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Abstract

This thesis aims at analyzing the American English translation of Chinese signs in Baoding from
the perspective of cultural differences. The thesis researches on signs translation from a new an-
gle by separating American English translation from British English translation and puts special
emphasis on American English signs translation, which may be helpful to the standardization of
signs translation in China. Through digging out the cultural differences from different thinking
mode, value, and usage of the words, the author tries to show how to make the translation purer
and tries to revise the translation.
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1. Introduction

The research on translation of signs has been attached importance to during recent years. Some heated discus-
sions also appear on the website and mediums. For example, China Daily has launched a movement of error
correction of signs which set off an upsurge of learning English. Some provinces have established signs transla-
tion committee for doing research on signs translation. And some provinces like Zhejiang and Shanxi have pub-
lished “Guidelines for English translation in public places”. This translation field was brought into focus. Many
experts have shown their different opinions in essays, books or on websites.

Some people discuss signs translation from cultural aspect. For example, Xinyuan Fan points out that “Certain
thinking mode and cultural customs come into being under certain cultures, which have great impact on the
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translation of signs” (Fan, 2014). Hong Li shows the idea in “On the Way of Showing Chinese Cultural Charac-
ters in Chinese Signs Translation” (Li, 2014). Nan Zhao expresses her viewpoint in “Research on Culture
Communication and Signs Translation” (Zhao, 2010). And Jin Xie talks about signs translation from the aspect
of pragmatic in “Cross-Cultural Pragmatic Failure—on Signs Translation” (Xie, 2010). Besides, many scholars
also have done research from other aspects. Shu Xiao does the research under the guidance of skopos theory in
“Mis-translation of Signs in Hainan from the aspect of Skopos theory” (Xiao, 2014). Tingshu Hu and Zhongli
Yu use domestication and foreignization method to analyze signs translation (Hu & Yu, 2012). And Huiqun
Yang publishes the article with the name of “On the Characteristics of Signs Translation of the times and the
Translation Strategy” (Yang, 2014).

However, the author hasn’t found many essays discussing signs translation from the aspect of using American
English or British English which may be considered as a new field of research.

And nowadays, errors of signs translation can still be seen in many places. Due to the special and different
characters of the two languages, the development of Chinese and English as well as the consecutive changing of
signs, signs translation also needs to be revised and changed.

There are many bilingual signs in Baoding which are not unified in style. The standardization of American
English translation of Chinese signs will be beneficial to purifing language environment. Through the analysis
of signs translation in Baoding, the thesis tries to find suitable way of American English translation of Chinese
signs by exploring cultural differences between China and America.

2. Cultural Differences and American English Translation of Chinese Signs

Language and culture are closely related to each other. Language can reflect history, geography, religion, and
civilization of a country. How to reflect the original culture of a country in the language of another is a difficult
task of translation, which causes difficulties for the translation of signs.

Beside the reflection of cultural characteristics, translators should take cultural differences into consideration
during the translation of signs. The task-taking team of the research on the standardization of American English
translation of Chinese signs in Baoding has found many problems in signs translation, such as grammatical mis-
takes, spelling mistakes and unclear conveying of culture and so on. And cultural issue is the common existing
problem. Due to different ways of thinking, special sense of humor as well as diverse cultures, it’s common that
equivalent words always couldn’t be found during the translation, which has great influence on the spread of
culture. During the American English translation of Chinese Signs, the translator should consider more of the
cultural differences and culture integration between the two countries, trying to make the translation as exact as
possible.

2.1. Different Thinking Mode in the American English Translation of Signs

“It is true that the particular structures of a language (sounds, lexemes, syntax, and discourse patterns) may re-
flect to a certain degree the way people think and they may be said to form ‘the ruts or paths for thinking’, ...
Languages are too open-ended and human imagination is too creative to ever be rigidly ruled by the regulations
of syntax or of any other feature of language.” (Nida, 2001).

Different thinking mode is the source of as well as a kind of reflection of cultural differences. Due to this dif-
ference, English and Chinese tend to put important information in different positions. Chinese attaches impor-
tance to the theme, while English attaches importance to the subject. Thus, during the process of C-E translation,
translators may put the important information on the position of the subject, which suits to the American way of
thinking.

For example, in Quansheng Valley, a sign has been translated as, “Do Not Benear The Edge Of a Cliff Cau-
tion”. Due to different ways of expression, Chinese accustomed to put the important information in the end, but
English way of expression accustomed to show the important information at the beginning. Therefore, the word
“Caution” should be moved to the beginning of the sentence to highlight the theme. According to the writing
specifications, function words needn’t to be capitalized, so the words like “not”, “the” and “of” needn’t to be
capitalized. Besides, “be” and “near” are two single words, which shouldn’t be linked together and may cause
confusion. Even if putting a space between the two words, the translation still seems like Chinese English and
doesn’t suit to the American way of thinking. And considering that American advocates conciseness, the author
tries to revise it like this: “Caution! Keep off the cliff edge!”.
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2.2. Reflection of Individual Value in the American English Translation of Signs

The American culture put people first which has been shown in many proverbs, such as:

Judge not of man and things at first sight.

