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If we had highly skilled translation technology, for example, would mutual
understanding be relatively easy? Or are there many things that would still
get lost in translation? It's often said! that certain things can't be translated

into another language. Some will say that reading Tolstoy in Russian is
different from doing so in translation, or that the novel Don Quixote by
Cervantes can only be fully appreciated in its original Spanish. The nuances
of Japanese are purported to be notoriously difficult to capture and put into
English. Looking at such translation difficulties may bring us closer to

understanding the relationship between culture and language, because
translation attempts not only to transmit individual ideas, but to also to

provide entry into other times and places; other social worlds?. With that in
mind, let's look at examples of translation difficulties and see what ( 3 )
they might hold for interculturalists.

One famous example of a cultural product that is considered difficult to
translate accurately is Japanese haiku poetry. One of the most famous poems
1s one by Matsuo Basho, which, in a total of only 17 syllables, evokes a scene
of a frog jumping into a pond. For these 17 syllables, there are more than 100
different published translations, including:

Old pond — frogs jumped in — sound of water.

Pond, there, still and old!
A frog has jumped from the shore
The splash can be heard.

An old pond
The sound
Of a diving frog.

Breaking the silence

Of an ancient pond,

A frog jumped into water —
A deep resonance
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Of the above translations, the first one is perhaps the most literal. Even so, there's some
ambiguity, as the Japanese doesn't make clear whether "frog" is singular or plural. What's
missing from this translation is the atmosphere, or the nuance of the scene as would be
1magined or experienced by a Japanese speaker. Other translations try to capture the mental
imagery that might occur to a Japanese speaker using turns of phrase like breaking the
silence, or a deep resonance. Those words are not directly in the poem, but they are part of
the linguistic experience for Japanese speakers.

As you can see, the difficulty here is not so much communicating facts—the facts of

what happens in this haiku are very straightforward. The challenge*is in capturing the mood

and symbolic associations. A pond is more than a body of water, and the silence is more than
a lack of sound. This is a reminder that language is about more than "concepts" that can be
objectively represented using different linguistic codes. Language captures something of

human experience. The 1images and associations that this haiku generates for Japanese

speakers 1s, in some hard to quantify way, different from anv approximation created in

English®.

Hi8i : Shaules, Joseph. 2015. the intercultural mind. Boston: Intercultural Press. 176-178
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To understand intercultural communication, we first need to understand what culture 1is.
When asked for examples of Japanese culture, most students talk about concrete, visible
objects or actions such as samurai and eating sushi. ( 1 ), anthropologists would agree that
the action of eating sushi is not culture. Sushi is often eaten in Canada, and yet eating sushi
1s not normally considered to be a part of Canadian culture. Instead, definitions of culture
refer to more abstract ideas.

Thus, the action of eating sushi is not to be considered a part of Japanese culture; rather
Japanese culture includes the custom of eating raw fish, and the attitudes and opinions about
raw fish that are shared by most Japanese people. In other words, Japanese culture is the
collection of :

(2)

In order for something (knowledge, values, and so on) to be considered as culture, ( 3 ) by
most of the people of that culture. For example, most Japanese people have a positive attitude
towards eating raw fish.

Let's take the example of cures for the common cold. Japanese students often tell me that if |
have a cold, | should not have a bath. In contrast, Westerners believe the opposite: if you catch a
cold, you should heat up your body by having a hot bath, and by eating hot chicken noodle soup.
These beliefs about cures for the common cold are examples of the differences between cultures.
People use their own culture when they interact with the world around them. In general, this is
not a problem. However, if you interact with members of another culture, then basing the
interaction on your own culture creates problems. Part of your own culture is a collection of
beliefs and attitudes about people from other cultures. When you meet someone, you assign them
to a category, and then assume that they have the prototypical characteristics of people of the
category. sFor example, if you meet a Westerner, you naturally assume that they are a
prototypical Westerner, and that they speak English fluently. This is in spite of the fact that many
Westerners do not speak English fluently.
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These assumptions about people based on prototypical behavior are called cultural stereotypes.
Cultural stereotypes are a source of friction and miscommunication between people of different
cultures. For example, many Westerners believe that Japanese people are very hard-working. Of
course, this is not always true. There are many hard-working. Of course, this is not always true.
There are many hard-working Japanese people but there are also many Japanese people who
would be considered lazy, or perhaps work hard at something other than studying or working;
such as playing video games. This stereotype about Japanese people leads to scenarios such as
the following.

5

A Canadian landlord is looking for a tenant for an empty apartment. He is worried about the
noise levels because he has had some complaints in the past. He interviews candidates
including a Japanese exchange student. He decides to rent the apartment to the Japanese
exchange student, believing that the student will be studying hard all of the time, and therefore
will be quiet. However, the Japanese exchange student does not study much. Furthermore,
his hobby is playing base guitar, and he turns out to be a very noisy tenant. This leads to
problems and friction between the tenant and the landlord.

These problems could have been avoided if the landlord realized that he was basing his

decision on a cultural stereotype, and that people are all different.

Hi#t : Kevin Heffernan. 2013. Introduction to Communication for Japanese Students. Tokyo: < A LI HkR
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Manga, such as One piece and Doraemon

positive attitudes towards reading Manga

the belief that Manekineko is good luck for business

the custom of bowing

¥R NN

traditional performing art, such as kabuki play
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Culture is the set of shared attitudes, values, goals, and practices that characterizes a group.



