example (21) shìjiè-shàng cúnzài-guo kǒnglóng 
earth-LOC exist-EXP  dinosaurs 
There (once) existed dinosaurs on earth. 

The fact that there existed dinosaurs is known to the speaker on the basis of some common knowledge, 
wrote Tantucci (2013); this common knowledge is the source of information to which the evidential marker 
refers. However, we claim that guo cannot be treated as the bearer of evidentiality in this sentence: guo being 
replaced by durative zai, the source of information still remains an element of common knowledge. Moreover, 
there exist contexts where fully grammaticalized evidentiality would definitely be marked but that do not 
allow the use of guo (see Example 22): 

Example (22) Investigating a robbery, having seen some footsteps under the window 
xiǎotōu tōngguo zhè shān chuānghu jìn   le   fángzi. 
Thief  through this CL  window come.in-PFV house 
The thief has penetrated into the house through this window. 

As guo can only refer to a discontinuous situation, as was stated above, it would be ungrammatical in a 
sentence like this. It is only felicitous in examples such as Example (23): 

Example (23) The speaker comes into the room and feels the cold, the window is closed: 
nǐ  kāi-guo   chuānghu (le) ma? 
You open-EXP window (CRS) Q 
Did you open the window? 

The speaker makes an assumption on the basis of the fact that it is cold in the room. Since the 
condition that the result no longer holds is fulfilled, using guo is possible. If the speaker presumes that the 
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window is still open (for example, the window cannot be seen from his/her point of view, he/she can only 
feel the cold), guo cannot be used. 

Given the evidence above, we thus cannot refer guo as a grammaticalized marker of evidentiality in 
Mandarin. Using guo is only possible in certain contexts and only with certain constraints. 

The Sentence-Final Particle le 

Another possible perfect marker “imposter” in Mandarin is the sentence-final particle le.  
This claim is made, in particular, in the well-known work (LI, S. A. Thompson, & R. M. Thompson, 1982). 

Following LI and S. A. Thompson (1981), other authors have written about le as a perfect marker. The great 
difficulty in exploring this particle lies in the fact that it is homonymic to the perfective affix le (see section 
“The suffix le” of this paper); the affix immediately follows the verb, while the particle completes the clause, so 
it can be problematic to distinguish them if the verb holds the final position in a clause. In this paper, we tried 
to select only the examples where the two markers can be unambiguously distinguished by word order, to avoid 
different interpretations (see Examples 24-25): 

Example (24) tā chi-le   fàn. 
He eat-PFV rice 
He ate. 

Example (25) tā chi-fàn  le. 
He eat-rice CRS 
He ate/he is eating (= new state)2 

The word fan “rice” is (although formal, but) the object here, and follows the verb in a direct word order 
sentence. If the affix le is used, it occurs immediately after the verb; if it is the case for the particle le, it 
occupies the place after the object, at the end of the sentence. 

The two markers can coocur in one sentence (see Example 26): 
Example (26) tā chi-le   fàn  le. 

He eat-PFV rice CRS 
he ate (= new state). 

The History of Development of the Two le’s 
The perfective marker le, according to most researchers (SHI, 1989), has derived from the full verb liao 

(complete, accomplish). In Early Mandarin (the 10th-15th centuries), it started replacing other verbs of 
similar meanings in the V O liao construction (Zograf, 2005). Then the V O liao construction gradually 
transformed into V liao O, with the verb liao immediately following the main verb. Simultaneously, the 
phonetical reduction of liao into le took place. By the 15th century, the process of transforming liao into le 
has apparently been completed. 

The history of developing the clitics le is not as clear cut. XIAO and McEnery (2004) assumed, relying on 
other works, that the verb liao first transformed to the final particle le, and then over to the affix le. This 
hypothesis does not, however, explain why the final particle holds its position in the sentence and why it 

                                                 
2 The particle le is glossed CRS = Currently Relevant State after LI and S. A. Thompson (1981). 
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coocurs with the perfective affix. The explanation given in SUN (1996) looks more plausible, according to it, 
the clitics le has derived from the verb lai (come, approach), which started to be used as a perfect marker in 
Early Mandarin and established in this function approximately in the 15th century. The phonetical reduction 
into le is likely to have taken place afterwards, with the result being that the perfective marker and the clitics 
have become homonymous and started using the same character. 

Some Features of the Particle le 
Clausal scope. There is an apt remark in SHI (1990) that the particle le unlike other particles in Mandarin 

has a scope of a clause and not of a sentence. Indeed, when building up a complex sentence (a temporal or a 
relative) the particle le can occur in a dependent clause (see Examples 27-30 from SHI (1990)): 

Example (27) Chi-fàn le   de   rén… 
eat-rice CRS ATTR people… 
People who ate 

Example (28) Chi-fàn le  yǐhòu… 
eat-rice CRS after… 
After having eaten… 

Whereas the question particle ma cannot occur in such contexts: 
Example (29) *Chi-fàn ma de   rén… 

eat-rice Q ATTR people 
Example (30) *Chi-fàn ma yi ̌hòu… 

eat-rice Q  after… 
Negation. Unlike the affixal le, the particle le can be negated both by means of mei (you) and bu (see 

Examples 31-32): 
Example (31) kuài chi diǎn   ba,    nǐ  yǒu  hěn jiǔ      méi  chi-fàn le! 

Quick eat a little HORT, you have very long time NEG eat-rice CRS 
Eat a bit, quick, you haven’t eaten anything for a long time! 

Example (32) Wǒ bù chi-fàn le,  qǐng tā bǎ  fàn ná-zǒu. 
I NEG eat-rice CRS, ask he DO rice take-go 
I am not going to eat, ask him to take away the food. 

Usages of the Particle le 
One can regard the relevance of a certain event for the state of affairs at the reference time as the common 

component of different usages of le. Based on this idea, many scholars assume this particle to be the perfect 
marker in Mandarin. 

The first person to use the notion of “perfect” referring to the particle le was Dragunov (1952). Although 
by that time, the notion of perfectness was not yet fully developed, he had shown an acute intuition in this 
regard. Unfortunately, his work was published in Russian and remained unknown to Western readers, so the 
right of discovering this category in Mandarin is ascribed primarily to LI and S. A. Thompson (as cited in LI, S. 
A. Thompson, & R. M. Thompson, 1982). 

Despite the fact that all the usages of perfect have this common element of relevance for the current state 
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of affairs, specific meanings of perfect markers in different languages vary dramatically. Let us consider those 
that are expressed by the particle le in Modern Mandarin Chinese. 

Change of state. The meaning that, following LI, S. A. Thompson, and R. M. Thompson (1982), is 
highlighted by most researchers is that of change of state. A situation held in the past is relevant for the 
reference time if the changes it has involved are relevant for it (see Example 33): 

Example (33) tā yǐjing  zhidào nèi jiàn shì le 
he already know this CL matter CRS 
He already knows this (= he didn’t know before) 

The same sentence without le would be a mere statement of his knowledge of something; the particle le 
highlights the fact that the state of affairs used to be different before, so that the situation is new as compared to 
the previous state: He did not know this before (see Example 34): 

Example (34) wǒ jintiān lǐng-le  gōngzi, kěyi ̌      gěi  nǐ  mǎi píjiǔ le. 
I  today grasp-PFV salary, be possible DAT you buy beer CRS. 
I got my salary today, so (now) I can buy you a beer (= I couldn’t before) 

The situation “I can buy you a beer” is new comparing to the previous state of affairs: Getting the salary 
by the speaker led to the change in situation, with the result being that he/she can buy a beer; that is why 
using le is appropriate. 

The change of state cannot only be objective, but also subjective; in other words, le can also express the 
fact that the situation is new from the point of view of the speaker, even if it has held before. In the following 
sentence, quoted in various works, le cannot only be used when the rain has just started, but also if it started 
long ago, but the speaker has only noticed it now (see Example 35): 

Example (35) Xià    yǔ  le. 
Descend rain CRS 
It is raining (= it has just started, or = I have just noticed) 

Just recently a new notion of iamitive was proposed by Östen Dahl, that seems to fit this usage of le; very 
unfortunately, though, there are no published works about iamitive so far. 

Examples like the one above can be treated as inferentive: le in this example can be used if the speaker 
does not observe the rain immediately, but, for example, hears the raindrops falling down on the roof or sees 
the wet sidewalk. However, it seems that one cannot claim le to be the grammaticalized marker of inferentive; 
as it was stated above, there are contexts where the inferentive reading needs to be chosen, but it is not 
expressed by grammar means (see the section about evidentiality and guo). 

Contrary to expectations. Another usage of le mentioned in some works is that that of expressing an 
unfulfilled expectation. In LI and S. A. Thompson (1981), it is labeled as “correcting a wrong assumption” 
(p. 263), in Soh (2009)—“contrary to expectation” (p. 631). These are the cases where the situation 
described by the speaker does not coincide with the listener’s prior assumptions. One can say that in this 
case, the state of affairs is relevant for the reference time (see Example 36 from LI & S. A. Thompson (1981) 
and Example 37 from Soh (2009)): 

Example (36) a fairy-tale: The dog cries to his friend duck who is flying above, thinking that he is 
flying south: 
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hāi,  guāguā!    nǐ  wàng   běifang qù le! 
Hey, quack-quack! You towards north  go CRS 
Hey, quack-quack! You are flying north (= not south, as you are thinking) 

The dog uses le to highlight the fact that the duck’s assumption that he is flying south is incorrect. Without 
le, this sentence would merely state that he was flying north: 

Example (37) Zhè piàn xiguā     hěn  tián le.    Bú  bì  jiā  táng le. 
This CL watermelon very sweet CRS. NEG need add sugar CRS 
This watermelon is (already) sweet, no need to add sugar (= the listener assumed he/she 
needed to add sugar). 

The particle le used in Example (37) indicates that the listener had a wrong assumption, namely, he/she 
thought he/she needed to add sugar to it. The speaker tells him/her that this assumption was wrong. Another 
reading of the same sentence (change of state: The watermelon was not sweet before, but has become sweet 
now) is not available because of the presence of the adverb hen: It is only used with states and properties and 
does not allow inchoative reading; in the opposite case, it would be omitted (zhè piàn xiguā tián le). 

In a certain sense, this usage of le is opposite to admirative (expressing speaker’s surprise or admiration of 
the fact that the utterance refers to): They should not be confused, because admiration expresses a mismatch of 
the fact with the speaker’s assumptions, whereas in the case of le the discrepancy is between the fact and the 
assumptions of the listener. 

This usage of le (contrary to expectations) is similar to Russian contrastive particles, such as zhe, vse-taki, 
taki, as well as English already, German schon, French si, and others (see Example 38):  

Example (38) Ya zhe uzhe  pil            kofe! 
I ZHE already drink.PST.M.SG coffee 
I have already had coffee (= don’t you know that?). 

This utterance is appropriate in a situation where the listener does not know or has forgotten that the 
speaker has already had coffee, and the latter reminds him/her of the fact. The dictionary entry for zhe states 
that “the particle highlights what has been said with a tint of irritation or discontent”. We argue that the 
“irritation or discontent” is not included in the core meaning of the particle; it is more likely a pragmatic 
implication; the core meaning of the particle is the discrepancy between what the listener assumes and the 
reality. This is what makes it similar to the Mandarin particle. 

Inclusivity. One perfect-like usage of le is not very common worldwide (among European languages it 
is presented, for instance, in English and Spanish) and does not usually draw attention of sinologists: It is the 
inclusive usage, where the fact that the situation still holds is highlighted rather than the result of this 
situation (see Example 39): 

Example (39) tā  yǐjing  kàn-le    sān-ge xiǎoshí [de diànshì] le. 
She already watch-PFV 3-CL hour [ATTR TV] CRS. 
She has already been watching [TV] for three hours. 

Using le in this sentence makes it inclusive: She has watched the television for three hours and is still 
watching it. Without le both interpretations would become possible: “has watched and finished watching” or 
“has watched and still is”. 
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The two sentences below illustrate the triple opposition of the particle le, the suffix le, and the suffix guo: 
The sentence using the particle le can only be translated as inclusive: “I still live here”, whereas guo, as was 
stated above, has the meaning of discontinuous result and hence only allows the “discontinuous” translation “I 
don’t live here anymore”. The suffix le is neutral with respect to inclusivity, it can also be used in the latter 
context (see Examples 40-41): 

Example (40) wǒ zài zhèli zhù-le  qi nián le 
I LOC here live-PFV 7 year CRS 
I have been living here for 7 years 

Example (41) wǒ zēng zài  zhèli zhù-guo(/-le)   qi nián, dàn hòulái wǒ bèipò bān-zǒu-le. 
I already LOC here live-EXP(/-PFV) 7 year, but later  I  have to move-go.away-PFV 
I have lived here for 7 years, but then I had to move out. 

Modal usage of le: attenuation of categoricity. The particle le is also used in a way that does not directly 
correspond to perfectness, i.e., to the relevance of a result for the reference time: It is used to show the 
attenuation of categoricity of an utterance. One and the same utterance: “don’t be late” can be coded differently 
depending on the level of categoricity of the speaker (see Examples 42-43): 

Example (42) bié   chídào! 
PROH be late 
don’t be late! (the teacher says to the students in school) 

Example (43) bié   chídào le! 
PROH be late CRS 
don’t be late! (mother says to her kid, worrying that the kid is acting too slowly) 

Despite certain remoteness of the modal usage from perfect meanings, attenuation of categoricity can 
also be explained by the relevance of the result: By using le, the speaker shows his/her interest in the listener, 
his/her involvement in the situation and, therefore, its relevance. There is a good reason why this usage of le 
is very common in imperatives: Using le in an imperative highlights the interest of the speaker in that the 
request should be fulfilled. 

LI and S. A. Thompson (1981) attributed this group of examples to the meaning of “closing a statement”. 
In their view, the relation of closing a statement and its relevance for the reference time is explained by the fact 
that a closed statement is important in itself, as a contribution to the conversation which does not elicit an “and 
what about it?” response. In fact, the examples they provided fit the “mild categoricity” meaning: Most 
contexts differ in whether the speaker and the listener are strangers to each other or if they are fairly close. Two 
close friends will say when departing (see Example 44 from LI & S. A. Thompson (1981)): 

Example (44) hǎo, míngtiān  jiàn  le! 
good tomorrow see  CRS 
Good, see you tomorrow! 

Whereas two business partners most likely will not use le. 
Thus, several usages of the particle le can be distinguished, and all of them can in one way or another be 

generalized as coding the relevance of the situation for the reference time. This generalization allows us to treat 
le as a marker of perfect, as such relevance is exactly the core meaning of this category. 
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Conclusions 

We have provided an overview of the meanings and usage of two markers in Modern Mandarin Chinese 
that have a claim on being perfect markers. Both markers have a verbal etymology and have derived from the 
resultative construction, which is considered a common source for perfect markers. 

The core meaning of the suffix guo is experiential. Also, it has a constraint on its perfective usage: the 
discontinuous result. As was stated above, it cannot be named a grammaticalized marker of evidentiality. 

The particle le codes inclusivity, “change of state” and “contrary to expectations” meanings, as well as the 
“attenuation of categoricity” usage. The evidential semantics of this marker is also secondary. 

Thus, the two markers share some meanings common to the perfect, so that the variety of opinions on 
which of them should be treated as perfect is completely understandable. We have proven, however, that the 
constraint on discontinuous result, that is a property of guo, somehow contradicts the semantics of perfectness 
coding the relevance of the result for the reference time. One counterargument to this would be that a 
discontinuous result is still a result and its discontinuity can also be relevant (in such case, we would be bound 
to state perfect usage of the cases like Russian imperfective “ty otkryval okno?” (did you open the window?)). 

The usages of the particle le are more consistent with the semantics of perfect, so there is no wonder that 
the followers of the idea that it stands for perfect are more numerous. Some difficulty arises from the fact the 
fact that it is not a part of the verbal paradigm, being a clause-final particle. 
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Appendix: The Full Name of the Abbreviation Used in This Paper 

ATTR  attributive 
CL    classifier 
CRS    Currently Relevant State 
DAT   dative 
DEB   debitative 
DO    direct object 
EXP    experiential 
HORT  hortative 
LOC   locative 
NEG   negative 
NEG.PFV  negative perfective 
PFV    perfective 
PROB  probability 
PROH  prohibitive 
PST.M.SG  past masculine singular 
Q    question particle 
RVC   Resultative Verb Compound 
ZHE    Russian particle zhe 
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This paper takes a look at the color idioms in English and their meanings. We note that the color idioms are idioms 

that deal with colors or include at least a color within the idiom. Most of the important color idioms are presented 

here in one place in alphabetical order and are easy and ready to use. We have deliberately avoided clichés and 

slang. We take a look at some of the ways in which and through which we can teach the English color idioms to 

students in the classroom. We conclude by saying that it behoves us as language teachers in higher institutions of 

learning to teach the English color idioms as they not only constitute part of the lexis of the natural speech of native 

English speakers, but they are also a vital tool for teaching collocations connected with color idioms. And, of 

course, color idioms make one’s language more colorful. 

Keywords: idioms, color idioms, color-only idioms, color-plus idioms, clichés, slang, collocations 

Introduction 

An “idiom” is a word or phrase which means something different from the literal meaning of the 
individual word(s) that make up the expression. Laflin (1993, p. iii) said that an idiom is a phrase which means 
something different from the meanings of the separate words that are a part of it. Another definition of an idiom 
is that it is “the assigning of a new meaning to a group of words which already have their own meaning” 
(Makkai, as cited in Curry, 1998). 

“Colors” are often used in idiomatic expressions in English. Some of the most common idioms come from 
colors. “Color idioms”, therefore, are idioms that deal with colors or include at least a color within the idiom. 
Most Britons and Americans use color idioms, especially when they discuss informally with one another, and, 
consequently, color idioms form a very important part of British and American English. They give life and 
richness to the English language. Idioms are formed from existing words, by combining them in a new sense, thus 
bringing forth new expressions which in turn expand the scope and vocabulary of the English language. 

English idioms are often informal in nature, i.e., colloquial. Some English idioms are now overused or 
commonplace expressions and are often called “clichés”, while other idioms are “slang”. They may also take the 
form of proverbs. Idioms may belong to the nominal, verbal, adjectival, or adverbial word classes. 

For the student of English as a second or foreign language, learning to use color idioms and idiomatic 
expressions correctly is an important aspect of the mastery of British, American, and indeed, International 
English. They need to use these expressions or phrases to make their language more colorful. 
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The color idioms presented in this paper are only a small selection from the numerous color idioms that exist 
in English, because they occur regularly in natural native English speech and/or in reading materials used by 
English language learners worldwide. 

