


34 m Chapter 2 Language Functions and Translation

An oft-quoted exchange is:

"If you don’t stop treating me like a fool, I'll leave you."
"Is that a threat or a promise?” she replied.

We may therefore ask for clarification if the message seems ambiguous in some way
or if we have trouble deciphering it or because we feel that the speaker’s real intention
has eluded our understanding. Let us take the following dialogue, for instance.

— Voglio farti una proposta, disse mia moglie.

- Quale?

— D’ora in poi non parliamoci pitl.

- Ma che vuoi dire, che ti prende?

~ Voglio dire quello che dico: non parliamoci pii.

- Ma perché?

_ Perché non ce n'¢ bisogno. Tu non mi vuoi piii bene.

The husband obviously understands the formal meaning of his wife's words (the locu-
tion) but he's not sure what her underlying motives are; he therefore asks her what she
means by her words and what the matter is. As the conversation proceeds, it becomes
clear that the wife is feeling neglected and is, in a way, challenging her husband (the illo-
cutionary force of her suggestion) with the ultimate aim of getting him to pay some atten-
tion to her (its perlocutionary force).

The translator's task as receiver of the ST message, is to understand the overall com-
municative force of the utterances that comprise it and, as sender of the TL message, to
convey it appropriately in the TT. Equivalence in translation is related not only to the con-
ceptual meaning of a text content but also to its illocutionary force: that is, what the writer
actually intends.

Consider, for instance, the following text:

Lesse ancora alcune strofe e poi si domando se doveva continuare a leggere. Ci fit un mo-
mento disilenzio. "Ebbene?" domando il professore. Nell 'aula si era fatto il mutismo proprio
all 'attesa di qualche fatto insolito. Tutri guardavano lui e il professore. Ma Luca non vedeva
¢ non sentiva piii nulla. Il professore lo guardava con dispettoso stupore: "Ma si puo sapere
che cosa le sta accadendo? Vuol leggere o non vuol leggere?"
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The teacher is not offering the boy an alternative, as the formal structure of the ques-
tion might seem to imply. He is in fact enquiring rather sarcastically as to the boy's inten-
tions: the feigned formality really masks a threat. An appropriate rendering of the
communicative function of the question would therefore be "Are you going to read or
aren't you?" and not "Do you want to read or don't you?". To misconstrue or misinterpret
the illocutionary force of the utterance is to mistranslate and misrepresent the author’s
actual intent. The text must always be taken as a whole since the aim is not to translate
speech act for speech act but to achieve equivalence of illocutionary structure. The trans-
lator should, in principle, be able to break down a stretch of discourse into its constituent
speech acts and to then render them in the TL not as a series of separate acts but as an
interrelating chain of acts.

The above example also clearly shows that the same form can perform different func-

tions: in Italian “VMuol leggere o non vuol leggere?"” can serve two different communicative
purposes (ie. 1. "Ha intenzione di leggere o no?" and 2. "Ha voglia di leggere o non ha
voglia di leggere, me lo dica?”). It also indicates that grammatical form and communica-
tive function do not overlap in the same way in different languages: in English two separate
forms are needed for the two functions, namely, “Are you going to read or arent you?"
and "Do you want to read or don't you?".

Further examples of the complex relationship that exists between form and function
both within the same language and across languages are provided by public directives. A
directive is an illocutionary speech act on the part of the speaker or writer with the perlo-
cutionary function of influencing the addressee's future action. Public directives are gener-
ally written and to be found in signs and notices. They range from requests (Passengers
are kindly requested to carry one piece of hand luggage only onto the plane), commands
(Tickets are to be shown upon request), warnings (Beware of the dog), to prohibitions (No
trespassing) and can be realised linguistically in a number of ways: through the use of
passives, modal verbs, imperatives, the determiner no, the impersonal infinitive form, etc.
Although Italian and English are fairly similar in their realisation of directives, the two lan-
guages may at times use different language structures to perform the same function. Con-
sider the following examples:

Non ¢ consentito I'ingresso a persone in abiti sconvenienti alla dignitd della casa di Dio.
Out of deference for the house of God, proper dress is required of all those who enter.

Do not lean out!
Epericoloso sporgersi.





