He that travels far knows much.

Fortune favors those who use their judgment.

He is rich that has few wants.

Fortune favors the brave.

A man is known by his friends.

Pardon all men, but never thyself.

Translators should keep this in mind during the process of translation. Take the following sign in BEIYUE
Temple in Quyang as an example.

The Chinese version has been translated into “Raises hand to make environmental protection the world to be
happier”. On one hand, “Raises hand” should be “Raise hand” which is grammatically wrong and “to make en-
vironmental protection the world” is another grammatical mistake. On the other hand, in order to highlight indi-
vidual value, the author tries to use parallel structure and translate it into: “Raise our hands, protect our envi-
ronment, beautify our word!”

2.3. The Use of Pinyin Doesn’t Suit to Every Situation to Show the Associate Meaning

For example, in Baili Gorge group in Laishui, Baoding, many signs have been translated in Pinyin, which could
not show the original cultural connotation. “HAI TANG YU” is an example. “HAI TANG” is a kind of flower
that suits both refined and popular tastes. It enjoys a high renown in China and often appears in Chinese poems
and paintings.

In Baili Gorge group, begonias can be seen everywhere, which are tender and charming and with a beautiful
legend, they make the gorge gorgeously wonderful! However, the use of Pinyin “HAI TANG YU” here cannot
convey the meaning of the Chinese characters and may make the foreigners confused. The word “HAI TANG”
can be translated in different ways like “begonia” and “Chinese flowering crab-apple”. “HAI TANG” in this
scenic spot refers to begonia. “YU” means valley or gorge. Since “YU” here refers to the space among cliffs, the
word “gorge” is better. Thus the author tries to translate the name of one of its scenic spots “HAI TANG YU”
into “BEGONIA GORGE". Although the word “begonia” still couldn’t transfer all the cultural connotation of
the Chinese characters, it can show the exact meaning of the word. Through sensuous association and in-site vi-
siting, with some knowledge of Chinese culture and creative thinking, the foreign visitors may understand the
words which is good for the spread of culture. Pinyin cannot reach this effect in this situation.

There is another example in Baoding, Hebei Province. In the Botanic Garden, the author has seen three kinds
of translation of “toilet” including “Toilet, TOILETS, and Gonggong Weishengjian”. The third translation
couldn’t be understood by those who don’t understand Pinyin. The word “Toilet” can convey the correct mean-
ing, but from the American English Translation of Signs, “Bathroom” or “Restroom” is better for the unification
of language.

And three kinds of translation appear in the same place with different writing standards in grammar and form
also shows the lack of standardization.

2.4. Simplicity Should Be Concerned in the Translation

American English prefers simplicity and some mute letters are deleted in the word. Thus for the unification of
style, simple words like “kilogram” should be adopted instead of “kilogramme”. Besides, simple sentences are
also preferred. For example, in Yugudong Scienic Spot in Baoding, a sign has been translated into “Cars whose
owner did not pay the parking fee are not under protection”. The attributive clause makes the sentence lengthy.
The visitors prefer appreciating the beautiful scene to reading the signs. Simple sentences are easier to under-
stand. Thus the author tries to revise the translation into “Parking cars without paying are not under protection”.

2.5. Different Way of Spelling in the American English Translation of Chinese Signs
With the development of American English, the spelling of some words has changed. In BEIYUE Temple, a
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sign translation is as follows:

“The Visitor Center

Services of the Visitor Center:

1. Resting Place for Visitors

5. Leaving Luggage”

The word “center” is the American way of expression instead of the English expression of “centre”. The use
of “Leaving Luggage” is grammatically wrong and for the unification of language in American way, “luggage”
can be changed into “baggage”. The author tries to translate it into “Baggage Deposit”.

2.6. Spelling Mistakes and Culture Misunderstandings Should Be Avoided in the American
English Translation of Chinese Signs

Due to some spelling mistakes, some translation of signs not only convey the meaning wrongly, but also cause
cultural misunderstandings, which may make people confused and even cause serious problems. There’s a sign
board in “Dong Wuyao Cun” (a village in Baoding) that has been translated into: “DOG WU YAQO”. The trans-
lator translated “Dong” (The Chinese character means “East”) into “DOG” (a kind of animal). Although the vil-
lage has another nickname “Bei Goutou” which contains the character of “dog”, yet the use of “DOG” in the
translation of the sign may cause misunderstanding among target text readers. Does this village has lots of dogs?
Obviously, that’s not what the sign means. “Gou” in “Bei Goutou” just refers to the ditch but sounds similar to
“dog” in Pinyin. Besides, the use of Pinyin couldn’t clearly transfer the original meaning of the name of the
place. Since it is a village, the translation of “East Wu Yao Village” may help people understand it.

3. Conclusion

During the process of the American English Translation of Chinese Signs, translators should concern about dif-
ferent thinking mode between American and Chinese, the embodiment of individual value in American culture,
different spelling system between American and British English and try to be brief. Translators shouldn’t use
Pinyin everywhere without the analysis of different situations and try to be creative in the translation to enhance
the fusion of Chinese and Western culture.
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