Now, what is new in this paper, which you cannot find elsewhere, is that the color idioms are presented here 
in alphabetical order or almost, and are easy to use. Furthermore, you would find all the important color idioms in 
one place, that is, in this paper, ready to use in the teaching-learning process. 

The Colors 

The list of well-known colors in English are: beige, black, blue, brown, green, grey, orange, pink, purple, 
red, white, and yellow. 

Many colors are associated with feelings or moods in English. However, as can be seen from this paper, 
only the colors black, blue, brown, green, grey, pink, red, white, and yellow are mostly associated with idioms 
in English. 

The English color idioms can be divided into two convenient headings: the color-only idioms and the 
color-plus idioms. 

Firstly, we shall take a look at the color-only idioms. These are idioms that comprise only the color word 
(see Example 1):  

Example (1) black: despair.  
black and white: simple, clear and understandable; clearly distinct or different; either good or 
bad, either one way or the other way but not in between; in writing, officially. 
black and blue: bruised. 
blue: sad; cold.  
green: to be inexperienced or immature; envy. 
purple: rage. 
red: furious; angry. 
white: fear. 
yellow: cowardly. 

Next, we take a look at the color-plus idioms. These are idioms that comprise the color word together with 
some other words. That is, the color word occurs in an expression to form the idiom (see Example 2):  

Example (2) black eye: a bruise near one’s eye which makes it appear black; a bad reputation. 
in the black: successful or profitable; not showing a financial loss. 
put down in black and white: to write the details of a contract or something on paper. 
blue funk: British English: scared; American English: (very) depressed. 
a blue-eyed boy: a boy/young man who has been singled out for special favours by someone in 
authority; a boy/young man who is liked and admired by someone in authority. 
out of the blue (to appear/happen) [also a bolt from the blue]: to happen very suddenly and 
unexpectedly; without any warning, by surprise. 
to look/feel blue: to look/feel depressed or discontented. 
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blue in the face: exhausted from anger, strain, or other great effort; weakened, tired after trying 
many times. 
get/have the blues: to feel or become sad or depressed. 
talk until you are blue in the face: to talk until you are exhausted. 
to blue-pencil something: to censor something. 
a grey area: something that is not clearly defined and may have a broad or more than one 
answer, and is therefore difficult to deal with. 
green: to be inexperienced or immature. 
green around the gills: looking sick. 
green with envy (to be): to be very jealous of another person’s property; to be full of envy; 
wishing very much that you had what someone else has. 
green-fingered/green thumb: to be good at keeping plants healthy and making them grow. A 
talent for gardening, the ability to make things grow. 
in the pink: in very good health. 
pink slip: a termination notice from a job. 
tickled pink: to be very happy, pleased or delighted by someone or something.  
to see red: (to become) very angry. 
in the red: to be in debt; to be unprofitable; showing a financial loss. 
out of the red: out of debt. 
like waving a red flag in front of a bull: what you are doing will definitely make someone angry 
or upset. 
red-eye: an airplane flight that leaves late at night and arrives early in the morning; an 
unwanted photographic effect in which a person’s iris appears to be red. 
white lie: a harmless or small lie told to be polite or to avoid hurting someone's feelings; small, 
insignificant lie. 
as white as a sheet: very pale; frightened. 
white elephant: a burdensome or useless possession, creating more trouble than it is worth; a 
rare, expensive possession that is a financial burden to maintain and has no useful purpose. 
yellow (be): be a coward; to be cowardly. 
the yellow press: popular and sensationalist newspapers; newspapers that deliberately include 
sensational news items to attract readers. 

Finally, we shall put all these color idioms, nicely and neatly, in a tabular form as given in Table 1. 
The lecturer explains to the students that the faces of white native speakers of English actually appear to 

change color as follows: (1) The faces of white native speakers of English actually appear to go black when they 
are in despair; (2) Their faces appear to be blue when they feel cold; (3) White bóxers faces and body appear to 
look black and blue when they are bruised and beaten; (4) Their faces appear to look green when they are envious; 
(5) Also, the faces of white native speakers of English actually appear to go purple when they are in rage; (6) 
Their faces turn red when they are furious or angry; (7) White native speakers faces appear to be very white 
when they are afraid; and (8) Their faces appear to be yellow when they are cowardly. 
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Table 1 
Idioms With Their Meanings and Examples 
No. Idiom Meaning Examples in sentences 

1 black and blue 

bruised and beaten; 
(to hit or beat someone until they 
are) covered with bruises; 
injured in a fight either physical or 
verbal. 

(1) We found the security man black and blue near the hospital gate.
(2) Peter the boxer lost the fight. He was beaten black and blue.
(3) Ebiowei came out of the meeting with his manager black and 
blue since he had made so many mistakes preparing the report 
without consultation. 

2 not as black as he/she/it 
is painted not as bad as people say he/she/it is. Augustina is not as black as she is painted. She found Stephen’s 

money and returned it! 

3 in the black (be) 

successful or profitable;  
to have money in your bank 
account;  
not showing a financial loss. 

(1) UBA has managed to stay in the black for the financial year 
ending December 31, 2012. 
(2) Ganrere is very careful with how she spends her money and 
so she’s always in the black. 
(3) Ejiro is always in the black and does not have to worry about 
money. 

4 black and white 

straight forward, very clear; 
simple and understandable;  
clearly distinct or different;  
either good or bad;  
either one way or the other way but 
not in between;  
in print or in writing, officially. 

The rules we give our children are black and white. They must 
not answer any knock on the door or the door bell.  

5 in black and white to write the details of a contract or 
something on paper. 

Moses never thought the opposition party would put his 
scandalous secret in black and white on the front page of the 
Punch newspaper for that matter. 

6 blue cold. Her hands were blue with cold. 

7 blue-eyed boy 
(somebody’s) 

a boy/young man who has been
singled out and given special 
favourable treatment by someone in 
authority;  
a boy/young man who is liked and 
admired by someone in authority.

Peter is the Ekeremor Local Government Area chairman’s 
blue-eyed boy. 

8 blue in the face 

to do something or talk until one is 
exhausted from anger, strain, or 
other great effort;  
weakened, tired after trying to do 
something as hard and as many 
times as you possibly can but 
without success. 

Lawrence, you can argue until you are blue in the face, but you 
will not change my mind on this matter. 

9 browned off (with 
somebody) bored, unhappy, and/or annoyed. 

(1) By now the passengers on Titanic II were getting browned off
with the delay in departure due to ice warnings. 
(2) Tony Blair browned-off with Gordon Brown over affairs of State.

10 feel blue (look blue)/to 
have the blues to become sad or depressed. 

(1) Rachael seems very unhappy these days. I wonder why she is 
feeling blue. 
(2) Last month Sandra lost her job and her boyfriend broke up 
with her, so she is really feeling blue. 
(3) Let us try to cheer up the Super Eagles. They have been 
feeling blue since they did not go to the last African Cup of 
Nations in Gabon and Equatorial Guinea. 
(4) Hannah was feeling blue because no one paid her any 
attention at the Governor’s birthday party. 
(5) During winter, I feel blue. I do not want to do anything. I just 
want to stay in bed.  
(6) I always have the blues during the winter time because I can 
hardly go out, and I love outdoor activities. 
(7) A lot of people have the blues on Monday, because they do
not want to go back to work after a long and enjoyable weekend.



TEACHING THE ENGLISH COLOR IDIOMS 
125

(Table 1 continued) 

No. Idiom Meaning Examples in sentences 
11 once in a blue moon very rarely. We only go out for dinner once in a blue moon. 

12 out of the blue unexpectedly; suddenly. 

(1) I was walking across the road when a car appeared out of the 
blue. 
(2) The news of John’s death came out of the blue. No one was 
expecting it because he was still very young. 
(3) I got the news out of the blue that Jane was getting married!
(4) I got a phone call out of the blue from Lawrence and George 
Abanwan last month. 

13 green  to be inexperienced or immature. Joe is still green on the job at the gym. 

14 green around the gills looking sick. Having been on the boat all day, Simon Peter was a little green 
around the gills. 

15 green thumb/ 
green-fingered 

a talent for gardening, i.e., the 
ability to make plants grow 
successfully and keep them healthy.

(1) Ebiere really has a green thumb. Everything she plants in her 
garden grows so well. 
(2) You must have quite a green thumb. Your flowers are always 
so beautiful and healthy-looking. 

16 green with envy (be) 

very jealous of another person’s 
property;  
wishing very much that you had 
what someone else has. 

(1) Joe is green with envy over Samson’s new office. 
(2) I was green with envy when I learned that Tam won first prize 
in the football lottery—he got a free trip to Old Trafford! 
(3) Ebiere felt green with envy when her sister won the beauty 
and singing contest in which she also took part. 
(4) If you say that someone is green with envy, you mean that the 
person is really very envious. 

17 grey area 

something without a clear rule or 
answer; 
something that is not clearly defined 
and may have a broad answer or 
more than one answer, and is 
therefore difficult to deal with. 

Writing personal email in the office is a grey area that needs to 
be discussed at the next Administrative Board meeting. 

18 in the pink in very good health. My grandmother is in the pink. 

19 tickled pink very much pleased and appreciative 
or entertained. 

(1) My mother was tickled pink when my father brought a brand 
new car and roses home for her. 
(2) When Gloria arrived home on Christmas eve and saw that 
her husband had decorated the whole house, she was tickled 
pink. 

20 see red to be very angry. 
(1) My sister saw red when the thief grabbed her purse. 
(2) Roseline had such a huge fight with her mother-in-law that 
she saw red. 

21 red eye an airplane flight that takes off after 
midnight. 

I caught the red eye so I could see the sunrise over the Chilean 
mountains. 

22 red tape 

paying attention to the wording and 
details of rules and regulations, 
especially by government workers;
official or bureaucratic tasks. 

(1) There is still some red tape to deal with in terms of the 
Frederic’s inheritance from his grandfather’s estate. 
(2) My boss is all about due process; creativity is crushed in 
favour of red tape. 

23 red in tooth and claw involving opposition or competition 
that is violent and without pity. 

The presidential election bid of the PDP and CPC candidates is 
one that is red in tooth and claw. 

24 in the red in debt; losing money. 

(1) When we were in the red we almost sold our house. 
(2) I spent too much money from my salary this month and don’t 
have enough money in the bank to pay for my expenses and feed 
myself. I am in the red. 
(3) Preye enjoys shopping so much that she is always in the red
by the end of each month. 
(4) Since Lala lost his job, his bank account has been in the 
red. 

25 a red rag to a bull 
something that is likely to, or will 
definitely, make somebody very 
angry or upset. 

When a guy snatches his friend’s girlfriend, it’s like showing a 
red rag to a bull. 
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(Table 1 continued) 
No. Idiom Meaning Examples in sentences 

26 white lie (little) 

a harmless small, minor or 
insignificant lie, especially one that 
you tell to avoid hurting somebody 
or to be polite; 
a fib. 

(1) We told Nene that her banga soup was delicious, which was 
actually a white lie, because it was horrible. 
(2) Doubara told her parents a white-lie that she had been at the 
library, but she had also gone to watch the movies. 
(3) John told the policeman a little white lie that he had been 
driving for months, but he did not say he was doing so illegally.
(4) I did not feel like going to the party with John, but I didn’t 
want to hurt his feelings, so I told a white lie and said I was busy.
(5) Sandra’s baby is not really pretty, but I told her that her baby 
was sweet and cute. I told her a white lie. 
(6) I told Stella a white lie. I did not want to attend her birthday 
party so I said I was busy. 

27 
yellow/be yellow/have 
a yellow 
streak/yellow-bellied 

cowardly; 
be a coward; 
to be cowardly; 
extremely timid, coward, not brave.

(1) Peter is not brave enough to stand up and fight with Klishko. 
He is yellow. 
(2) The outlaws knew they could ride into town and take over,
because the sheriff was too yellow to fight. 

28 the yellow press/yellow 
journalism 

popular and sensationalist 
newspapers; newspapers that 
deliberately include sensational 
news items to attract readers; 
journalism that is exaggerated or 
unnecessarily sensational. 

(1) Headlines that are sensational and untrue are examples of 
yellow journalism. 
(2) Some newspaper reporters engage themselves in yellow 
journalism to boost the sale of their newspapers. 

 

 

The following are sample exercises on English color idioms for students to do (as classwork or assignment).  
(1) Fill in the gaps in the following sentences with the appropriate color from the list given. 

black/blue/green/purple/red/white/yellow 
(a) When John saw my gold wristwatch he was… with envy. (green) 
(b) Since losing her job Sandra has been in a mood of… despair. (black) 
(c) When Peter realized the danger he was in, he went… with fear. (white) 
(d) The principal gets furious with latecomers to the Assembly Hall: he really sees… (red) 
(e) When he saw the mess he had created, he went… with rage. (purple) 
(f) I knew Samson didn’t have the guts to tell her he loved her: he’s really… (yellow) 
(g) It’s freezing here in Siberia, in December. I’m… with cold. (blue)  

(2) Fill in the gaps in the following sentences with the appropriate color idiom from the list given. 
tickled pink/black and blue/have the blues/blue moon/golden opportunity/out of the blue/the red eye/green 

light/silver spoon/true colours 
(h) Mr Agih says he was… to be (mis)taken for a French man. (tickled pink) 
(i) The boxer was… after the 10th round of the bout in the tournament. (black and blue) 
(j) When you… you feel sad or depressed. (have the blues) 
(k) When something happens… it is unexpected. (out of the blue) 
(l) I caught… means I took a flight after midnight. (the red eye) 
(m) Tonye saw… (red) = Tonye got very angry. 
(n) Ebitimi was… with envy. (green) = Ebitimi was very envious. 
(o) What’s the matter? You look as… as a sheet. (white) = You look very pale. 
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(p) I was tickled… when I heard the news of my promotion. (pink) = I was really very happy when I heard 
the news of my promotion. 

(q) The news of my promotion came out of the… (blue) = The news of my promotion came as a surprise. 
(r) I’m really… ed off about it. (brown) = I’m really fed up, annoyed about it. 
(s) Suddenly Timiyo… ed out. (blacked) = Suddenly, Timiyo fainted. 
(t) The Agricultural Science student has… fingers. (green) = The Agricultural Science student can grow 

plants successfully. 
(u) It only happens once in a… moon. (blue) = It only happens very occasionally. 
(v) Going to South Africa 2012 is a… opportunity which we mustn’t miss. (golden) = a very good (rare) 

opportunity. 
(w) I was in a… funk. (blue) = I was very scared. 
(x) Silva was born with a… spoon in his mouth. (silver) = Silva was born into a wealthy family. 
(3) Each example below has an idiom with a color word. Guess the meaning of each idiom from the context 

and try to match each idiom (numbered 1-10) with its meaning (a-j). 
(4) Let the students answer certain Yes/No Questions involving color idioms. 

Teaching Procedure, Points, and Hints 

Let the students know that color idioms are idioms from colors. Color idiom lessons can be brief activities 
that you can use as fillers at the beginning or end of the lesson. This activity can be done as a quick revision test. 
Firstly, you could ask them to read the sentences and discuss with their partner what color they could expect to fill 
the blank spaces, and the colors it associates with emotions. Or you may group the idioms that are derived from 
one color in a bunch and teach them to the students as a full lesson. 

In teaching the English color idioms, we need: first of all, to know what idioms are; secondly, what the 
well-known colors are; thirdly, to define what a color idiom is; fourthly, to provide illustrative sentences for each 
of the color idioms, with paraphrases, synonymous expressions, and functional activities; fifthly, to use 
illustrative sentences together with the paraphrases to provide an application of the color idiom in context 
dialogues, in a short text or in a story; and sixthly, to give students an opportunity to use the idioms in context as 
well as with some degree of realism in real-life situations. 

Curry (1998) gave us the following five teaching hints for idioms in general, which we can also apply in 
teaching the color idioms: (1) give definitions and illustrative sentences orally, followed by the paraphrase of the 
illustrative sentence. Ask students to repeat the illustrative sentences; (2) give paraphrase again orally. Ask students 
to give the illustrative sentence; (3) give synonymous expressions and their definitions. Substitute the synonymous 
expressions in the appropriate illustrative sentence and have students repeat the new sentences; (4) give students an 
opportunity to compose original sentences using the functional activity for oral practice; and (5) assign selected 
students to prepare and present in class short dialogues (2-4) lines using the idiom and/or synonymous expressions.  

In addition to the above, we may: (1) Give the students the following form of sample exercise to do in class 
or as assignment. Each example below has an idiom with a color word. Guess the meaning of each idiom from the 
context and try to match each idiom (1-10) with its meaning (a-j); and (2) Let the students answer certain Yes/No 
Questions involving color idioms. 
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Conclusions 

It is indeed important for us as teachers of English and linguistics in institutions of higher learning to 
teach the English color idioms, in addition to the other idiomatic expressions, as they not only constitute part 
of the lexis (i.e., the vocabulary) of the natural speech of native speakers of English especially in informal 
dialogues, but they also are a vital tool for teaching collocations as a by-product of the whole exercise of 
teaching the English color idioms. 

We notice also, for instance that while the very recently introduced color idiom, blue funk means scared in 
British English, in American English it means (very) depressed. 

Furthermore, we observe that many colors including gold(en) and silver are associated with feelings or 
moods in English. However, the colors that are mostly associated with idioms in English are black, blue, brown, 
green, grey, pink, red, white, and yellow.  

Some of the most common idiomatic expressions in British and American English are color idioms, i.e., 
idioms that include at least a color. Most Britons and Americans use color idioms, especially when they discuss 
informally with one another, and, consequently, color idioms form a very important part of British and American 
English. Color idioms give life and richness to the English language. 
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Translators have the right to protect their work. They hold the copyright to the work they produce. Translation is a 

result of intellectual creation. It is a work of mind and creative content, just like the original work. The main 

objective of this paper is to give an overview of the copyright laws, and particularly the translation copyright and 

the rights of the translator. The paper begins by providing the reader with an overview of the meaning of the 

copyright law, and why it is needed to protect people. Then, the paper discusses the author and the translator 

copyright. Finally, we also attempt to highlight the copyright laws and the intellectual property in the Hashemite 

Kingdom of Jordan. 

Keywords: copyright, translation, laws, Jordan 

Introduction 

According to Fishman (2008, p. 6), copyright is a legal device that provides the creator of a work of art or 
literature, or a work that conveys information or ideas, the right to control how the work is used. It should be 
noted that the concept of copyright was unknown in the manuscript era, and was slow to develop even when 
printing with movable type had revolutionized the rate at which copies of a book could be produced 
(Armstrong, 1990, p. 1). 

