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Translating is not only a linguistic act; it is also a cultural one, an act of communication across
cuitures. Translating always involves both language and culture ‘s'imply because the two cannot really
be separated. Language is culturally embedded: it both expresses and shapes cultural reality, and the _
meanings of linguistic items, be they words or larger segments of text, can only be understood when
considered together _with the cultural context in which these lihguistic items are used. For example, a
simple expression such as “We had dinner” written in a British cultural context cannot be transposed
into an Arabic, German, Finnish, or indeed an American English context without considering the
different cultural “n':le’anings” this expression acquires in .these different contexts. Sinée in translation
meaning is of overriding importance, it follows that the cultural frame of reference cannot be ignored.
In the process of translation, therefore, not only the two languages but also the two cultures come into
contact. In this sense, translating is a form of intercultural communication.

But what do we mean when we talk about “culture” in this context? Culture refers to a group’s
shared values and conventions which act as mental guidelines for orienting people’s thoughts and
behavior. Now it is of course true that we find in any group many different values, behefs, and
behaviors. However, we afe interested here in how different cultural habits and views are encapsulated
in language and become extemalized when communicated to others in the social group. If such
communication occurs often enough in a particular social group, it can tum into “cultural
representations” in thé, minds of group members. Language use and convention, therefore, vitally
contribute to social bonding and cultural identity. This conv'entionalizétion of meaning through
language within a particular culturé is 6f crucial importance for translation: it is precisely these
similarities and differences in kind and degree of conventionalization in the source and target cultures
_ which a translator must be aware of when moving a f'ext from one culture to another: In translating a -
reference to a particular date which is important in a particular culture, for example, it may become
necessary to explain the “meaning” this date has acquired for members of the source culture. Consider
for instance a reference to the 4th of July in an American text, the 17th of May in a Norwegian text,
the 17th of June in a German text, or the 14th of July in a French one. The “meaning” which these
dates carry is culturally embedded, and cannot be understood in the abstract, divorced from the .
historical tradition shared by members of a particular culture. |

HiB#8 : Juliane House, Translaﬁon, Oxford University Press, 2009
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