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We have up to now focused on pragmatic and stylistic aspects of discourse. In Chap-
ter 3, that is, we discussed how to interpret and re-encode meaning in relation to the extra-
linguistic environment — the context of situation and the context of culture, while in Chapter 4
we examined how to relate form to content in the translation process. It is now evident
that the meaning of an utterance is not limited to what is expressed on the surface of the
text but has to be interpreted according to the author's underlying intentions as activated
in a given context. In this Chapter we shall be returning to a concept we came across in
Chapter 3, that of co-fext. A distinction was made between confextand co-fext: utterances
need to be fully contextualised in terms of key features of both the situation (the context)
and of the surrounding text {the co-text). So far we have considered the functional aspects
of discourse, that is, language that is doing some job in some socio-cultural context. What
concerns us here is the co-text, the way in which discourse is constructed above and be-
yond the sentence. In other words how are discourse structures created, and, more im-
portantly for translation, how do the strategies used to develop unified and meaningful
discourse differ from one language to another? i

First, however, let us clear up some points of terminology regarding what is actually
meant by discourse and fext.

5.1. Discourse and Text

Both discourse and text refer to any stretch of language that has unity. This unity can
come from the surrounding text or it can be interpreted according to the knowledge of the
world outside language. Some linguists use discourseto refer to language as a piece of
communication within the context of situation and fextto denote the formal devices used
for establishing connections between sentences in their cotext (Widdowson 1979:92-3,
Leech and Short 1981:209-11). Thus, on a functional level an utterance is contextualised
when it is set within the realworld environment (its context of situation) and on a formal
level when it is linked to other sentences that precede and follow it in a larger unit (its co-
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Consider these two sentences cited by Halliday (1985:39)
A halfpenny is the smallest English coin.

(ie. Il tell you about a halfpenny : halfpenny = theme)
and

The smallest English coin is a halfpenny.

(ie. I'l tell you about the smallest English coin: the smallest English coin = theme)

The theme, as we said, is contexi-dependent in that the reader already has access to
the information offered in it. The remainder of the clause, called the rheme, functions as
the new context-independent element. It holds the new information that is going to be given
about the theme and therefore carries most of the sentence’s communicative importance.

To take Halliday's example again;
A halfpenny is the smallest English coin.

(i.e. What about the halfpenny? It's the smallest English coin = rheme)
and

The smallest English coin is a halfpenny.

(ie. What about the smallest English coin? It's a halfpenny = rheme).

The theme/rheme distinction is a functional one, but in Erglish it coincides with the or-
dering of subject and predicate. The theme, as we said, is the first part of the clause and
has the function of "announcing" the starting point of the message. When it occurs in this
expected part of the clause, the theme is considered wimarked. In English declarative
clauses the unmarked theme for a main clause is the subject.

Eurotunnel will connect the road and rail networks of Europe.

English is often called a SVO language because. the normal syntactic sequence in dec-

\arative clauses is subject + verb + object with the adverbials following on, to form SVOA.

One cannot, for instance, say:

*Happened an accident at work.

One has to say:

An accident happened at work.

Therefore the subject is normally the theme, the object is the rheme and the verb a
transition between the two. When a sentence contains more than one clause, the

theme/rheme division holds true for each clause. ‘
In a yes/ no interrogative structures, the theme is the operator:

Did Pamela get anything for her birthday?
and the wh- element in a wh- interrogative.

What did Pamela get for her birthday?

English relies to a great extent on word order and phr‘ase structure tq mduf:ateuir'zr;-
matical function: a word in subject position, for instance, ‘w1ll havel the functnqn 0 ‘a S 1:1 :
and so on. This constitutes somewhat of a difficulty in 1tahan/.EngI|s_h translation since Ce::.
is much more flexibility in word order in Italian, a morphologically-inflected language. Co

pare the following:

Interessante ¢ la notizia del nuovo referendum.
The news about the new referendum is mteresting.













160 m Chapter 5 Discourse and Text

The choice between active and passive voice is also conditioned by the thematic struc-

ture of the text and its communicative dynamism (see 5.4. below). Compare the following
two examples:

.

Matthew picked these apples.
These apples were picked by Matthew.

in the active sentence apples is in rheme position, whereas in the passive construction

focus is given to Matthew. Translators would use the former if they were already discuss-

ing Matthew (the themne) and then wanted to go on to a new topic, namely, that he picked
the apples (rheme). They would prefer the latter if they were talking about apples (the
theme) and wished to point out as new information that it was Matthew who picked them
{the rheme).

Notice also the difference in meanings in the following alternatives which contain both
a direct and an indirect object.

1a. We gave the participants in group 1 the quiz.
2a. We gave the quiz to the participants in group 1.

These are both active forms but the meaning conveyed is different. Example 1a shows
the normal English construction of sentences containing a direct and an indirect object. In
Example 2a the indirect object is postponed and is therefore given end focus: this sen-
tence structure stresses the fact that it was the participants in group 1 who were given
the quiz and not the other group or groups.

The corresponding passive constructions are:

1b. The participants in group 1 were given the quiz.
2b. The quiz was given to the participants in group 1.

Thus, the indirect object becomes the subject in Example 1b, which is the normal
passive form. In Example 2b the direct object is the subject and end focus is given to "the
participants in group 1".

The difference in meaning conveyed by the two passive forms is closely related to the
communicative dynamism of the text and translators need to bear this in mind when trans-
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lating from ltalian. Once again the choice of which form to select depends on the overall
text and how the information contained in it is arranged.
The effect of using the passive is also to create an objective, impersonal style, which

contrasts with the more personalized form of the active construction.

Recent studies have detected a very alarming trend in the accumulation of polychlorinated
biphenyls (PCBs) in the waters of the oceans and their biomagnification to elevated levels
in the tissues of such marine mammals as whales, dolphins and seals. The levels of PCBs
found in the marine mammals are orders of magnitude greater than the levels found in ter-
restrial birds and mammals, including humans. In addition, it has been observed that the
genetic make-up of marine mammals predisposes them to reproductive failure when ex-po-
sed to even moderate levels of PCBs. There are about 1.2 million tonmes of PCBs in the
world. Of that total, 31 per cent has been released to the environment (roughly 20 per cent
is in the open ocean and 11 per cent in soil and terrestrial sediment). Sixty-five per cent of
the worlds PCBs are still in use, or in storage or deposited into landfills. If those PCBs are
permitted to leak into the marine environment, then the extinction of marine mammals is
inevitable. Although PCB releases into the environment are limited in most western coun-
tries, in developing countries such releases (particularly from phased out electrical equip-
ment) are not well controlled. If the released PCBs entered the seas, they would probably
prove sufficient to cause the extinction of a wide range of marine mammals, if not all.

(Joseph E. Cummins, "Extinction: The PCB Threat to Marine Mammals”,
The Ecologist, vol. 18, No.6, 1988).

“Nothing is real unless it is local”: thus a characteristic snippet of wisdom from G.K. Ches-
terton and, in this sense, local government in many advanced countries during the twentieth
century has become increasingly unreal and often nonexistent.

One might have supposed that most of the lessons of government in this period indicate a
need for decreasing its strength and increasing its localisation. After all, its problems have
not shrunk, they have grown, and grown to an enormous extent; and if we focus mainly on
Britain, we see that nearly all the exercises of government in this period have proved to be

demonstrable failures.

(John Papworth, “Non-Local Local Government and Local Power”,
The Ecologist, vol. 18, No.6, 1988).