Copyright deals with the ownership and use of works of literature, music, and art. Its main objective is to 
enrich our society’s wealth of culture and information by instituting a mechanism to protect the mental creation 
which is called “intellectual property”. Indeed, copyright is one of the three types of intellectual property law, 
along with patents and trademarks. It is a mechanism to keep in check the illegitimate use of authors’ expression. 
Copyright protects only expression, not the idea or fact that is being expressed. 

Thus, copyright involves a set of laws made to promote both the creation and access to artistic, literary, 
musical, dramatic, and other creative works. It aims at a balance between promoting the public interest in the 
encouragement of the creation and dissemination of works of the arts and intellect, and having a just reward 
for the copyright holder. 

Indeed, copyright is a form of intellectual property that grants its holder the legal right to restrict the copying 
and the use of the original, creative work, for a defined period of time. 

Therefore, the main goal of copyright is to provide an economic incentive to create new works for the 
benefit of the public. Moreover, copyright, as said, gives the author the ability to restrict access to the work in 
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order to charge users and recover his or her initial investment in creating the work. The rationale is that, if 
competitors or consumers were able to copy and/or use the work without remunerating the author, the author 
might decide not to create the work in the first place. Still the problem for lawmakers is to determine the 
appropriate amount of copyright protection. If the law grants more protection than is deemed to be necessary, 
the public will not have full access to the works that are created, thus reducing the public benefits of those 
works. If the law grants too little protection, however, fewer works will be created. The proverbial happy 
medium, in short, must be struck. 

Another justification for attention to copyright is what is felt to be the need to protect the moral rights of 
the author. This concept, which is referred to as “droit moral” due to its basis in French copyright law, stems 
from the viewpoint that expression is the output of an author’s distinct, individual personality and that authors 
deserve to be rewarded for their creative output. Moral rights include the right of attribution, i.e., the right to 
have a work published anonymously or “pseudononymously”, and the right to the “integrity” of the work, a 
notion which bars the intentional distortion, mutilation, or other modification of a work if that distortion is 
likely to harm the author’s reputation. Going beyond the right to have his or her name associated with any 
work that an author-as-individual has created, the right of integrity gives the author control over how work is 
altered to ensure that it is not used in a way that would distort the author's intention in creating the work and 
thus injure his or her name. 

A copyright holder has the following exclusive rights: (1) to make and sell copies of the work (including 
electronic copies); (2) to import or export the work; (3) to make derivative work; (4) to publicly perform the work; 
and (5) to sell or assign these rights to others.  

The first copyright law was the English Statute of Anne, enacted in 1709. The statute’s full title was “An Act 
for the Encouragement of Learning, by Vesting the Copies of Printed Books in the Authors or Purchasers of Such 
Copies, During the Times Therein mentioned”. It granted exclusive rights to authors, rather than to publishers, 
but it also included protections for consumers of printed works, ensuring that publishers could not control their 
use after sale. The duration of such protection was limited to 28 years, 14 years plus an optional renewal, after 
which the work would pass into the public domain. 

The problems of international piracy and the lack of protection for foreign authors led to a copyright treaty 
which was stipulated in 1886: The Berne Convention for the Protection of Literary and Artistic Works, which is 
administered by the WIPO (World Intellectual Property Organization). As the article “History of Copyright 
Law” (n.d.) tells us that under Berne Convention, copyright is granted automatically to all creative works. That is 
to say, an author does not have to actively register or apply for copyright to be applied to the work. As soon as the 
work is fixed, its author is automatically granted excusive rights to its distribution of the work and any other 
derivative works until the copyright expires, or the author explicitly disclaims them. 

As the article at Wikipedia also informs that according to the Berne Convention all works except 
photographic and cinematographic ones shall remain copyrighted for at least five years after the death of the 
author. The interested parties are; however, free to stipulate even longer terms. Even though the copyright law of 
the country where copyright is claimed shall normally be applied, article 7.8 of the Berne Convention (1979) 
stated that: “Unless the legislation of that country otherwise provides, the term shall not exceed the term fixed in 
the country of origin of the work”. 
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Copyright in Jordan 

Historical Overview 
Jordan is one of the Arab countries located in the heart of the Middle East. The Jordanian Government 

system is a hereditary monarchy, and its legal system is based on French Civil Law as well as Islamic Shari’a law. 
Jordan was once part of the Ottoman Empire. The legal system during that time from 1516 until 1918 was based 
on Islamic Shari’a Law and the intellectual property laws were based solely on traditional Ottoman law. 

In 1992, the Jordanian Parliament passed its first National Copyright Law (namely, Copyright Protection 
Law No. (22) of 1992). Article 61 of the current law testifies that intellectual property was protected in Jordan 
prior to 1992 under the Ottoman copyright law. 

Article (61):  
The Ottoman copyrights law and any other law or legislation whose provisions conflict with the provisions of this 

law shall be cancelled. (National Copyright Law, 1992, p. 32) 

On July 28, 1999, the Berne Convention also went into force in Jordan and it became a member of WIPO. As 
the article “Berne Notification No. 204: Berne Convention for the Protection of Literary and Artistic Works: 
Accession by the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan” (1999) told us:  

The Berne Convention as revised will enter into force, with respect to the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, on July 28, 
1999. On that date, the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan will also become a member of the International Union for the 
Protection of Literary and Artistic Works (“Berne Union”), founded by the Berne Convention. 

In April of 2000, less than a year after endorsing the Berne Convention, Jordan became the 136th member to 
join WTO (World Trade Organization). For countries to become a member of an international organization and 
sign international treaties, they must adhere to a number of prerequisites and minimum requirements. Both WIPO 
and WTO set provisions related to the protection of intellectual property, provisions that Jordan needed to abide 
by in order to achieve membership. Despite Jordan’s membership in WIPO and WTO in 1999 and 2000 
respectively, the country still needed to address and implement a number of provisions related to the protection of 
performances, phonograms, and broadcast programs. 

In 2005, the Jordanian Parliament passed two amendments on the copyright law to address the issues set 
forth in the special 301 report of 2005; these resulted in the current copyright law1. 

The amendments addressed a variety of issues; among them being the identification of rights associated 
with producers of phonograms and broadcasting organizations as highlighted in Article 23 of the current law, 
set out below: 

Article (23): Protection of the Rights of Performers, Sound Recordings and Broadcast Programs 
A. Notwithstanding the provisions of Article (17) of this Law: 
1. A performer may prohibit others from consolidating his unconsolidated performance or reproducing any 

consolidation of his performance, or broadcasting same through wireless means and conveying it to the public without his 
consent. 

2. The Radio and Television Commission or the owner of the copyright may prohibit others from consolidating 
unconsolidated broadcast programs, or reproducing any consolidation of same, or wirelessly transmitting or conveying 
them to the public by television transmission without the consent of the Commission or the owner of the right. 

                                                 
1 Retrieved from http://www.agip.com/bulletin_news.aspx?id=926&month=4&year=2005&lang=en. 
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B. Producers of sound recordings or their successors or any person with a legal right related to the sound recordings 
may allow or prohibit direct or indirect reproduction of their sound recordings or rental of the original copy or other 
copies to others for commercial purposes. 

C. Protection of the rights of performers and sound recordings' producers shall apply to fifty years starting from the 
first of January of the calendar year following the year during which the performance or consolidation of the recording 
occurred, as the case may be. 

D. Protection of radio programs broadcast be any radio or television establishment shall apply for twenty years to be 
calculated as of the first of January of the calendar year following the year during which the program was broadcast for 
the first time. (National Copyright Law, 1992, p. 14) 

After signing the Jordanian-Israeli Peace Treaty in 1994, Jordan became concerned with the overall 
health of it economy. This concern led the government to focus its efforts on transforming Jordan’s economy 
into one with a decided export orientation. Jordan had received several recommendations from the World Bank 
to join the GATT (General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade). However, in order to join GATT, Jordan needed 
to address the provisions of protecting producers and broadcasting organizations, which it only did in the 
amendment that passed in 2005. 

Works Enjoying Protection 
In 1992, the Copyright Protection Law No. (22) was enacted. This copyright law grants copyright protection 

to original works of literature, art, and science of any type, purpose, or importance. It covers works of art as may 
be expressed in writing, sound, drawing, photography, and motion pictures, including books, speeches, plays, 
musical compositions, films, applied art, three-dimensional works, and computer software. 

Procedure stipulates that copyright be filed at the Ministry of Culture. The work protected must be original 
and involve personal innovation and arrangement. The protection period, for both Jordanians and foreigners, is 
30 years after the death of the author. The Ministry of Culture may publish or republish a work subject to 
copyright protection, if the author or the author’s heirs have not published or republished the work within the six 
months preceding the date on which the Ministry has given notice that the work is to be so published or 
republished. In the event of publication or republication by the Ministry of Culture, the author or author’s heirs 
are entitled to fair remuneration. 

The content of the The Jordanian Copyright Protection Law No. (22) appears to be similar to that of the 
USA and meets the minimum requirements set forth in the Berne Convention agreement. The definition of works 
enjoying protection can be found in article 13 of the The Jordanian Copyright Protection Law No. (22) (1992): 

Article (13):  

A. Works created in literature, art and science, whatever the nature, or importance of those works, or the purpose for 
which they were produced, shall enjoy protection in pursuance of this Law. 

B. The said protection shall include the works expressed through writing, sound, drawing, photography or movement, 
and in particular: 

1. Books, booklet and other written material. 
2. Oral works delivered orally such as lectures, speeches and sermons. 
3. Theatrical works lyrist and musical plays and pantomime acting. 
4. Musical works whether expressed in notes or not and whether accompanied with words or not. 
5. Cinematic and audio and visual broadcasting works. 
6. Painting, photography, sculpting, architecture, applied arts and lithographical works. 
7. Illustration, maps, design, blueprints and three-dimensional works related to geography and topography. 
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8. Computer programs whether in the origin language or machine language. 
A. Protection shall also include the title of the work unless the title is generic used to describe the subject of the 

work. 
B. Collection of literary or artistic works such as encyclopedias, anthologies, and compiled data, whether in an 

automatically read form or in any other form, which constitutes unique intellectual works in respect of their selection or 
arrangement, shall also enjoy protection. Collections containing selected excerpts of poetry, prose, music or other shall 
also be protected, provided that the sources and authors of same are mentioned without prejudice to the rights of the 
authors in respect to each work forming a part of the collections. (p. 11) 

Copyright duration. Copyright protection begins when a work is actually created. The duration of a 
copyright is for the life of the copyright owner, with the addition of 50 years following his/her death. There 
are two categories of exceptions to this standard duration of life plus 50 years (see Articles: 31, 32, 33, and 34 
of the The Jordanian Copyright Protection Law No. (22) for the year 1992 and its amendments). As it is 
evident, the exceptions are not stated explicitly, the limit of 50 years being instead merely circumscribed to a 
certain number of conditions: (1) The author of a work only enjoys copyright protection for 50 years from the 
date the work was created in the following circumstances: (a) The author or right holder is a corporation, or 
other type of legal entity which grants some of the same rights as those which apply to natural persons, (b) 
The work is a cinema or television production, (c) The work is published for the first time after the death of 
the author, and (d) The work is published under a pseudonym. In this case, if the work’s author reveals his/her 
identity within the protection period then the copyright duration is extended until 50 years following the 
author’s death; and (2) Photographs and applied arts enjoy only 25 years protection period, commencing on 
the date of their creation. 

When the protection period expires, the work enters into the public domain making it legal for all to use, 
unconditionally. 

The Rights of Authors 
Moral rights. Within The Jordanian Copyright Protection Law No. (22), there are no sections specifically 

dedicated to regulating moral rights. These are instead scattered throughout the entire text of the law. Such subtle 
incorporation of moral rights into the The Jordanian Copyright Protection Law No. (22) (1992) is exemplified by 
Article 8, paragraph d: 

Article (8): Author’s Exclusive Rights 
(d) Challenge any infringement upon his work and prevent any distortion or alteration or any other modification 

thereof or any other transgression that may harm his reputation and honor. Nonetheless, shall any omission, alteration, 
addition or any other modification occur to the translation of the work, then the author shall not have the right to prevent 
same unless the translator fails to note the places of such modification, or should the translation prejudice the author's 
reputation and cultural or artistic standing or distorts the content of the work. (p. 8) 

As can be seen, moral rights cannot be sold or surrendered and require that the work be attributed to its 
author. In other words, moral rights include the right of attribution, the right to have a work published 
anonymously or pseudononymously, and the right to the integrity of the work. Moral rights are especially 
important within the Jordanian context due to its rich tradition, and strong cultural heritage ties. Protecting an 
author’s reputation and honor are amongst the utmost objectives—the main driver for the existence of moral 
rights within the copyright law. 
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Economic rights. The new law acknowledges the author’s exclusive right to reproduce, present, display, or 
perform his work and also to “droit de suite”. The interpretation of the right to reproduction and representation 
has been enlarged and modernized so as to adapt the Law to the new ways of communicating and disseminating 
intellectual works. Thus, the reproduction which is submitted for the author’s consent may be in any material 
form, and his or her right to convey his work to the public covers the means of recitation, exhibition, performance, 
radio, or television broadcasting, cinematographic production, or any other means. The law establishes the right 
for the author “to financially exploit his work in whatever manner he chooses” (The Jordanian Copyright 
Protection Law No. (22), 1992, p. 9); these include authorizing persons to utilize one or more copies of his or her 
work by means of rental, lending or, more generally, any other act serving to make the work available to the 
public. The relevant article is reproduced below: 

Article (9): Author’s Right to Grant Others Authorization to Exploit His Work 
The author shall have the right to financially exploit his work in whatever manner he chooses. Others shall not be 

entitled to exercise this right without the written authorization of same or his successors. Such authorization shall include: 
A. The right to print, broadcast and produce his work. 
B. The right to reproduce his work in all material forms including photographic or cinematographic representing or 

recording. 
C. The right to translate his work to another language, adapt, musically transform it, or carry out any alteration 

thereof. 
D. The right to grant authorization to utilize a reproduction or a number of reproductions to persons who exploit 

same through rental, lending and other practices related to presenting the work to the public. 
E. The right to convey his work to the public by reciting, announcing, exhibiting, or performing same or by radio, 

television, cinematographic broadcasting, or any other means. (The Jordanian Copyright Protection Law No. (22), 
1992, p. 9) 

Importantly, the Law lays down the general principle that the exercise of the right to exploitation of a work 
by any person other than the author shall be prohibited without written authorization from the author or from his 
successor in title. Any transfer of economic rights shall be in writing, shall state expressly and in detail every 
right to be transferred and shall specify the extent and purpose thereof, and the duration and place of exploitation. 

Rights of Translation 

The Berne Convention addresses the right of translation in Article 8 by granting authors the exclusive right 
of making and authorizing the translation of their work. The article is reproduced below. 

Article (8): 
Authors of literary and artistic works protected by this Convention shall enjoy the exclusive right of making and of 

authorizing the translation of their works throughout the term of protection of their rights in the original works. (Berne 
Convention for the Protection of Literary and Artistic works, 1979) 

In fact, it is Article 11 of the The Jordanian Copyright Protection Law No. (22) (1992), reproduced below, 
that addresses translation rights.  

Article (11): Translation, Reproduction and Publication Licenses. (p. 10) 

Notwithstanding the provisions of Article (9) of this Law: 

A. Any Jordanian citizen shall have the right to obtain an inclusive license whose title can not be transferred, from 
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the Minister or the person authorized by him, to translate any foreign work published in a printed form or any other form 
to the Arabic language and to publish this translation in printed form or any other similar form, provided that three years 
have elapsed since the first publication date of this work, and that no translation thereof has been published in Jordan in 
the Arabic language by the owner of the translation right or with his approval or in the case the translated copies have 
been consumed. 

B. Any Jordanian citizen shall have the right to obtain an inclusive license whose title cannot be transferred to others, 
from the Minister or the person authorized by him, to reproduce or publish any of the following published works 
according to the following conditions: 

1. The laps of three years since the first publication date of any printed work related to technology, natural sciences, 
physics or mathematics, or after the lapse of seven years since the first publication of poetics, theoretical, musical works, 
art books and novels or the lapse of five years since the first publication of any other published works. 

2. That of no copies thereof have been distributed in the Kingdom to fulfill the needs of the general public or school 
or university education through the owner of the right of reproduction or with his approval and at a price compatible with 
the prices of similar works in the Kingdom. 

3. That the published copies be sold in accordance with the provisions of this clause at a price equal to or less than 
the price stated in clause (2) of this paragraph. 

A. Translation license provided for in paragraph (a) of this article shall only be granted for the purposes of school or 
university education or research. Reproduction licenses provided for in paragraph (b) of this article shall only be granted 
for use in the field of school or university education. 

B. Upon the granting of a translation or reproduction license the original author of the work which was translated or 
reproduced shall become entitled to a just compensation compatible with standards of the monetary rights of the author 
which are prevalent in voluntary license contracts between people in the Kingdom and between people in the author's 
country. 

C. The conditions and procedures for the granting of licenses provided for in this Article shall be determined in 
pursuance to a regulation issued for this purpose. (The Jordanian Copyright Protection Law No. (22), 1992, p. 8) 

As can be seen, Article 11 indicates that any Jordanian citizen has the right to obtain an exclusive license, 
from the Minister of Culture, to translate any intellectual work. To do so, four stipulations must hold true: Firstly, 
the original work must have been published at least three years prior to obtaining the inclusive right to translate. 
Secondly, the original work must have not been published in Arabic in Jordan. Thirdly, such licenses are granted 
for education and research only. Finally, such licenses are granted as long as the work published is sold at a price 
compatible with the prices of similar works in Jordan. The law also entitles the original author to receive a just 
compensation that is compatible with the standards of his or her economic rights. 

Conclusions 

This paper has attempted to give an overview of the copyright laws and the rights of the translator. It 
provides insights into the meaning of the copyright law and why it is needed to protect people, to promote the 
progress of science, and to ensure that new knowledge will be developed. The paper has also attempted to 
highlight the copyright laws and intellectual property in the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. Despite the fact that 
the law has been in effect since the Ottoman Empire, the people in Jordan are not fully aware of the details 
pertaining to the law—seeing as it was rarely enforced. 
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The aim of this paper is to approach simultaneous interpreting adopting some connectionist models and conceptions 

and, thus, nurture interpreting modeling. Using neural networks stimulations, connectionism looks at the brain as a 

network of inter-connected nodes/units that substrate any intelligent ability or cognitive process through the 

propagation of activation. Neural networks, in connectionist models, acquire and learn diverse cognitive patterns 

through the strengthening and weakening of nodes associations. Drawing on this seminal framework, this paper is 

an attempt to account for interpreting and novice interpreters as neural networks. Throughout the matrix of 

argumentation, we suggest that the accumulation of a number of input units in novice interpreters’ neural nodes, as 

micro agents for processing informational units, and the building of the necessary knowledge associations among 

such nodes, through the strengthening and weakening principles, are prerequisites for being an interpreter. The 

establishment of a huge network of knowledge nodes enables the network to interpret in a given velocity. More to 

the point, such endeavor entails an extensive training on the propagation of a distributed neural activation in 

distributed circuits. Such neural circuits give emerge to the required neural associations echoing the declarative and 

procedural abilities crucial for interpreting as a quasi-automatic activity. 

Keywords: connectionism, networks, inter-connection, association, activation, interpreting, learning and training 

Introduction 

Connectionism is a new paradigm emerged in 1980’s to replace the very view that the mind processes 
information as symbols and combinatorial rules manipulated by computing operations. Using the concept 
“cognitive architecture” of neural connections, it proposes the implementation of neural networking models 
to account for diverse aspects of cognitive activities including language processing. In interpreting, the 
interpreter engages in a number of overlapped processes, and such processes lie in the heart of 
connectionism. These include the reception of the input, comprehension, and the activation of 
representation patterns necessary to produce a grammatically, syntactically, and semantically congruent 
output. Thus, linguistic behavior and the related cognitive processes constitute an overarching central point 
of both interpreting and connectionism, something which substantiates the adoption of what we view to be 
the implications and applications of connectionist networks for the domain of interpreting and translation. 
For accounting for the above-stated hypothesis, the paper is structurally designed as follows: The first short 
section draws a line on an overview about connectionist modeling of cognition. The second section is 
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intended to approach interpreting from connectionist lens; whereas, the third section discerns connectionist 
insights relevant for training future interpreters. 

Connectionist Modeling of Cognition 
Researchers in the paradigm of connectionism, also known the PDP (parallel distributed processing) 

(Rumelhart, Hinton, & McClelland, 1986) use the architecture of neural networks to model the neural 
interconnectedness and the way its networking results in emergent cognitive aspects. They analogized the 
human mind to a huge network of interconnected units. Hinton (1989) stated that “Each unit has a ‘state’ or 
‘activity level’ that is determined by the input received from other units in the network” (p. 186). PDP revolves 
around the centerpiece idea in neurology that the brain consists of billions of highly interconnected neurons (as 
synonymous to agents, units, and nodes) engaging in neural processes to generate cognitive products including 
language comprehension and production. An individual neuron is a micro- processor that calculates the sum of 
its received inputs. Exceeding a certain threshold, it generates an output, which is an input to other neurons (i.e., 
units) to which it is connected through synapses as neuro-connectors (Cilliers, 1988). 

Each synapse excites or inhibits the target neuron through the signals that come from a sensory organ, for 
example, and each synapse determines the strength of influence. Information is processed in parallel neural 
operations, and it is distributed to other parts of the brain (Cilliers, 1988, p. 16) in different cortical regions 
(Anderson, 2009). The synaptic connection between any two interconnected nodes has a value which can be 
either positive (excitatory) or negative (inhibitory) depending on the weight of their connections (Bechtel & 
Abrahamsen, 1991) during activation. Excitatory connections increase the activity of neural units; whereas, the 
inhibitory ones decrease it (Bechtel & Abrahamsen, 1991). 

It should be noted that inspirational insights of connectionism came from Minsky (1986) who deemed the 
cognitive system as a society composed of micro-agents capable of locally providing solutions to diverse 
problems. However, connectionists persistently refer to what is widely known as Hebb’s rule, which states that 
when two neurons fire together wire together. The neurons that get activated through neural signals in a 
simultaneous manner strengthen their synaptic connections. 

Connectionist modeling of cognition accounts for two types of representations: distributed and localist. 
Distributed representations are assumed to be vectors in a representational state space. Parallel distributed 
representations are processed in simultaneity by a number of associated nodes in a connectionist network of 
nodes (McClelland, Rumelhart, & The PDP Research Group, 1986). Whereas, in localist models, localist 
representations are envisioned to be encoded in individual neural nodes for representing the entire concept such 
as cat. However, this paper is intended to work out the common ground between interpreting and 
connectionism in general. It is beyond the paper’s scope of inquiry to provide details on the two 
above-mentioned types of representations on which there is an ongoing controversial debate. 

Approaching Interpreting From Connectionist Perspectives 
The Necessary Skills for Interpreting 

As a process of neural transferring of lexico-semantic units between two spoken languages, simultaneous 
interpreting occurs between two neural talking networks in the real time. Interpreters must provide a topnotch 
output to the target audience without lagging behind the speaker. Thus, simultaneous interpreting is a complex 
task that is very demanding in terms of language skills and memory capacity. Accordingly, the ultimate 
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objective of interpreting courses is to develop in trainees a bunch of the required perceptive and cognitive 
processing skills such as problem solving and analytic abilities crucial for being an interpreter. This requires 
constructing a huge neural network of associations reflecting a high level in conceptual, procedural, and 
declarative knowledge or, let us put it another way, a high level in neuro-linguistic plasticity to shift between 
two languages in a lexico-semantically symmetrical manner. By the end of training, novice interpreters are 
required to have been armed with diverse inter-complementary skills in order to be able to perform the three 
macro-processes involved in discourse mediation (Padilla, 1999): (1) analysis and understanding the source 
text or discourse; (2) translation or reformulation of the source text or discourse; and (3) production of the 
text or discourse in the target language. 

Among the recognized skills involved in simultaneous interpreting, which worth mentioning, are: (1) 
selective listening that requires concentration and attention to cope with velocity and mitigating perturbing 
elements; (2) understanding that necessarily requires predicting skills and speed of representation; (3) 
memorizing the information in SL (Source Language); (4) mental translation which includes editing; and (5) 
verbalization in the same rate of speech speed (see Kornakov, 2000, pp. 246-248).  

The Interpreter as a Networking Unit 
Language processing, as well as other cognitive forms, demands from agents to internalize an enormous 

number of units or exemplars (i.e., items, instances) for establishing a large network of knowledge. It is 
prerequisite to train the network on establishing different associative strengths between those units/nodes in tune 
with “the frequency and regularity effects of the input”, adjusting the activation values among the 
inter-connected units on the basis of stimuli frequency (Hulstijn, 2003, p. 418). Knowledge network in 
connectionism is taken to be neural, i.e., a result of neural connections inside the neural society existing in our 
mental system. On this basis, we suggest that an interpreter must develop his/her system’s networking through 
knowledge units the system receives from external sources in terms of internal prior conceptual, declarative, and 
procedural connections of knowledge network among his/her neurons. Without such connections maintained by 
neural agents communicating in the mental society, probably, the interpreter’s neural system cannot manage to 
segment the distribution and juxtaposition of sound units in chunks received from a talking unit.  

Adopting the notions of recurrent networks, the author of this paper suggests that an interpreter is 
hypothesized to be a unit among a network of interconnected units (i.e., the interpreter, speakers, listeners, or 
audience). Such unit is supposed to be well-trained phonologically, lexico-grammatically, morpho-syntactically, 
semantically, and pragmatically to process the message input (the talking unit’s output) and map it into a 
symmetrical output to the other nodes supposed to logically and emotionally be plugged into the net. The line 
of communication makes the activated neurons of all the plugged units interconnect and interact on the basis of 
their previous beliefs, knowledge network and the organizational map of the world matrix stored in neurons.  

Human Mirror Neurons System Hypothesis supports such conception in that specific neurons fire in 
inferior frontal cortex and superior partial lobe when someone performs an action. The same neurons fire again 
when humans see someone performing that action (Iacoboni et al., 1999). Suffice to say, one’s mirror neuron 
mirror system is connected to that of the sender to reflect his/her pattern of activity. This theorem supports the 
very idea that, in a communication encounter, the motor concept related to words is characterized by the 
transmission from one brain network to another through neuron mirrors system (Schippers et al., 2010). It is 
mentioning here that mirror neurons are also hypothesized to be responsible for self and others awareness 
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(Oberman & Ramachandran, 2009) and understanding their goals and intentions (Leonardo et al., 2005), etc. 
Since interpreting involves such awareness and understanding, mirror neurons theorems, we conjecture, might 
have brought about workable results for buttressing theorizing in the field of simultaneous interpreting where 
mirror neurons interact and stimulate each other. 

In a similar vein to that of mirror neurons hypothesis, multi-agent connectionist model of inter-personal 
communications suggests that many recurrent networks communicate in straight lines with each other. The 
individual recurrent network of individual inter-connected units “stimulates the process of information uptake, 
integration and memorization within individual agents”. Each agent’s recurrent network contains an 
auto-associative recurrent network. Communication is controlled by trust weights (Overwalle & Heylighen, 
2006, pp. 606, 608). Trust in multi-agent talking nets is “determined by the consistency with the receiving 
agents existing beliefs, and results” (Overwalle & Heylighen, 2006, pp. 606, 608). The concept “trust weight”, 
in this context, is synonymous with changes occurring during communication process in terms of connection 
between individual networks. These weights trigger selective propagation and thus lead to the filtering out of 
irrelevant information. In such context, communicators implement, as Overwalle and Heylighen noted, Grice’s 
(1975) maxims of quality and quantity. 

Recall that inter-connected agents are pragmatically conscious and aware of the requirements of 
communication set forth by Grice (i.e., quality, quantity, relevance, and manner). Connectionist vehicle theory 
of consciousness makes clear that representation in the brain networks is a conscious experience of the very 
states (such as the activation of representations patterns that constitute the brain concurrent response to 
prevailing conditions); the communicating brains are intentional about something (Opie, 1998, p. 128). For an 
interpreter to work out the coherence of the received message, he/she shall be cooperative and participative 
within the network so as to reach the intentionality and aboutness activated in the mental unit of the speaker as 
a talking net. Such cooperation is tantamount to neural trust weight. However, as the next section will show, 
such level demands from novice interpreters/students a lot of training on the network of knowledge in two 
languages and exercise in a given frequency on the basis of trials and errors. As such, they come to 
familiarize their neural cells with the morpho-syntactic and conceptual units used in conferences and other 
interpreting situations and settings. 

Interpreters Training and Connectionism 
Interpreter’s Neural Networking and Environment 

Interpreting students necessarily come to translation classes with linguistic lexico-grammatical 
elements/nodes mirroring the neural interactions and associations in their neural dynamic systems. 
Presumptively, they have a given command in the structure (i.e., lexical system impending semantic system) 
and meaning (semantic system of lexical units) of two languages or more. Their neural associations represent 
their bilingual fluency and their conceptual network, which they would refine in the new environment for 
becoming future interpreters. Cilliers (1988) drew a line on such adaptability of the mental system of 
networking nodes stating: “A complex dynamic system has to develop its internal structure and has the ability 
to adapt that structure in order to cope with the changes taking place in the environment” (p. 12), which is the 
classroom in our case. He further explained such dialectical relationship between the environment matrix and 
the brain networks permeating such matrix in that the brain as a complex system can develop a complex 
structure. This latter develops its structure from fairly unstructured beginnings through changing the 



THE IMPLICATIONS OF CONNECTIONISM AND NEURAL NETWORKS 

 

141

distribution of elements composing the system. This occurs under influence of both the external environment 
and the history of the system, because the system is plastic (Cilliers, 1988, p. 16).  

The dialectical relationship between the internal structure of the student’s networking system and the 
environment within which he/she develops that structure might best be understood in the light of the didactic 
triangle of the three axes: student, knowledge, and professor (Lee-Jahnke, 2005). The triad elements result in 
three processes that, the author views, are necessary for constructing neural networks crucial for 
quasi-automatic interpreting task. These are: (1) learning process—occurs between student and knowledge; (2) 
training process—takes place between professor and student; and (3) teaching process—occurs between 
professor and knowledge (Lee-Jahnke, 2005, p. 361). 

Recurrent Networks in Interpreting Classroom 
The author contends that the concept “recurrent network” in connectionism is workable for describing the 

interaction of those three above-mentioned elements. Cognition in recurrent models is not limited to specific 
neurons nor to the individual mind as a sum of its associations, but it involves interactions between 
interconnected brains in a network of abstract ties. While levy (1997) used the concept “collective intelligence” 
to designate the multi-agent networking, Hutchins (1995) referred to it as a “distributed cognition”. 

In the class environment, the processes of learning, training, and teaching are to be understood in 
terms of the recurrent multi-agent nets for the fact that it involves many agents/units communicate with 
each other once knowledge is activated: That is, it involves auto-associative nets that are students neural 
networks in addition to that of the teacher. Apparently, the teacher uses supervising procedures in 
propagating knowledge that might be activated by any unit, be it a teacher or a student. Then, each unit 
receives the activation from the external source outside the neural net. The activation, which reflects the 
term short term memory in connectionist theorizing, spreads automatically among the units of the net of 
recurrent networks, for they are interconnected in an auto-associative recurrent manner (Overwalle & 
Heylighen, 2006, pp. 606-608). Thus, agents learn from each other since their neuronal nodes are 
interconnected. We conjecture that all the three processes: Learning process, training process, and teaching 
process are interactively involved in such classroom recurrent networking.  

In activating knowledge in classroom, we shall be mindful that the target is the neural nodes network with 
an explicit aim of establishing associations between them in congruence with those maintained among chunks 
or stretches of knowledge under activation. Classroom didactic activities, from this connectionist lens, are 
constructive in their essence for they enable the interconnected units (i.e., students) to turn the quasi-randomly 
connected neurons into well constructed connections. The author pinpoints that the activation is distributed 
among the network of students through activating mirror neurons of the network. Mirror neurons make students 
observe their actions and performance and stimulate each other in a multi-agent learning process while they are 
armed with meta-cognitive skills in their meta-memory. Each student adopts his/her learned strategies to have 
self- regulation and self- monitoring (Flavell, 1976). 

Knowledge and Neural Networks 
Knowledge network organizing the world patterns is represented via the linguistic cohesive associations 

maintained among the syntactic units that implement the semantic system (Cilliers, 1988); our “conceptual 
categories give rise to linguistic categories, which enable us not only to communicate, but also to guide our 
understanding of the world” (Lee-Jahnke, 2005, p. 361). An interpreter’s mental system exists within the 
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network of knowledge; it neurally shapes its knowledge out of that network’s components through changing the 
values of weight. When we decode an input or speak an output, we reflect the level of our neural connectionism. 
Hinton (1989) stated this conception as follows: 

All the long-term knowledge in a connectionist network is encoded by where the connections are or by their weights, 
so learning consists of changing the weights or adding or removing connections. The short-term knowledge of the network 
is normally encoded by the states of the units, but some models also have fast-changing temporary weights or thresholds 
that can be used to encode temporary contexts or bindings. (p. 186) 

Pursuing such line of reasoning, the ultimate purpose behind activating knowledge network in 
classroom shall be the building of a high level of long-term neural plasticity necessary for performing the 
interpreting task. Knowledge network in its socio-economic and socio-cultural frame work consists of a 
number of component nodes/units including actors (i.e., individuals, groups, organizations, and relations 
between those actors within social networks, that can be characterized by form, content, and intensity). They 
also include resources (used by actors in relationships) in addition to institutional properties, i.e., structural 
and cultural dimensions such as control mechanisms, rules and norms, standard operation procedures and 
communication patterns (see Seufert, Krogh, & Bach, 1999). 

The interpreter’s neural network, following networks theory, has to echo the network of knowledge 
represented as exemplars (i.e., items, instances). These are institutional and socio-cultural nodes as large 
coherent input. Such input enables interpreters, as embodied agents, to interpret within the network of 
interconnected organizational and associative nodes constituting our micro and macro-cosmopolitan world 
(Cronin, 2006). They are required to construct a neuro-cognitive representation to those nodes and 
conceptual relationships among them, including enablement, part-whole conception, analogy, inheritance, as 
well as other knowledge patterns. 

Training, Constructivism, and Connectionism 
In his input hypothesis, Krashen (1985) postulated that learners are in need to a comprehensible input 

data to processes information, which is an equivalent in connectionism to exemplar nodes without which 
weight of trust cannot be achieved. Learners cannot process an input that contains linguistic features than 
their current knowledge (Krashen, 1985). Interpreting students have to accumulate a number of knowledge 
units to use them as prior knowledge input in their schemata that would enable them to process what 
Krashen (2003) terms “comprehensible input” into a congruent “comprehensible output”. The accumulation 
of a large network of interconnected neural units must be achieved in a piecemeal processor, using Shastri 
(1999) terms, “long-term potentiation”. In similar vein, recent studies (Tse et al., 2007, 2011), as McClelland 
(2013) pointed out, showed that neocortical circuits can rapidly acquire new neural associations that are 
consistent with prior knowledge. 

The network associations are neutrally established through what Lakoff (1999) postulated to be the aspects 
of conceptual structures as embodied neural properties: image schemas, frame semantics, conceptual metaphor, 
radial categories, basic-level categories, and mental spaces within which we organize knowledge reflecting the 
world. He stated that these conceptual systems emerge within the mind as embodied results of neural 
representations. On this basis, the learning networks training for being interpreters engage in subjective projects 
using selective propagation caused by trust weights principle. The subjective neural associations conception 
supports the constructivist approach of learning that: 
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… The learner is building an internal representation of knowledge, a personal interpretation of experience. This 
representation is constantly open to change, its structure and linkages forming the foundation to which other knowledge 
structures are appended. Learning is an active process in which meaning is developed on the basis of experience… 
Conceptual growth comes from the sharing of multiple perspectives and simultaneous changing of our internal 
representations in response to those perspectives as well as through cumulative experience. (Bednar, Cunningham, Duffy, 
& Perry, 1991, p. 21) 

There are three inter-complementary meta-cognitive elements that a student is supposed to have 
constructed in his/her mental network: (1) Metacognitive knowledge which has to do with an agent’s 
knowledge about his and others cognitive process; (2) Metacognitive regulation that is tantamount to 
controlling the process of learning; and (3) Metacognitive experiences which is related to the current endeavor 
(Flavell, 1979). Resting on connectionism, such metacognitive parameters in metacognitive memory, one might 
assume, are emergent states. 

Interpreting as an Emergent State Proportional to Training 
Taking for granted the premise that any cognitive behavior is the emergence of global states in a network 

of interconnected elements (McClelland, 2010) going under transformations due to the internal history of the 
system and its environment, interpreting behavior would logically be deemed an emergent global phenomenon. 
To make it clear, in proto-emergenism model, mental agents aggregate in mental conspiracies in memory 
representations of items to produce emergent category representations corresponding to individual items or 
experiences (i.e., exemplars in exemplar models by Medin and Shaffer, 1978) as McClelland noticed (2010). In 
such conception, the world is inseparable from the neural structures embodying the neural global states within 
which neural assemblies compete with each other to design conscious phenomena such as those related to 
interpreting. In distributed connections models, cognitive nodes contain units that stand for individual things 
(McClelland, 2010), including conceptual properties if we follow Shastri (1999). Building on Hopefield, 
Rumelhart, Hinton, and McClelland (1986) used the concept schemata to refer to those emergent states of 
neural networks. The aggregate co-occurrence statistics of properties of many schemata rooms in the neural 
system are represented by the connection weights (see McClelland, 2010, pp. 756-758).  

Training should place major focus on neuro-linguistic factors for preparing efficient interpreters “taking 
into account the fact that a major part of the work depends on the self-training of the students” (Kornakov, 2000, 
p. 248) in constant connection with other networks (i.e., other students) to stimulate interpreting situations. 
Neuro-linguistic interactive training enables students to strengthen the ties between their cognitive nodes in a 
sophisticated neural architecture reflecting the conceptual categories and common patterns needed for interpreting 
as a neutral-chemically emergent state. Ellis (2002) pointed out that the acquisition of common patterns and 
categories is driven by the principle of frequency. Interpreters acquire the common patterns through practice and 
experience that would expose them to large input. Rosch, Mervis, Gray, Johnson, and Boyes-Braem (1976,     
pp. 382-493) noted that experience refines one’s capacity to categorize the world into structured categories.  

Practice and Neuro-plasticity 
Practice is of vital importance for establishing the interpreter’s network capable of mediating messages in 

the spot. It teaches “neurons to fire and hire together” and makes Hebb’s assemblies in local and distributed 
circuits. Everything we do modifies our brains physically thanks to neuro-plasticity. Anderson (2009) argued 
that creativity has to do with neuro-plasticity, with mobilizing different motor and cognitive representations of 
memory. This includes the capacity to switch in a flexible manner from an experience to another when 
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analyzing information. Neuro-plasticity enables interpreters to make associations easily simply because in their 
mental systems, a large number of neurons have been recruited through learning and practice to perform the 
interpreting task. In the context of learning, Anderson (2009, p. 21) gleaned to the conclusion that students with 
higher networks perform better than those with weak connection. 

Similarly, representing the recruitment learning framework, Shastri (1999, p. 1) referred to the process of 
learning to be based on the ‘quasi-randomly’ connected networks of neural nodes. In the mental architecture, 
there are two kinds of neural nodes: recruited and non-recruited cells. The recruited ones “have acquired a 
distinct meaning of functionality by virtue of their strong interconnections to other recruited nodes or 
sonsori-motor nodes” (Shastri, 1999, p. 1). Whereas, the free nodes have weak association with other free or 
recruited nodes or sensory-motor nodes, waiting to be recruited for participating in neural activity by 
representing new items or concepts. Shastri (1999) provided an illustration how those are recruited function, 
stating that “when a novel concept Y is a conjunct of existing concept x1 and x2 in long term memory” by 
means of recruiting the free nodes that receive connection weight “from both x1 and x2” (p. 1); a number of 
nodes get recruitment through the process of strengthening the synaptic weight. The node that “receives a large 
number of links can potentially participate in a large number of functional circuits” (Shastri, 1999, p. 7). The 
recruitment process makes transformation in the quasi-random network of nodes into structures of nodes to 
perform some specific functionalities. This framework might have certain applicability for training 
simultaneous interpreters in that it offers a roadmap to envision an interpreter as a network of recruited units. 
Hence, the more recruited cells in bilingualism and conceptual, declarative and procedural systems the mental 
society of an interpreter contains, the more effective he/she is. 

Controlled and Automatic Processing in Interpreting 
We assume that an automatic processing in interpreting necessarily requires recruiting a large number of 

neural interconnections we have discussed throughout our argumentation. In drawing a line on the controlled 
and automatic processing, Nikolic (1999, p. 7) demonstrated that prolonged training on doing something leads 
to the quasi-automatic processing. It enables one to overcome the capacity limits of WM (Working Memory) in 
terms of the items that it can hold, the number of stimuli that one can trigger in addition to that of categories in 
absolute judgments when processing becomes automatic (Miller & Campbell, 1953, for the size of WM 7 +/- 2 
for controlled processing), automatic processing requires shorter time reaction to processed material (Nikolic, 
1998, p. 8). P. Padilla, Bajo, Cañas, and F. Padilla (1995) demonstrated that professional interpreters showed 
higher WM capacity span contrary to students. That high capacity permits interpreters to meet the demands of 
interpreting simultaneously, avoiding articulatory suppressing effect (Padilla, 1995, p. 208). To illustrate the 
dialectical overlap between controlled and non-controlled processing, Nikolic (1999) enunciated that: 
“Controlled processing can control the automatic processes. Controlled processes can trigger automatic ones, 
shut them off or retrieve them into consciousness when the situation requires it (i.e., novel situations)” (p. 9). 
Hulstijn (2003) explained the dual usage of capacity saying that fluent reading and listening are automatic at 
what he saw to be “lower levels of word cognition” (p. 419) and sentence parsing. The capacity is left free to 
focus attention on the higher information levels relating to semantics and content (Harrington, 2001; Rost, 
2002). Interpreters, as listeners are exposed to concatenated speech and they are required to distinguish between 
the borderlines, that is, between interconnected local units in local networks. Through being exposed to 
extensive training, the mental network can distinguish the segments of speech easily and rapidly. 
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Conclusions 

Connectionist modeling of cognitive processing is a promising field that is replete with implications and 
applications for many fields. Interpreting and translation might benefit from such field in a scientific manner on 
the basis of experiments. Throughout the lines of argumentation, we attempted to provide a connectionist 
framework for modeling interpreting that demands, above all, the building of a huge network of nodes through 
learning, training and experience. We tried to bridge the distance between connectionism and neural networks, 
as a paradigm, and interpreting in particular and translation in general. Thus, the paper provides a new scope of 
research in connectionist models, which might propel inquiry in interpreting that has always been a challenging 
subject matter in both theory and practice.  
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Inspired by Giddens’ structuration theory and its mutually constitutive character of structure and agency, the 

present paper offers a different and interdisciplinary approach to the analysis of the language policy efficiency 

in terms of analysis of the flexibility of language policy design. Flexibility in a language policy design can be 

measured by how different agents on interstate, state, local municipality, and institutional level are left with 

possibility of agency, i.e., possibility to be involved in identification and solving of local and contextual 

language problems. Inspired furthermore by Foucault’s governmentality, legal regulations in the area of 

language use, status and acquisition are seen as crucial, as they explicitly frame the possibility for agency for 

the mentioned agents. The possibility for success of a language political intervention furthermore depends on 

whether the agent involved in finding local solutions for a language problem also has access to the necessary 

allocative resources for the successful fulfillment of the task. Key points of the paper are highlighted through 

contrasting examples of Estonia’s overt (or thick) and Denmark’s covert (or thin) language policy design. 

Using an analytical paradigm of Giddens’ allocatively and authoritatively distributed resources, and moving 

from the macro level in legislation to the meso and micro levels of language activity, the paper demonstrates 

how “free spaces” can open up, revealing potential for bottom-up agency to solve language problems in the 

allocative model, whereas the authoritative model (as in Estonia) can lead to “holes” through its insufficient 

distribution of resources to support successful linguistic integration, since the majority of resources are used on 

control on the state level. 
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Introduction—The Multilayered and Interdisciplinary Nature of Language Policy 

Reasons for developing a certain type of language policy design are not always connected with language 
situation, as it does not take as a point of departure the ways language is used and acquired as outlined within 
sociolinguistics, anthropology, or ethnography (Jørgensen, 2010; McCarty, 2011). The analysis of language 
policy developments in macro sociolinguistics reveals its relation to larger and more important political or 
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ideological discourses, concerning, for example, the security or economic situation of the state (Rubin & Jernudd, 
1971; Ricento & Hornberger, 1996; Ricento, 2005; Siiner, 2012).  

The view of the essence of language present in many language policies, then, tends to emerge from the 
political and economic agendas that lie behind policies and seldom vice versa (Shohamy, 2006). Or, as Jernudd 
and Nekvapil (2012) stressed, concerning both policy formulation and implementation, language policy is 
clearly socio-political, as it often deals with consequences of changes in demographic, economic, or 
socio-cultural or socio-political changes in a society. Active language planning on a state level is therefore not 
different from planning of societies (Spolsky, 2009). Language policy as a field extends thus beyond the 
margin of linguistics and is calling for a combination of tools and approaches from a wide range of disciplines 
besides sociolinguistics, including economics, sociology, law, and political science (Jernudd & Nekvapil, 2012, 
p. 17). Finding an answer to the question of the efficiency of language political interventions, calls furthermore 
for a broader view on language policy. 

While macro-sociolinguistics increases the understanding of how the relationship between language 
ideology and language practice has an influence on developing language policy (Spolsky, 2012), the 
ethnographic approach to language policy conceptualizes language policy as a dynamic process stretching 
over time and involving agents in different layers of society (Levinson, Everitt, & Jones, 2007; Ricento & 
Hornberger, 1996). Seeking an extended understanding of language policy from an interdisciplinary angle, 
the present paper is embedded in a theoretical framework that goes beyond sociolinguistics or the 
ethnography of language in reaching out into social science, with a focus on structure and agency and a 
concern for the distribution of resources to offer possible solutions for language users’ changing needs in the 
area of globalization.  

While the ethnography of language policy criticizes traditional language policy research for dichotomizing 
language policy creation and implementation, and for ignoring the agentive role of “implementers” and language 
users (Johnson, 2009, p. 156), and Pennycook (2002) furthermore argued that power does not solely rest with the 
state, or within the policy text, arguing that there is a need for a method which takes the focus off the state. As the 
author will demonstrate below, a choice on the state level to regulate or not in the area of language use, status, or 
acquisition (traditionally seen as the main language policy areas (Spolsky, 2004)), however, still may have a 
crucial effect on language policy development and possible effect. 

The author has done so by adopting Giddens’ structuration theory in her analysis of language policy design 
in Denmark and Estonia. The author found Giddens useful since his theory can be used to explain how a law 
works. Although such “visualized” rules as laws or grammars are only “codified interpretations of rules” and 
not rule themselves, their overt formulation gives them special qualities of endurance (Giddens, 1984, p. 21). 
Laws are, furthermore, some of the most strongly sanctioned types of social rule, which give them strong 
influence on structuring social activity. Giddens’ theory of how social practices are ordered over time and 
space is furthermore an attempt to overcome the macro-micro-level leap present in ethnographic and 
sociolinguistic research on language policy (Hornberger & Johnson, 2011). Giddens does not give primacy to 
either structure or agency, seeing their mutual constitutive nature as a cycle. This understanding is also relevant 
in the context of the present article, since it explains how such social institutions as national languages are a 
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result of a need for stability in the midst of change, and how laws are used to constitute and “freeze” an 
understanding or signification of language—giving this understanding a sense of durability over time and the 
value of a truth rather than just a convention. 

The Mutually Constitutive Character of Social Structures and Agency  

What makes Giddens’ structuration theory relevant as a set of “thinking tools” (Bourdieu, as cited in 
Thomas, 2007, p. 83) in the analysis of language policy is its illumination of the constitutive, although amenable 
to change, character of social structures. Giddens’ “structure” refers to a set of rules and resources which 
individual or collective agents draw on to enact social practices. The concept of “system” may be understood as 
a process of social practices being chronically reproduced and gaining permanence, with “actors repeating 
routines and rituals (reproduced practices) across time and space over and over so that the pattern itself becomes 
a taken for granted feature of social life” (Cohen, 1998, p. 282). One of the central ideas in the structuration 
theory is that “the rules and resources drawn upon in the production and reproduction of social practices are at 
the same time the means of system reproduction” (Giddens, 1984, p. 19). Giddens’ reproductive nature of social 
practices and the institutionalization of rules is reminiscent of Foucault’s (1991) concept of “governmentality”, 
where the state’s hierarchical, top-down power is seen to include forms of social control in such disciplinary 
institutions as schools, which help to compound certain discourses that get internalized by individuals and guide 
their behavior. In the author’s analysis of language policy design, there is a particular focus on the institutional 
level of schools and other institutions of education, such as universities and training centers for the unemployed 
run by local municipalities. Rules are, however, in Giddens’ view—contrary to the laws of 
nature—generalizable (sets of) procedures or rituals, which enable individuals to take part in an “indeterminate 
range of social circumstances” (Giddens, 1984, p. 22). 

Laws are attempts to institutionalize and make some rules or rituals more durable than others, but are, in 
Giddens’ view, only codified interpretations of rules, i.e., they suggest only one understanding of how the society 
should work. Laws are also important tools for distributing resources, i.e., “the power of getting things done” 
(Giddens, 1984, p. 283). Giddens’ resources are of two types: authoritative and allocative. Authoritative 
resources are the non-material resources drawn on in controlling and influencing the circumstances of other 
agents’ actions or coordinating the activity of others; and allocative resources are connected with the harnessing 
of material resources, in terms of goods, technology, and the environment.  

Laws as interpretations of rules are contextual and conditional, depending on which agents are involved 
(which parties, experts, institutions, etc.) and the resources available (the popularity of the political parties 
involved, their political agendas, knowledge, and experience, material resources, other laws/constitutions that 
have to be taken into account, etc.). Allocative resources (material, such as land or means of production) and 
authoritative resources (non-material, such as social status or life chances) reflect the power and domination 
relations in society and, as such, determine the individual’s potential for action (Giddens, 1984, p. 258). The 
concept of resources is important as it allows one to distinguish between different types of actors in terms of their 
capabilities or potential for action (see Figure 1). While resources constitute the conditions, which influence 
actors’ potential for action and thus their participation in the reproduction of or change in social practices, rules 
are said to “generate” social practices.  
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Figure 1. Resources and possibility for taking agency to solve language problems. Source: Adapted from Giddens (1984). 

 

There are, however, actions that are routinized or institutionalized; they are habits, traditions or routines 
that are more resistant to change, becoming institutionalized features that the society seems to be based on. 
Giddens sees language as one of these social institutions, being by definition a more enduring feature of social 
life and social structures, since its institutionalized features give it solidity across time and space, marked by an 
“absence of the subject”. This is typical of a state language, whose status, use and form/corpus are fixed (by 
law). Language is thus usually conceived of as enduring, something that can and should remain 
unchanged—with a reference to a language standard or “a norm”. Certain standardization-justification 
processes are, however, intrinsic to all language uses, since the majority of language users strive for mutual 
understanding (Jernudd & Nekvapil, 2012). Or, as Spolsky (2004, p. 8) had stated, language policies exist even 
where they have not been made explicit or established by authority or law. The survival of institutions is 
supported by individuals’ general desire to preserve ontological security, i.e., to maintain a sense of trust that 
the social world and its parameters are trustworthy and that, while everything seems to change, some things 
remain the same (Deumert, 2003). Also, such collective agents as politicians (members of apolitical party or a 
government) also strive for the preservation of social institutions and attempt to legitimize the interpretation of 
rules that the institution stands for through legal regulation. 

As competent members of society, we know countless social rules, which allow us to participate in a 
wide range of social interactions. Actors cannot, however, know everything, and the consequences of their 
actions constantly and chronically escape their initiators (Giddens, 1984, p. 297), indicating the fragility of 
the power of actors and the limits of their knowledge of the rules. This is a very important point in terms of the 
issue of the possible success of a legislative intervention, in this case the success of a language policy, and for 
two reasons. Since the duality of structure and agency makes change and stability two sides of the same 
“social life” coin, Giddens explains conditions for both change (the availability of resources determines the 
capability of agency and thus transformation, while actions may have unintended consequences) and for 
durability (structure is reproduced through social action). Giddens’ structuration theory is thus applicable as 
an explanation of how laws are born. 
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Outlining the Method for Studying Different Agents’ Access to Allocative and  
Authoritative Resources in a Language Policy Model 

While laws present a codified interpretation of rules, they also more explicitly frame implementation by 
distributing authoritative and allocative resources, i.e., which agents on what levels have the power to control or 
decide about action, and by allocating the necessary resources (which can be economic, intellectual, material, 
discursive, etc.) for the fulfillment of the task. Laws as interpretations of rules also frame the possibility of 
agency, either by leaving the possibility of legislative intervention to other agents at “lower” levels of society or 
by leaving certain areas unregulated. Central to implementation is thus the distribution of allocative resources. 
Do those who are given, or are capable of taking on, the task of fulfilling the goals of policy also have the 
necessary means and capacity to do so? It is also important to consider at what level the allocative and 
authoritative resources are to be found. As stated in Foucault’s concept of governmentality, if allocative and 
authoritative resources are found at the same level, this can give some (usually state) institutions an incontestable 
monopoly on truth (a rule becomes subject-less and outside of time and space), in contrast to private institutions 
and companies, which might possess considerable allocative resources. When the state is both the legislating and 
implementing agent (possessing both the authoritative and allocative resources), this can make language policies 
less flexible concerning the possibility of solving “local” language problems contextually, while distributing 
authoritative and allocative resources at lower levels (to institutions and corporations, or international 
organizations) may create a greater sense of temporality and contextuality, and thus increase the possibility of 
finding a local and contextual solution. 

Apart from language policy as a process taking place on different levels, language policy dynamics also 
involve interventions in the different stages of human life, according to what psychological and social needs 
language use and acquisition have to meet for language users. Choudhry (2009, p. 605) stated, with reference 
to Patten and Kymlicka (2003), that the value of disaggregating the question of official language policy is that 
this highlights how the range of choice is quite different in different institutional contexts. His idea is based on 
debates over the language of instruction in public education, where the primary and secondary education levels 
are seen as being largely about cultural survival/integration and language socialization, while the language of 
instruction at the post-secondary level is intimately connected with the availability of higher education in a 
certain language, and the language of the public sector and the economy. Although Choudhry’s focus is 
slightly narrower (language of instruction), the author sees it as applicable in a broader sense, because it 
emphasizes the different needs of language users at different levels of their lives, and how the different phases 
contribute to reaching the declared ultimate goal: self-supporting and active participation in the labor market 
and in the democratic processes in society. 

With reference to Choudhry, the different stages of human life are, with some modifications, divided 
according to the institutional settings that designate speakers’ needs and opportunities. Regulations on language 
use and acquisition at the pre-school and primary education levels deal with cultural survival, while regulations 
of language use and acquisition at the upper secondary and vocational training levels are more about how 
well-equipped youngsters are for the needs of the labor market and higher education (and thus economic and 
social mobility), and adult education is for those who are not well-equipped or need better equipment for the 
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changing needs of the labor market. This part also stresses the interconnectedness of language legislation and 
legislation in other related areas, such as education, the labor market and social policy, and whether those areas 
are regulated centrally in a separate language act (overt language policy) or in legislation covering the 
mentioned areas (covert language policy). 
 

 
Figure 2. Model for analyzing language acquisition regulations on different educational stages.  

Source: Adapted from Siiner (2012). 
 

For this purpose, the author has adopted a method, where the language policy design is analyzed as it 
emerges from the policy texts as to how it frames the possibility of solving the stated problem or meeting the 
defined goal (Siiner, 2012). The author will do so by analyzing how authoritative and allocative resources are 
distributed among different agents at different levels of society and at what stages of human life. With reference 
to Choudhry’s division of the institutional settings surrounding certain stages of human life, the author will, for 
the purpose of the present introductory cover article and as presented on Figure 2, divide the phases into five main 
parts: (1) pre-primary education and child care institutions; (2) primary and lower secondary education; (3) upper 
secondary education and vocational training; (4) higher education and professional higher education; and (5) 
adult education and in-service-training in the labor market.  

In the author’s critical textual analysis of policy texts, she will—inspired by the ethnographic “language 
political onion” (Hornberger & Johnson, 2007)—look at the level at which the different agents, explicitly, or 
implicitly involved in the implementation of the policy, are placed: (1) the personal level; (2) the institutional 
level; (3) the level of local government/municipality; (4) the state level; and (5) the international/global level, as 
presented on Figure 2. The arrow points both ways in order to emphasize that policy is not merely a one-way, 
top-down process (Hornberger & Johnson, 2007). 

In order to understand the different agents’ capacities and opportunities for action/agency, the author further 
examined the division of allocative and authoritative resources among agents involved in implementation. 
Resources can be distributed explicitly by a law or a policy, by giving certain institutions, the responsibility for 
deciding how the task is to be completed or the responsibility for controlling how the task has been completed 
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(authoritative resources), also supplying the necessary means for the fulfillment of the task (allocative resources), 
which might however not turn out to be sufficient. The distribution of resources can also be implicit: Where the 
existing rules (i.e., laws passed at the state level) or lack of rules leave the possibility of agency to other agents 
who might, or might not, have the necessary means to fulfill the task. 

Legal regulations (or the lack of them) as interpretations of rules are thus seen as creating a framework for 
the possibility of agency. 

“Free Spaces” vs. “Holes” in Language Legislation 

“Free space” has been defined by the ethnographic approach to language policy as not top-down 
implementation, leaving space for local interpretations and appropriations in policy implementation, and thus the 
possibility of finding local solutions (Hornberger & Johnson, 2007). Language legislation and regulations can 
open up space for necessary local initiatives, interpretations, and adjustments, by stating them explicitly in policy 
texts, by leaving agency to actors at lower levels, or by choosing not to regulate in a specific area, as was the case 
with post-apartheid multilingual policies in South Africa, creating “democratic space for legal and peaceful 
promotion of multilingualism” (Bloch & Alexander, 2003). Politicians or administrators can also make choices 
that close those potential spaces by “overregulating” or giving only the state the authoritative resources to solve 
language problems (Siiner, 2012).  

By comparing the language policy design in Estonia and Denmark, the author came to the conclusion, that 
one of the main differences between overt, active, and restrictive language policy in Estonia and covert, 
laissez-faire and “liberal” language policy in Denmark seems to be the possibility for agency at other than the 
state level, i.e., the possibility of finding contextual solutions to local problems. The more top-down and 
symbolic the language policy—like is the case with Estonia—the less free space there is left for solving language 
problems locally, or for meeting the contextual needs of language users. The author’s analysis revealed that, 
besides “free spaces”, there can also be unintended “spaces” or “holes”, i.e., holes in the distribution of 
authoritative (control) and allocative (means) resources. Those can exist even in the case of a seemingly thick and 
centrally administrated language policy, as is the case with interventions in pre-schoolchild institutions and basic 
schools in Estonia. “Holes” (see Figure 3) are a result of structural and economic constraints and politicians’ lack 
of willingness to make decisions that can cost them in public opinion polls. It is important to highlight, in the 
context of the article, the possible consequences of the lack of regulations (and thus also what politicians think is 
worth paying attention to) and consequently the insufficient distribution of needed resources to solve language 
problems at these stages of human life. 

The “free spaces” can thus be both intentional and unintended. It is, however, important to stress that 
intentional “free spaces”, which exist in the language policies at the level in Denmark, can also have unexpected 
consequences (e.g., the growing status and use of English in certain subject areas) as a result of structure-agency 
dualism. The same is true of unintended “holes”, where agents at lower levels try to solve problems “locally”, 
solutions leading to further problems due to their lack of necessary know how and other allocative resources to 
solve the problem. The author’s analysis has indicated that the division of authoritative and allocative resources 
(i.e., whether the agent who has taken agency to solve the problem also has the necessary allocative resources to 
do so) is of crucial importance in trying to solve language problems. 
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In Estonia, where there still exist parallel schools, Russian and Estonian medium instruction, 
socioeconomically advantaged Russian-speaking parents have exercised agency in securing their children’s 
successful linguistic integration by sending their children to Estonian-medium kindergartens and basic 
schools. This local “solution” at the individual level can create additional problems, since individual parents 
are not in possession of sufficient allocative resources to solve language problems, because Estonian-medium 
schools lack the appropriate teaching resources and necessary training for teachers in how to teach 
Russian-speaking children in classes designed only for Estonian students (Siiner & Vihalemm, 2013). 
Attempts at agency on the individual level are also a clear sign of the existence of a language problem that has 
not been solved properly. In the current situation, the state exercises control over children’s language 
competence once they are adults (as Russian-speakers have to pass Estonian language exams in order to gain 
Estonian citizenship), but does not distribute the necessary means to support their successful acquisition 
process starting at an early age. “Holes” rather than “free paces” can lead to a situation where individual 
language users are left with the responsibility of solving their own problems without having access to the 
necessary resources. The state, institutions and individuals have different levels of access to allocative 
resources, which can be discursive, political, intellectual, and material. 
 

 
Figure 3. Comparison of language acquisition regulations on different educational stages in Denmark and Estonia.  

Source: Adapted from Siiner (2012). 
 

Conclusions 

Considering the complexity of language policy as an object of study, the author calls for a more 
interdisciplinary approach to language political issues, with an involvement of insights from political studies 
and social sciences, besides sociolinguistics. Inspired by Giddens’ structuration theory and based on insights 
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from macro sociolinguistics and ethnolinguistics, the author proposes an understanding of language policy 
making as a designing tool of the language environment, which is based on the rationale of the language users’ 
everyday practices, including their options for social mobility, economic well-being, political participation, 
access to education and for becoming self-supportive. In an ethnographic approach to language policy, the 
possibilities for local appropriations in policy implementation and for solving local problems through local 
initiatives are seen as “free spaces”. Comparing the language political tools used for integrating the 
ethno-linguistic minority population in the labor markets of Denmark and Estonia, the author concludes that 
Estonia’s language political design is relatively top-down and symbolic, as in Estonia, less free space is left for 
solving language problems locally, or for meeting the contextual needs of language users than in Denmark. The 
Danish language political design is more flexible (despite being even more restrictive in regard to Danish 
language acquisition) as there the policy-making is left to the actors on lower administrative level (like local 
municipalities) and thereby the local contextual solutions are not perceived as socially unjust. If, however, the 
role of state is central in both defining language problems and finding solutions, it is difficult to find ad hoc 
solutions to local or contextual language problems, as the state is mostly capable of offering solutions, 
applicable everywhere in the state. 
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The brand name, embracing specific culture of enterprises and information of products, has a plentiful symbolic 

meaning and a significant effect on commercial marketing and purchaser’s recognition. Over the past years, many 

scholars have made extensive explorations in the field of brand name translation from different perspectives. While 

there are still some deficiencies in the practical application, this paper attempts to construct a theoretical framework 

for the translation model on the basis of Skoposthorie. Translation is not only an action, but a purposeful activity. It 

is important that translators should feasibly choose different translation methods owing to the target function and 

purpose, culture diversity and psychology of consumers who are also the target receivers. Thus, the author proposes 

four translation methods for automobile brand name translation under the guidance of Skopostheorie, and three 

translation principles through quantitative analysis. 

Keywords: Skopostheorie, quantitative analysis, translation method, translation principle 

Introduction 

In modem society, the brand name, as a commercial concept, is an efficient component for advertisement 
and promotion, and plays an important role in business competition. The global companies have realized the 
importance of good brand names in the process of advertising products, stimulating purchase, and developing 
new markets. Therefore, in order to gain great success worldwide, it is urgent for these enterprises to translate 
automobile brand names well.  

As we know, the comprehensive studies in the field of brand name translation have been made by some scholars 
from different perspectives. The translation theories of all these findings are almost based on YAN fu’s (1984) 
“faithfulness”, “expressiveness”, and “elegance”, Nida’s (2001) “equivalence”, or Newmark’s (2004) “semantic 
translation”, which cannot help serving the purpose of brand name translation in practical application. The purpose of 
translation is very clear, to stimulate the sales and gain commercial interests to the utmost. Here, Skopostheorie 
regarding the purpose and aim of translation as dominant translation brief should a new perspective to be the guide. 

Basic Concepts of Skopostheorie 

Skopos  
Skopos is a Greek word for “purpose”. According to Skopostheorie, the prime principle determining any 
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translation process is the purpose (Skopos) of the overall translation action (Nord, 2001, p. 27). 
In the field of translation, there are three possible kinds of purpose: the general purpose aimed at by the 

translation process (perhaps “to earn a living”), the communicative purpose aimed at by the target text in the 
target situation (perhaps “to instruct the reader”), and the purpose aimed by a particular translation strategy or 
procedure (for example, “to translate literally in order to show the structural particularities of the source 
language”) (Vermeer, 1989, p. 100). The term Skopos, however, usually refers to the purpose of the target text.  

Apart from the term Skopos, Vermeer uses the related words—aim, purpose, intention, and function. “Aim” 
is the final result which an agent intends to achieve by an action; “purpose” is a provisional stage in the process of 
attaining an aim; “function” refers to what a text means or is intended to mean from the receiver’s point of view; 
while “intention” is conceived as “an aim-oriented plan of action” on the part of both the sender and the receiver, 
pointing toward an appropriate way of producing or understanding the text (Nord, 2001, p. 28). These four 
concepts are very confusing and thus sometimes are considered equivalent. As a matter of fact, they are not 
identical. “Intention” is defined from the viewpoint of the sender, while “function” is from that of the receiver. 
An action has an “aim”, while a translation text has “purposes”. 

Three Rules of Skopostheorie 
Skops rule. The central and primary idea of Skopostheorie is that “the translation purpose justifies the 

translating procedures” and it is generally expressed as “the end justifies the means” (Nord, 2001, p. 29). 
Therefore, in Skopostheorie, the top-ranking rule that any translation should observe is the “Skopos rule”. 
According to the Skopos rule, the translator must do translation in accordance with some principles respecting the 
target text by adapting to the addressee’s background knowledge, expectations, and communicative needs, since 
the reader, or rather, the addressee, is the main factor determining the Skopos.  

Coherence rule. The coherence rule specifies that a translation should be acceptable in a sense that it is 
coherent with the receivers’ situation (Reiss & Vermeer, 1984, p. 113). Being “coherent with” is synonymous 
with being “part of” the receiver’s situation. The starting point for a translation is a text as part of a world 
continuum written in the source language. In other words, the target text must be translated in such a way that it is 
coherent for the target text receivers, given their circumstances and knowledge (Munday, 2001, p. 79).  

Fidelity rule. Since a translation is an offer of information about a preceding offer of information, it is 
expected to bear some kind of relationship with the corresponding source text (Nord, 2001, p. 32). Fidelity rule 
merely states that there must be coherence between the translation and the source or, more specifically, between: 
the source text information received by the translator; the interpretation the translator makes of this information; 
and the information that is encoded for the target text receivers (Munday, 2001, pp. 79-80).  

The important point is that the translated text must be loyal to its corresponding source text in a certain level 
of features, including special collocations, sentence length, grammatical features, or even rhetorical devices, in 
style, in function, and so on, or to a certain extent between a complete imitation and a complete deviation. It is the 
translator’s task to decide the aspect and the extent of the fidelity, according to his own understanding of the 
source text and the translation Skopos. 

Automobile Brand Name 

A brand name, as a marketing concept, is no longer a mark to register the producer or seller; it is a trigger to 
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win the market (Hankinson & Cowking, 1993, p. 4). Therefore, only when we completely know brand name, can 
we choose the suitable strategy for its translation. 

Origins of Brand Names 
To translate the automobile brand names well, the translators should at first have an idea of naming of 

various brand names closely related to culture. The origins of these brand names differ in the following aspects.  
From historic person’s names. Many automobile brand names are named after names with certain historic 

meanings, such as the great names of history, or the great contributors from all walks of life, such brand names 
are not only memorable but also enrich the cultural foundation of automobiles (see Examples 1-4):  

Example (1) “Benz” is used in memory of Carl Friedrich Benz, one of German automobile pioneers who 
built the world’s first automobile powered by an internal combustion engine. Later, the Benz 
automobile company and Daimler (another German automobile company) merged in 1926 to 
form the Daimler-Benz company, which marked their products under the Mercedes-Benz 
nameplate. 

Example (2) “Cadillac” is to honor Antonio Cadillac, a French colonial governor in North America and 
founder of the automobile city, Detroit (The Cadillac automobile company was founded 
during the bicentennial celebration of the founding of Detroit). 

Example (3) “Chevrolet” is named in memory of a Swiss American automobile designer and racer, Louis 
Chevrolet who designed his first car in 1911, under the sponsorship of William C. Durant, 
founder of the GM (General Motors) Corporation. And Durant formed the Chevrolet Motor 
Company in 1911 by getting Chevrolet’s interest in that car. 

Example (4) “Lincoln” got its name from American president Abraham Lincoln. Lincoln cars are super 
sedans specially produced for presidents and heads of state.  

More examples are given in the following: Daimler 戴姆勒 (British, Gofred Daimler), Datsun 达桑特 
(Japanese, Den, Aoyama, Takeuhi), ERF (American, the abbreviation of Edwin Richard Foden), Lancia 兰西亚 
(Italian, Wensonz Lancia), Porsche 波尔希 (German, Ferry Porsche), and so on.  

From the names of objects. (1) Animal names. “Beetle” car (甲壳虫) made by Volkswagen gets its name 

from beetles, a kind of very small insects. So does the British “Jaguar”. Jaguar is a large South America wild cat 
and runs very quickly. “Jaguar” is translated into “捷豹” indicating the speediness of this car. Automobile 

manufacturers use animal’s names as their brand names in the hope of complimenting their cars. See more 
examples: Bear (白熊), Blackhawk (黑鹰), Bronco (烈马), Firebird (火鸟), Lion (雄狮), Mastiff (猛犬), 
Maverick (野牛), Pinto (瑰正马), Sable (貂), Sambar (大鹿), and Topaz (蜂鸟).  

(2) Airplane names. For example: Skyliner (航空班机), Spaceliner (航天班机), Aero King (空中之王), 
Space Wagon (太空车), Jetliner (喷气飞机), Aeorstar (航空之星), Clubliner (俱乐部班机), and Soarer (滑
翔机).  

(3) Astronomical names. Such as Arise (白羊座), Galaxy (银河), Orion (猎户座), Telstar (通信卫星), Vega 
(织女星), Subaru (星宿集团), and Zodiac (黄道带). 

(4) Flower or tree names. See the examples: Aspen (白杨), Corolla (花冠), Lotus (莲花), and Violet (紫
罗兰).  
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From the names of natural phenomena. German Volkswagen automobile company likes naming their 
cars from wind names. “Santana” is a valley name in California and it often blows gusts of typhoon called 
“Santana” by local people. Volkswagen Santana is a car named after the wind. “Passat” (帕萨特), “Bora” (宝
莱), “Scirocco” (海风), and “Jetta” (捷达) also get their names from the wind. More examples are given: 
“Tempest” (暴风雨), “Stratus” (云彩), “Blizzard” (暴风雪), “Rainbow” (彩虹), and “Aurora” (奥罗拉), 
originally means “北极光, 南极光”).  

From common words. Some common words are used as automobile brand names. These words always 
sound positive, bear beautiful meanings and features of the cars. For example, “Regal”, cars of GM company, 
means “君主” and “皇家” and represents the noble status of the owners. “Saxo” (萨克斯), the car, produced by 

Citroen automobile company, associates the consumers with the pure beautiful music played by saxophone. See 
more examples: Celebrity (名人), Continent (大陆), Crown (皇冠), Alliance (同盟), Accord (和谐), Triumph 
(胜利), Legend (传奇), Sunny (阳光), and Dynasty (王朝).  

Fabricated names. Considering such aspects as corporate culture, social culture, and market demand, 
automobile companies create brand names in order to promote their cars by applying the knowledge of 
psychology, aesthetics, and linguistics. “Excelle” (凯越) of Buick company is changed from the word “excellent”. 
There are more innovative words as automobile brand names, such as, “Elantra” (伊兰特), “Lioncel” (菱帅), 
“Range Rover” (路虎), “Acura” (讴歌), and “Elise” (爱丽丝). 

Functions of Automobile Brand Name 
Language has to serve various purposes due to different types of occasions. The usage of language is 

reduced to different functions. The brand name is the core of a product’s identity and personality. In the 
competitive market, a memorable and successful brand name is of vital importance in creating and sustaining 
product image and positioning.  

Distinctive function. There are a number of different specifications, qualities, and colors of the same kind 
of goods. It is necessary for producers to adopt special band names to differentiate the same kind of commodities 
(LIANG, 1998). Brands, as the windows of the products, enable the consumers to recognize a certain product and 
help the producers to differentiate their own products from the same kinds of goods produced by competitors. For 
example, “Ford”, “Mazda”, “Volvo”, “Audi”, “Chevrolet”, “Daimler”, etc., are different brand names of 
automobiles, which help the consumers distinguish one product from another.  

Informative function. As is well known to everybody, high information is an important value of 
advertisement. Brand names, as a kind of advertisement, should provide the consumers with as much information 
as possible, such as, the information about characteristics, functions, target consumers, and so forth. 

Firstly, some brand names imply the characteristics and functions of the products. For example, “Ettore 
Bugatti 110 (EB 110 for short) and “EB 118” have special meanings respectively. Ettore Bugatti (埃托雷·布加
迪) is the founder of EB automobile company. In celebration of his 110-year-old birthday, EB 110 is named. In 

“EB 118”, the first number “1” here means the first one in the world; and “18” indicates that this type of 
automobile has 18 cylinders. On the whole, the company intends to tell the consumers that this is the first super 
sports car with 18 cylinders in the world. “Jatta” (捷达) and “Passat” (帕萨特) are named after the local 

tornadoes in America, signifying rapidity of their cars.  
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Secondly, some brand names convey connotations of the naming. “Rolls-Royce” (劳斯莱斯) indicates the 
founders of the car company, Charles Rolls and Henry Royce. “Bluebird” (蓝鸟) is the band name of a Japanese 
automobile company. Here “bluebird”, which symbolizes “happy future”, is quoted from the pantomime 
“Bluebird” written by a Belgian writer, Maurice Materlinek in 1911. As an automobile brand name, “bluebird” 
means “the origin of happiness”. 

Thirdly, brand names can also indicate information about the owners, such as taste and status. “Cherry QQ 
(奇瑞 QQ)”, “Smart” (精灵), “MINI Cooper” (迷你 Cooper), and “Beetle” (甲壳虫) are all appealing to women, 
because these words cater to women’s psychology, i.e., cute, beautiful, and elegant. While “Silver Ghost” (银雾), 
“Phantom” (魅影 ) of Rolls-Royce, “Bentley Arnage R” (宾利·雅致R), “Bentley GT”, and “Bentley 
Hunaudieres”, etc., are all the names of the world high-class automobiles symbolizing identity and dignity.  

Vocative function. Vocative function means that brand names should arouse consumers’ interest in the 
products and persuade them to make a purchase. Good brand names are the most direct and effective way of 
advertising and they can go deeply into every consumer’s heart. Therefore, the function of brand names in 
promoting products should be stressed. “This inducing function can attract the consumers’ great attention in order 
to assure the consumers of purchasing products. Therefore, all these features that the brand name possesses are 
called the function of advertising” (WU & CAO, 2005, p. 7).  

This vocative function can be realized in many ways. Some automobiles brands are named after the 
famous persons, such as “Chevrolet” (from Louis Chevrolet), “Ford” (Henry Ford), “Benz” (Karl Benz), 
“Chrysler” (from Walt Purcy Chrysler), and “Ferrari” (from Enzo Ferrari) and so on. This is because the 
consumers worship the celebrities and have the psychology of imitating them. Besides, some brand names 
inform people about the value of the products. For example, “Crown” (皇冠) and “Eldorado” (黄金之国) both 
indicate the value of being superior and noble. 

Translation of ABN (Automobile Brand Name) 

Significance of Skopostheorie Applied to ABN Translation 
Skopostheorie, on the one hand, provides translation practice with a general theoretical framework, directs 

the translator to lay more emphasis on the translation function instead of the limited scope of equivalence 
between the source and target texts. In functionalist approach to translation, the target addressee is assigned a 
higher status and a more influential role. 

On the other hand, Skopostheorie provides the translator with the practical and feasible operational rules, 
namely, Skopos rule, coherence rule, and fidelity rule, which can be used in the whole process of translation, 
including the decision-making and problem-solving process.  

The translator should be able to justify their choice of a particular Skopos in a given translation situation. 
The translation purpose (Skopos) defined by the translation brief which is a part of the translation commission 
given by the initiators, specifies what kind of translation is needed for the translator.  

Translation of ABN in the Light of Skopostheorie 
The following is a close combination of the basic concepts of Skopostheorie with practical translation of 

automobile brand names.  
Skopos of ABN translation. According to Skopostherie, the prime principle determining any translation 
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process is the purpose (Skopos) of the overall translational action (Nord, 2001, p. 27). To achieve the Skopos, 
we should adopt various translation strategies, which is just the essence of Skopoetheorie, namely, “the end 
justifies the means”. And the ultimate goal of the automobile companies establishing brand names is to 
promote the sales of their products. Based on the functions of brand names, it is clear that automobile brand 
name translation should bear two purposes: (1) general purpose, to set up good images of products and 
enterprises in the target marketplace and consumers’ acceptance of them; and (2) ultimate purpose, to act as a 
means of promotion, aiming at striking a sympathetic response among target consumers and promoting the 
sales of the products.  

Translation brief of ABN. According to Skopostheorie, every translation process accompanies a 
translation brief. “A good brief usually spells a better translation” (Nord, 2001, p. 30). An analysis of the 
translation brief of automobile brand names is as follows: (1) intended text function: distinctive function, 
informative function, and vocative function; (2) target-text addressee: potential consumers, who intend to 
purchase products or service; (3) place of text reception: appear on any publication available, like magazines, 
newspapers or TV programs, the Internet, and automobile shopping centers when the products go on sale or 
brand-new products come into the market; (4) medium over which the text will be transmitted: automobile 
magazines, sales brochures, pamphlets or leaflets, and advertisements (both written language and videos); and (5) 
motive for the production or reception of the text: to familiarize the audience with the brands, to establish good 
enterprise image, and to appeal to potential consumers, to promote the products. 

Since every translation task is accompanied by a translation brief, it is of great importance for the translators 
to bear in mind the above translation brief when translating automobile brand names.  

Factors to be considered in ABN translation. The translation of brand names is a kind of intercultural 
communication, which involves regional cultures, consumer psychology, aesthetic interest, and some other 
factors. Thus, the translator should take into account such factors as the intended functions of target texts, 
cultural diversity, and consumer psychology in the process of automobile brand name translation from the 
perspective of Skopostheorie.  

Intended functions of target texts. The intended text function refers to functions the target text will perform 
in the target text environment. In order to make clear the intended function of the target text, the translator should 
be familiar with the Skopos of the target text. In other words, it is of importance for the translator to figure out the 
Skopos of the target text during translation under the guidance of Skopostheorie. Moreover, “every translation 
task should be accompanied by a brief that defines the conditions under which the target text should carry out its 
particular function” (Nord, 2001, p. 59).  

Some Japanese automobiles are named from borrowing words, such as “Crown”, “Ballade”, and “Leon”. 
So as to promote the sales of these cars in China’s marketplace, when translating brand names translators 
apply different translation methods according to different intended functions of target texts. To reflect the 
characteristic of luxury of “Crown”, it is translated into “皇冠” (1iteral translation). “Ballade”, a French word 
is translated into “叙事曲” (1iteral translation), which associates the consumers with the romance of France 
to stress its characteristics of elegance and dignity. “Leon” is an Italian word and a kind of sports car, thus it 
is translated into “利昂” (transliteration), reminding the consumers of the world-class sports cars in Italy, 
such as “Ferrari” (法拉利).  
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Cultural diversity. A brand name comes from a certain language, as a result, it must bear some traits of the 
culture it belongs to. For Nord, “translating means comparing cultures”, i.e., translation is a communicative 
action that takes place between cultures. Therefore, the translation of automobile brand name is a kind of 
communication across cultures rather than a mechanical language transfer.  

To cross the cultural barriers, the translator should be familiar with the target culture, and make flexible 
adaptations to get the target audience well understand and accept the translated brand names; otherwise, 
misunderstanding and negative effects may be brought about. For example: Rolls-Royce automobile company 
tried to sell their “Silver Mist” (银雾) model in Germany, but did not achieve the intended goal, because “Silver 
Mist” comes out as “Silver Animal Droppings” (排泄物) in German. GM Corp. renamed “Buick LaCrosse” in 
Canada, because the name was a slang for “masturbation” in Quebec. The automaker was not aware that 
“LaCrosse” was a term for self-gratification among teenagers in French-speaking Quebec.  

Consumer psychology. According to Nord (2001, p. 21), the intended target-text receiver is the addressee of 
the translation and is thus a decisive factor in the production of the target text. Therefore, consumers are the target 
addressee of the translation and translation of automobile brand name is inevitably consumer-oriented.  

However, different ideological backgrounds give rise to different consuming psychologies. Delighted or 
hatred, joy or displeasure, and acceptation or rejection, these are all critical psychological elements to be placed 
emphasis on, for the consumer’s psychology in a sense can determine the further development of an enterprise in 
the target market (CHEN, 2004). In other words, to both marketers and translators, the possession and mastery of 
the information relevant to consumer psychology is of great significance. 

As we know, “BMW” is an acronym for “Bayerische Motoren Werke” (Bavarian Motor Works in English), 
the German mobile manufacturer in Munich. “BMW” is also the brand name for plane engines, cross-country 
vehicles, motorcycles, and the first-class cars the company produces. Since the source brand name (BMW) is an 
acronym, it does not seem to convey any particular meaning. When the automobile enters Chinese market, the 
translator adapts linguistic selections to the consumers’ purchasing psychology, i.e., their expectation to know the 
performance of the first-class car, and translates it into “宝马”. “宝” means “precious” and “马” (horse) indicates 
that the car is as speedy as a horse that could cover a thousand li a day in Chinese legend. Another famous car 
“Porsche” is translated into “保时捷”. “保时” keeps part of the original sound, while “捷” stresses the swift 
speed of the car. Other examples such as “Mazda” (马自达), “Cortina” (跑天下), and “Mustang” (野马), are all 
of this kind. These translated brand names all cater for the psychological needs of the target consumers and are 
proved to be successful in Chinese market.  

Translation methods. The four translation methods are analyzed with detailed examples, namely, 
transliteration, literal translation, combination of transliteration and literal translation, and free translation under 
the guidance of Skopostheorie.  

Transliteration. Transliteration means writing or spelling a word or sentence in the alphabet of a different 
language, which is mainly used to translate proper names from one language into another. In automobile brand 
name translation, transliteration is frequently adopted in order to keep the sound beauty of the original, thereby 
making it easier to disseminate orally, or to keep the exoticness of the original (see Example 5): 

Example (5) Lamborghini—兰博基尼      Buick—别克 
Santana—桑塔纳       Lincoln—林肯 
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Rolls-Royce—劳斯莱斯      Cadillac—凯迪拉克 
Chevrolet—雪佛兰       Chrysler—克莱斯勒 
Ford—福特        Volvo—沃尔沃 
Ferrari—法拉利        FIAT—菲亚特 
Elysee—爱丽舍        Audi—奥迪 
Mazda—马自达        Sonata—索纳塔 
Bentley—宾利        Renault—雷诺 
REIZ—锐志        Passat—帕萨特 
Camry—凯美瑞        Prado—普拉多 
Corolla—卡罗拉       Lexus—雷克萨斯 

Among them, “Audi”, “Buick”, “Chevrolet”, “Ford”, “Ferrari”, “Chrysler”, “Lamborghini”, “Renault”, and 
“Rolls-Royce” were named after the founders of the automobile companies that started making them. In memory 
of the founders, transliteration approach is the best choice. “Lincoln” gets its name from American president 
Lincoln. “林肯” associates Chinese consumers with “dignity” and “greatness”. “Santana” is the name of a valley 
where a strong cyclone always blows in Califomia, America. “马自达” indicates speediness of the car. “沃尔沃” 
conveys the beautiful sound of the brand name. “锐志” is the name with meaning attached on the sound” which 
has the same pronunciation with “睿智”. 

Although transliteration is commonly used in automobile brand name translation, it still has its deficiencies. 
Transliteration cannot reveal much information about the products, and in some cases, the rational and 
emotional appealing message of the original can not be conveyed by pure transliteration. Thus some other 
translation methods are applied. 

Literal translation. According to Newmark (2004, p. 70), in order to achieve translation equivalence, either 
in communicative or semantic translation, the method of literal translation is the basic transition procedure. This 
method, with its aim at retaining the national or local color, the original images as well as foreign expressions so 
as to enrich the target language, can keep the characteristics of the original and convey its exact original message 
and feelings directly and accurately.  

For example, the car “Bluebird” is literally translated into “蓝鸟”. The translation keeps the flavor of the 

original (the car got its name from the book The Return of the Bluebird by Andre P. Dion) and associates the 
consumers with happiness and blessing. 

Another very good example is “Beetle” which is literally translated into “甲壳虫”. It conveys the same 

message as the source text: The car looks like a beetle, a smart design that can allow for reliability, enjoyment, 
and vacation travel (see Example 6): 

Example (6) Crown—皇冠        Regal—君威 
Lotus—莲花        Golf—高尔夫 
Swift—雨燕        Sunny—阳光 
Landwind—陆风       Mustang—野马 

Among them, “皇冠” and “君威” symbolize the noble status of the car owners.“雨燕”, “野马”, and “陆风” 
highlight the speed of the cars. “高尔夫” is associated people with a kind of recreation and indicates that the 
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driver will enjoy unlimited driving pleasure. “阳光”, together with its sales advertisement: “Sunshine of life 
experience” (体验阳光生活), reveals the characteristics of elegatice and fashion. This car particularly appeals to 

young white-collar workers. 
Combination of transliteration and literal translation. In order to make a brand name best perform its 

functions in the target language and realize the intended function on the addressee, we can combine the two 
approaches of transliteration and literal translation. As brand name translation is consumer-oriented, the 
combination of transliteration and literal translation can reflect the message of a brand name more vividly so that 
it will be more impressive to promote consumption and sales.  

For example, the Chinese name for “Benz” (奔驰), created by the combination of transliteration and literal 

translation method, sounds similar to the original English name and also convey semantic, or meaningful 
information (see Example 7): 

Example (7) City—思迪         New Santafe—新圣达菲 
Land Rover—路虎       Citroen—雪铁龙 
Jaquar—捷豹        Hummer—悍马 
Legacy—力狮        Royaum—荣御 
Fit—飞度         Jetta—捷达 
Porsche—保时捷       Bora—宝来 
Opel—欧宝        Family—福美来 
Tiguan—途欢        Touran—途安 

Several names are transliterated into “虎”, “龙”, “豹”, “马”, and “狮” which stand for energetic and 
powerful images to attract customers. And Chinese producers always name their products with the words “福”, 
“富”, “贵”, etc., to symbolize good luck, happiness, or beauty. “福美来” is given local flavor by transliterating 
the letter “F”. “保时捷” and “捷达” perform the similar sound effect to the original brand names and embrace the 
meaning of high speed. In ancient China, “御” means royal and imperial and “荣御” indicates the status and 
dignity of the car owners. “途欢” and “途安” are intended to assure the consumers of a pleasant journey.  

Free translation. Free translation is a strategy which should be used when the situation referred to in the 
source text does not exist in the target culture, or does not have the same relevance or connotations as it does in 
the source context. Under the guidance of Skopostheorie, source text is an offer of main information, 
translators can select the information they need to present in the target text. Free translation is used to create 
new information to inform the consumer of information of the products when other translation methods are 
incapable of conveying similar meanings to the addressee. In this way, the translated brand name is totally 
adapted to the typical target language. 

For example, “Twingo”, a very small and extremely successful car built by the French company Renault, 
got its name from the words “Twist”, “Swing”, and “Tango”. “Twingo” can be literally translated into “两人
行” or “双人行”, but this translation is so common that it can not impress or appeal to the consumers. The 
translation “丽人行” associates the consumers with the joyride of a hero and a beauty, which stimulates 

consumers purchasing desire.  
“LaCrosse” and “Excelle” are translated into “君越” and “凯越” respectively in which the translator 
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successfully selects the target language culture to remind the target audience of a triumphant return, and also 
reflects image and feature of product. While “Accord” and “Stream” are translated into “雅阁” and “时韵” 

respectively, which are full of elegance and temperament.  
Translation Skopos. In Skopostheorie, the primary rule for any translation is the Skopos rule, which holds 

that a translational action is determined by its Skopos. Translation Skopos justifies translation method. Based on 
58 automobile brand names and the above-mentioned four translation methods, the author classifies every 
translation as a different translation principle according to different Skopos (see Table 1). 
 

Table 1  
Four Suggested Translation Principles 
Translation methods English name  Chinese name  Translation principle 

Transliteration 
(24) 

Lamborghini 兰博基尼 A 
Buick 别克 A 
Santana 桑塔纳 A 
Lincoln 林肯 A 
Rolls-Royce 劳斯莱斯 A 
Cadillac 凯迪拉克 A 
Chevrolet 雪佛兰 A 
Chrysler 克莱斯勒 A 
Ford 福特 A 
Volvo 沃尔沃 A 
Ferrari 法拉利 A 
FIAT 菲亚特 A 
Elysee 爱丽舍 A 
Audi 奥迪 A 
Mazda 马自达 A 
Sonata 索纳塔 A 
Bentley 宾利 A 
Renault 雷诺 A 
REIZ 锐志 C 
Passat 帕萨特 A 
Camry 凯美瑞 D 
Prado 普拉多 D 
Corolla 卡罗拉 D 
Lexus 雷克萨斯 D 

Literal translation 
(10) 

Bluebird 蓝鸟 A 
Beetle 甲壳虫 B 
Crown 皇冠 C 
Regal 君威 C 
Lotus 莲花 A 
Golf 高尔夫 D 
Swift 雨燕 B 
Sunny 阳光 C 
Landwind 陆风  B 
Mustang 野马 B 
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(Table 1 continued) 

Translation methods English name  Chinese name  Translation principle 

Combination of transliteration 
and literal translation 
(17) 

Benz 奔驰 B 
Transit 全顺 C 
City 思迪  D 
New Santafe 新圣达菲 D 
Land Rover 路虎 B 
Citroen 雪铁龙 B 
Jaquar 捷豹 B 
Hummer 悍马 B 
Legacy 力狮 B 
Royaum 荣御 C 
Fit 飞度 B 
Jetta 捷达 B 
Porsche 保时捷 B 
Opel 欧宝 C 
Family 福美来 C 
Tiguan 途欢 C 
Touran 途安 C 

Free translation 
(7) 

BWM 宝马 C 
Twingo 丽人行 C 
LaCrosse  君越  C 
Excelle 凯越 C 
Accord 雅阁 C 
Stream 时韵 C 
Sagitar  速腾 B 

Notes. A: Corporate Culture; B: Automobile Performance; C: Psychology of Target Addressee; D: others. 
 

Table 1 is simplified into Table 2. 
 

Table 2 
Four Skopos Translation Methods 
Skopos translation 
method 

Transliteration Literal translation Combination of transliteration and 
literal translation 

Free 
translation 

Total 

A 19 2 0 0 21 
B 0 4 9 1 14 
C 1 3 6 6 16 
D 4 1 2 0 7 
Total  24 10 17 7 58 
 

Through the analysis, we can come up with the following three Skopos as translation principles.  
Corporate culture. From Tables 1-2, we can say that the company usually adopt transliteration when it 

treats corporate culture as its Skopos. And the corporate culture is represented in the brand names named after 
corporate contributor, historical celebrity or legend. 

Take “Audi” for instance, it is a kind of car produced by Volkswagen Company. First manufactured by 
German engineer August Horch (the founder of A. Horch & Cie Automobile Company, established in 1899), it 
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was named after Horch’s name. In 1902, he moved his company to Zwickau in Saxony, and it was reorganized 
into a joint-stock company. In 1909, following a dispute with the members of the executive and supervisory 
boards, August Horch left the company and later established a second automobile manufacturing operation. Since 
he could not use his own name, which was a registered brand name, he chose a Latin translation instead: The 
German word “Horch” (meaning “Listen”) became “Audi”. 

“Mazda” is the name of god—Afura Mazda that symbolizes the spirit of ancient civilizations with the 
meaning of wisdom, reason, and harmony. Owing to the pursuit of world peace, the admiration of Eastern and 
Western civilizations and the respect of a pioneer in the automotive industry, Mazda was born. What is more, 
“Mazda” and the pronunciation of the founder of Mazda—Matsuda Jujiro’s surname is homophonous. 

Citroen “Elysee”, is the perfect combination of French style and Chinese fashion. French “Elysee” means 
the “Paradise of Heaven”. Since the Third Republic in 1873, Elysee Palace has been the president of France. As a 
car name, Elysee is imbued with the French romantic style atmosphere. 

Lotus is a masterpiece of the British gentleman Colin Chapman whose Lotus team has seven wins in F1 race 
since 1958, and creates a variety of excellent models. As a car fanatic, Chapman created brilliant achievements in 
both car-manufacturing and car racing. 

Automobile performance. When the corporation attaches more importance to automobile performance, the 
translation method of automobile brand name tends to be combination of transliteration and literal translation. 
Sometimes literal translation is used. 

The translation of Mercedes-Benz (Germany) is a typical representative. Mercédès is pseudonym of Emil 
Jellinek, the Austrian businessman, which is also the name of his daughter meaning “grace”. At the beginning of 
1900, Jellinek made an agreement with DMG (Daimler-Motoren-Gesellschaft) concerning sales of cars and 
engines and the decision was taken to use the Jellinek’s pseudonym as a product name. So transliteration is the 
best choice when Mercedes is translated into Chinese. And “Benz” is translated into “奔驰”, which complies with 

the original English pronunciation, reflects the solemn elegance, and literally embodies the superior performance 
of the car—experiencing the feeling of gallop. As a matter of fact, “奔驰” is much more vivid than “平治” the 

Chinese name in Hong Kong. 
“Porsche” and “Jetta” are translated into “保时捷” and “捷达” respectively which mean being fast and on 

time so that consumers who love these brands of cars doubled.  
“Land Rover” (路虎), “Citroen” (雪铁龙), “Hummer” (悍马), and “Legacy” (力狮) all the translated names 

are on the remodeling in Chinese characters, selecting “tiger, dragon, horse, lion” so as to demonstrate the speed 
and passion to meet the traditional Chinese culture. 

Swift is very small agreeable car, pleasing most consumers. Its most loyal supporters are those young boys 
and girls who seek fashion with rounded front line full, waist smooth flowing, headlight cute, and flat roof full of 
classic-style atmosphere. So the literal translation into “雨燕” interprets well the good-looking and performance 
of the car. So does “Beetle” (甲壳虫). The Beatles mentioned, consumers will think of many unique advantages 

immediately, such as cheap, sturdy, practical, and good handling.  
Psychology of target addressee. Due to cultural and linguistic differences between languages, a successful 

translation in one nation does not guarantee its success in another nation. So sometimes psychology of target 
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addressee plays a great role in the translation. In addition, under this circumstance, combination of transliteration 
and literal translation and free translation are mainly used. 

BMW stands for Bavarian Motor Works—the acronym in German, which is only product information, no 
cultural meaning. If adopted literal translation, it is too long, neither succinct nor any sense of beauty. If 
retained as “BMW”, it is not consistent with the Chinese language habits, and does not play the role of 
language to convey information. The first letter “B” reminds us the consonant sounds [b], to create a “宝” that 
is valuable, rare, reflecting the high value of the car; the second letter “M”, how to associate it with the car up? 
Before the invention of the car, horse is the only means of transportation. So the “BMW” is the “宝马”, which 
has been a status symbol. 

“Transit” is translated into “全顺” which has no relation with the original meaning. And in Chinese, “全顺” 
means “safe and sound all the way”, meeting the psychological need of safe. 

In the framework of Skopostheorie, one of the most important factors determining the purpose of a 
translation is the addressee, who is the intended receiver or audience of the target-text with their culture-specific 
world knowledge, their expectations, and their communicative needs. 

Bovee and William (1989, p. 12) pointed out that: In advertising, of which brand name translation is an 
important branch, the target audience is generally defined as the group of individuals to whom the advertising 
message is directed, or in other words, those who will buy the product for their own or someone else’s use. In this 
sense, the target addressee can be regarded as the consumer or potential consumer in automobile brand name 
translation. Since the target addressees are different, translation strategies and methods adopted should also be 
varied. To achieve the purpose of informing the target addressees and persuade them to make a purchase, the 
translator should take into full consideration such aspects as age, gender, financial situation, education 
background, and profession of the target addressees. 

Conclusions 

Brand name translation, as an intercultural commercial translation, should be subject to the ultimate purpose 
of advertisement—to promote sales on a competitive market. So long as it appeals to the consumers and makes a 
good impression on them, and evokes the consumers to make a purchase, it can be regarded as a good brand name. 
Brand name translation is consumer-oriented. A brand name is restricted by the Skopos of translation and many 
factors involving the target addressee. Only within the framework of the functionalist theory are we free to 
choose the best translation strategy. Skopostheorie, a theory of purposeful action, claims that the prime principle 
determining any translation process is the purpose (Skopos) of the overall translation action. Thus the top-ranking 
rule for any translation is the “Skopos rule”, which says that a translational action is determined by its Skopos, 
that is, “the end justifies the means”. 

Based on the analysis of the naming and functions of brand names, three purposes should be born in mind in 
translating automobile brand names. In light of the Skopotheorie, several important factors are taken into 
consideration when doing automobile brand name translation. Consequently, here are suggested four translation 
methods and three translation Skopos analyzed with detailed examples. Of course, compared with the huge 
quantity of automobile brand names in the world, the translation of the examples listed here is only a small part. 
Efforts should be made to improve the practical guidance of Skopostheorie to automobile brand name translation 
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in a broad range, such as brand advertisement, brand slogans and signs, and so on. The principles and strategies 
proposed in this paper should be regarded as suggestions rather than absolute rules, as they have to be tested and 
modified in translation practice.  

References 
Bovee, L. C., & William, F. A. (1989). Contemporary advertising (3rd ed.). Boston: Richard D. Irwin, Inc.. 
CHEN, F. Y. (2004). On functionalist theory in brand name translation in the light of consumer psychology. Chengdu: Si Chuan 

Normal University. 
Hankinson, G., & Cowking, P. (1993). Branding in action: Cases and strategies for profitable brand management. London: 

McGraw-Hill. 
LIANG, G. T. (1998). On translation of trademark word. Chinese Science & Technology Translators Journal, (2), 22-24. 
Munday, J. (2001). Approaches to translation. Shanghai: Shanghai Foreign Language Education Press. 
Newmark, P. (2004). A text book of translation. Shanghai: Shanghai Foreign Language Education Press. 
Nida, E. A. (2001). Language and culture and translation. Shanghai: Shanghai Foreign Language Education Press. 
Nord, C. (2001). Translating as a purposeful activity. Shanghai: Shanghai Foreign Language Education Press. 
Reiss, K. (2004). Translation criticism: The potentials & limitations. Shanghai: Shanghai Foreign Language Education Press. 
Vermeer, H. J. (1989). Skopos and commission in transitional action. In L.Venuti (Ed.), The translation study reader. London: 

Routledge. 
WU, J., & CAO, W. (2005). Trademark language. Shanghai: Chinese Dictionary Press. 
YAN, F. (1984). Evolution and ethics. Collection of translation studies papers. Beijing: Foreign Language Teaching and 

Research Press. 



US-China Foreign Language, ISSN 1539-8080 
February 2014, Vol. 12, No. 2, 171-175 

Translating Idioms Based on the Principle of Equivalence* 

WANG Xiao-yan, LI Zhong-zhi 
Changchun University, Changchun, China 

  

It is well-known that it is not easy to translate idioms faithfully, because idioms are the accumulation of different 

cultures, which presents a lot of difficulties in translating. The present paper, first of all, gives a brief introduction 

of the factors that how idioms reflect the cultures. They are geographical features, traditional customs, and 

religious influence. Then the authors of the present paper elaborate the translation principles, especially Nida’s 

Principle of Equivalence. At last, three strategies of translating idioms based on the Principle of Equivalence are 

explored. They are literal translation, partially literal translation, and free translation or paraphrase. The paper 

concludes that the translation of idioms should aim not only at formal equivalence, but also at dynamic 

equivalence. The authors hope that the present paper can give some help to the translation of idioms. 

Keywords: translation, idioms, the Principle of Equivalence  

Introduction 

Idioms are semantically and structurally fixed expressions which, in essence, are kind of accumulation of 
culture. Take Chinese for example, over thousands of years, Chinese people has gradually formed their own 
language on the basis of their specific living and thinking habit. Each generation does not absolutely accept the 
cultural heritage of the last generation. Instead, they both develop what is useful and discard what is not. In this 
process, the essence culture in the past is retained in language and passed on as fixed language expressions. How 
idioms distinctively reflect a nation’ s culture rests on the following factors.  

Geographical Features  
A given cultural entity exists in a given geographical space, therefore, it unavoidably reflects the features of 

the region. Different regions with different scenes have particular characteristics. In language expressions, there 
is a striking contrast when natural landscapes are used metaphorically. For instance, in the Chinese idiom 有眼
不识泰山 (fail to recognize a great person), “泰山” is a famous mountain and here is used to refer to the VIPs 

(very important persons). Any foreigners with scant knowledge of Chinese culture can hardly catch the meaning 
expressed here. Other examples like: 不到黄河不死心 (refuse to give up until all hope is gone). Here “黄河 

(the Yellow River)” is peculiar Chinese geographical culture. It is the same as the English idioms which reflect a 
certain feature of a region as well, such as, talk like a Dutch uncle (谆谆教诲), shoot Niagara (孤注一掷), and 
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take a French leave (不辞而别). For a better understanding and using of these idioms, one needs to find out the 

features of the word used metaphorically. 

Traditional Customs  
In Chinese culture, the animal “马 (horse)” seems to be frequently used commendatory like in 骏马 (fine 

horse/steed), 马到成功 (accomplish immediately success), and 老马识途 (an old horse knows the way). This 

usage is traditionally related to the importance of horses in Chinese history. As an agricultural nation, horses, at 
one time, have been assistants of farmers. That is why Chinese nation is so in favor of horses. 

However, in English, “horse” is more often used neutrally like the idioms: eat like a horse (吃得非常多), 
work like a horse (辛苦地干活), and beat a dead horse (死马当作活马医). 

A nation that is enthusiastic about horse race also has a host of idioms with “horse”, but horse is still 
considered as neutral. Such as: bet on the wrong horse (支持错了对象), that is a horse of another color (那是另
一回事), and a dark horse (实力难测的赛马).  

Religious Influence  
It is evident that Chinese nation is also influenced by religion. In idioms: 一个和尚挑水吃，两个和尚抬

水吃，三个和尚没水吃 (One boy is a boy, two boys half a boy, three boys no boy). It is attached to religious 

features and it is used metaphorically. 
During the medieval period, Christianity almost extended to every aspect of English speaking nations so that 

there are idioms like: as poor as the church mouse (一贫如洗), Man proposes, God disposes (谋事在人，成事
在天), make a god of one’s belly (一味追求吃喝), and Go to hell (见鬼去吧).  

From the above, it is not hard to see that language and culture are closely related. Because of the cultural 
differences, there must be difficulty in translating idioms, and how to translate idioms has been the heavy 
task for translator. In the present paper, the author is going to explore how to translate the idioms in the 
light of the Principle of Equivalence.  

The Principle of Equivalence 

In 1780, Tytler wrote the first significant book on translation in the world: Essay on the Principles of 
Translation, and presented three main principles: (1) Translation text should fully express the idea of the 
original text; (2) The writing tones and styles should be the same; and (3) The translation text should be with 
ease and grace (as cited in ZHAO, 2008, p. 15). He held the view that the excellent translation works can make 
the readers have the same understanding as the native readers. In 1965, the English linguist Catford published a 
book called A Linguistic Theory of Translation. He classified translation into three ways: word for word 
translation, literal translation, and free translation. Linguistic surface structure is divided into a scale of 
sentences-sense groups-words-morphemes. In free translation, the equivalence may cover each element in the 
scale, even extends to sentences. Word for word translation, obviously, limits between words. While literal 
translation is between word for word translation and free translation. Newmark (1991) presented two translation 
methods: communicative translation and semantic translation. The former aims at making the readers have the 
same idea no matter they read the original work or the translation work. The latter aims at reproducing the 
information of the source language on the basis of complying with the grammatical and semantic rules. These 
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two methods are used alternatively. Baker in her book In Other Words: A Coursebook on Translation (2000) 
offered a detailed list of conditions upon which the concept of equivalence can be defined. She studied the 
equivalence at different levels: equivalence at word level, equivalence above word level, grammatical 
equivalence, textual equivalence, and pragmatic equivalence. 

In addressing the concept of equivalence in translation, Nida (1964) claimed that: “There can be no 
absolute correspondence between languages” (p. 136). Then he put forward the notion of “dynamic 
equivalence” in translation:  

In dynamic translation one is not so concerned with marching the receptor-language message with the source 
1anguage message, but with the dynamic relationship, that the relationship between receptor and message should be 
substantially the same as that which existed between the original receptors and the message. (Nida, 1964 , p. 159)  

Dynamic equivalence is therefore to be defined in terms of the degree to which the receptors of the message 
in the receptor language respond to it in substantially the same manner as the receptors in the source language. Up 
to 1990s, Nida took cultural differences into consideration and categorized it into maximal level and minimal 
level. As a matter of fact, the former is not easy to achieve in translation but every translation should be up to the 
latter criteria. As Nida illustrated that, the minimal level of equivalence would be one in which receptors of the 
translated text would be able to understand and appreciate it to the point of being able to comprehend how the 
original receptors must have understood and appreciated the message. At last, Nida emphasized that equivalence 
is a relative conception. He explained that in attempting to produce a dynamic rather a formal equivalence in 
translation, “principle of equivalence is necessary” (Nida, 1998, p. 80). 

The Translation of Idioms: Strategies 

Idioms, refined and sanctified from long usage, are vivid and expressive. They are crystallization of national 
culture and gems of language. Like a mirror, they reflect the national characteristics embodied in a language and 
are thus heavily color-added. Different national cultures lead to various idioms of a given speech community. 
This culture differences present a lot of difficulties in translating. But idiom is a part of language and it is proved 
that idioms can be translated. Generally, there are three ways as follows. 

Totally Literal Translation 
This strategy involves using an idiom in the target language which conveys roughly the same meaning as 

that of the source-language idiom and, in addition, consists of equivalent lexical items. This kind of match can 
only occasionally be achieved. We know in translation, it is not hard to transfer meaning but to keep the original 
flavor is not easy. Some idioms can be translated literally. For example, 丢脸 (lose face), 药补不如食补 (diets 
cares more than the doctors), 巧妇不做无米之炊 (even the cleverest housewife cannot cook a meal without 
rice), 大树底下好乘凉 (a good tree is a good shelter), 条条道路通罗马 (all roads, lead to Rome), 得寸进尺
(give him an inch and he will take a mile), 滴水穿石 (constant dropping wears the stone), 混水摸鱼 (fish in 
troubled waters), 磨洋工 (lie down on the job), 千钧一发 (hang by a thread), 一帆风顺 (plain sailing), 洗手
不干 (wash one’s hands of), and 肤浅 (skin deep). 

The above translations take both form and content into consideration. For the target language, readers are 
more likely to have the equivalence.  
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Partially Literal Translation 
Idioms, generally, have three layers of meaning: the literal meaning, the image, and the implicit meaning. 

So it is often possible to find an idiom in the target language which has a meaning similar to that of the source 
idiom, but which consists of different lexical items. In form, there is difference between the source language and 
the target language. For example, 红颜多薄命 (beautiful flowers are soon picked), 情不分贫富 (love lives in 
cottages as well as in courts), 知人知面不知心 (you can know a man’s face but not his heart), 当着矮人不说
矮话 (one does not talk about midgets in front of dwarfs), 初生牛犊不怕虎 (new born calves do not fear 
wolves), 进退维谷 (between the devil and the deep sea), 害群之马 (a black sheep), 拦路虎 (a lion in the 
way), and 喜马拉雅山羚羊，是野生山羊的一种，在四川的多岩断层露头之间优游自在 (the serow, a type 

of wild mountain goat, is totally at ease in Sichuan’s may rocky levels).  
The meanings of these idioms between Chinese and English are similar, but they have different images and 

dissimilar forms. Especially in the last example, the Chinese idiom “优游自在” consists of two set phrases “优
游” and “自在”, which almost carry the same meaning. So in English, we can use the similar idiom “totally at 

ease”. So in translation, we need to consider the similar and dissimilar meaning and forms of the idioms in both 
the source and the target languages. 

Free Translation or Paraphrase 
This is by far the most common way of translating idioms when a match cannot be found in the target 

language, or when it seems inappropriate to use idiomatic language in the target text because of differences in 
stylistic preferences of the source and target languages. Sometimes the above-mentioned two ways fail to express 
the meaning of idioms. Then free translation or paraphrase is needed. Successful free translation or paraphrase is 
to change the linguistic symbols in order to transfer meaning. For examples, 有眼不识泰山 (fail to recognize 
one’s eminence), 雨后春笋 (new things appear and grow rapidly), 雪中送炭 (provide timely help), 不到黄河
不死心 (refuse to give up until all hope is gone), 开玩笑 (pull one’s leg), 处于困境 (in the same boat), 处于
危险境地 (to be touch and go), and 非常恐惧 (one’s hair stands on end). 

These idioms should be translated with caution. Their images are similar, but the meanings differ. So under 
the guidance of equivalent principle, the translating versions produce a dynamic rather a formal equivalence in 
translation, and the receptors of the translated text would be able to understand and appreciate it to the point of 
being able to comprehend how the original receptors must have understood and appreciated the message.  

Conclusions 

Idioms are the cream of language as well as the crystallization of human wisdom, which carries profound 
cultural implication. As a language, idiom is the essence of the deposition of the fascinating history and culture. 
Because of the differences in geography, history, religion, customs, and other aspects of life between Chinese and 
English, idioms carry the characteristics of different cultures and cultural information. So in translation, people 
have to encounter many difficulties, and the change of one linguistic form into another is only surface work; the 
transfer of cultural information is the nature of translation. Surely, idioms reflect the specific culture of a certain 
speech community, yet with more and more international communication, people have begun to narrow the 
margin of cultural divergence. The paper concludes that the translation of idioms should aim not only at formal 



TRANSLATING IDIOMS BASED ON THE PRINCIPLE OF EQUIVALENCE 
175

equivalence, but also at dynamic equivalence. The task of translators is to overcome cultural differences so as to 
achieve effective translation with a higher degree of equivalence. 
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