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[Abstract] Communicative contexts in interpreting which are usually very complicated can be classified into two major types: one in which the culture of one of the two parties involved in the intercultural communication weighs more than that of the other, and one in which neither of the two cultures involved dominates over the other. Communicative contexts play a major role in determining whether a translated expression is a sociopragmatic failure. If the sociopragmatic adaptation in interpreting is oriented towards the dominant culture in the context, whether the language of the dominant culture is the target language or not, the translated utterance is generally acceptable and should not be considered a sociopragmatic failure. On the contrary, if the adaptation fails to be oriented towards the culture weighing more than the other in the communicative context, the translated utterance may turn out to be a sociopragmatic failure. In addition, many other elements such as the degree of formality of the context and some unpredictable factors may also impact the appropriateness of the translated version in interpreting. Therefore, it would be groundless only to base the sociopragmatic appropriateness of interpreted expressions on the target language being translated into at the moment of interpreting, though adaptations must always be made to the target language in pure linguistic and pragmalinguistic terms.
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Introduction
One of the “sociopragmatic failures” frequently cited in Chinese researchers’ published papers and postgraduate dissertations on Chinese-English translation (henceforth referred to as C-E translation) is “I’m a poor cook” translated from “Wǒ cài zuòde bùhǎo” (我菜做得不好). It is considered a sociopragmatic failure of communication in interpreting for its “inappropriate” way to respond by the Chinese host or hostess to an expression of thanks given by a native English speaker about the food he or she has prepared for the English native. Similar “sociopragmatic failures” have been targets of criticism in China for more than a decade (Yang, 2007; Sun, 2009; Jiang, 2011; Ji, 2013; Deng, 2014). It is true that such translated expressions might become real sociopragmatic failures in certain communicative contexts in interpreting (henceforth abbreviated to CCI(s)), but might not in other situations. The decisive factor to determine the appropriateness or inappropriateness of such utterances is the CCI in which these utterances are said and translated. For the exact meaning of an utterance, in interpreting as well as in ordinary (intercultural) communication, is a result of the interplay or interaction of the linguistic context and the actual situational context (Malinowski, 1923; Firth, 1957; Halliday, 1978; Kecskes, 2010). And the translated expression, if correctly and effectively understood, should be regarded as the interpreter’s successful adaptation to the CCI and thus should not be seen as a sociopragmatic failure but a proper linguistic expression and speech act as regards the specific CCI. Detailed explanations of this point are to be provided in the following discussion.
Communicative context in interpreting
There is a great deal of literature on the study of context. It has been studied at home and abroad from various perspectives and classified in various ways as is needed for the purposes of the studies concerned. One type of theory proposed by quite a few scholars is to divide context into linguistic context and extra-/non-linguistic context, the former referring to whatever has been and will likely be said before and after the utterance(s) in question, and the latter to all other factors (Firth, 1957; Hu, 1988; Verschueren, 2000). Another way to understand context is to view context in two aspects: the tangible/visible part and the intangible/invisible part, usually termed “context of culture” and “context of situation”, or “subjective context” and “objective context”, or “broad context” and “narrow context” (Malinowski, 1923; Wang, 1983; Pei, 2000). A third point of view is to regard context as a somewhat abstract totality consisting of factors that influence, in one way or another, the communication or utterance(s) concerned and determine the meaning and the appropriateness of the linguistic expression(s) (Chen, 1932; Hymes, 1974; Lyons, 1977). The dynamic nature of context has been emphasized by some scholars including Halliday (1978), Sperber & Wilson (1986), Verschueren (2000) and others.
“Communicative context” used in this paper is similar to such concepts as proposed by scholars like Chen, Hymes and Lyons. That is to say, it is not only confined to the range of elements laid out in the “context of situation” or “objective context”, or “narrow context”, but refers to all the environment that may have an impact, weak or strong, on the communication going on. Thus it may include relevant components of what is termed “situational, objective or narrow context” as well as those of “cultural, subjective or broad context”, named by other scholars in the study of context or communication. 
CCI is a special type of intercultural communicative context which involves participants from different cultures or countries including the two communicating parties and the interpreter. It is generally more complicated than intracultural communicative context. In a broad sense, an intercultural conversation or interaction involving different languages may take place between people from different countries, races, ethnic groups, speech communities, religions, regions, etc. It may happen in a country or region from which one of the two communicating parties comes, while the other party comes from abroad or outside. Sometimes, however, intercultural communication involving interpreting gets under way in a third place from which neither of the two communicating parties comes from—this is usually the case of international conferences and multicultural companies where many of the participants or employees from different countries gather in a third country for the occasion or some assignment. In both major types of CCI, there exist some specific situations or CCIs. One situation is that one of the two communicating parties tends to dominate over the other in terms of cultural weight. This, in turn, may exhibit itself in two directions. Suppose the two parties taking part in the intercultural communication are Party A and Party B and the communication takes place in Party A’s country, Party A or the host country’s culture may weigh relatively more than Party B’s culture in such places as public venues, host country people’s homes, offices and institutions, etc.; conversely, Party B’s culture may weigh relatively more than Party A’s, in spite of the fact that the communication is going on in Party A’s country, in such places as Party B’s country’s embassy or consulates, homes, offices and institutions, etc. If an intercultural communication takes place in each other’s embassy or consulates, homes, offices and institutions, etc. in a third country, a similar cultural tendency may also pop up. Nevertheless, when an intercultural communication occurs in a neutral environment, there may be no obvious cultural dominance one way or the other as neither side has a clear “upper hand”. This kind of situation may come into being when an intercultural communication emerges in places like public venues of a third country and multicultural offices or institutions, and on such occasions as international conferences and meetings. As a matter of fact, specific CCIs may be as varied as intercultural communication is, and it is almost impossible to present all the types of specific CCIs. What has been described above are only the major categories. However, they can throw some light on the general orientation of linguistic and pragmatic adaptation in interpreting.
In addition to the above classification, CCIs can also be viewed and labeled according to their degrees of formality, including “formal”, “informal”, and “casual” occasions. For example, a trial at a law court or a mass in church is very formal, a talk at the dinner table is usually informal, and a chat during a walk tends to be casual. The degree of formality may also play a role in determining the degree of appropriateness of an utterance made in a specific context.
Orientation of adaptation in interpreting
In interpreting, as in written translation, the interpreter has to adapt his/her translated expressions to the CCI in which s/he is doing the interpreting. Then how should s/he do this? Is there any general principle to follow? The answer is positive. First of all, no matter in what sort of CCI and from what culture the interpreter comes, s/he must observe the basic phonetic, lexical, grammatical and other pure linguistic rules of the language s/he is translating into, i.e. the linguistic rules of the target language (Fu, 2002). For example, when orally translating the Chinese utterance “Zhège duōshǎo qián?” (这个多少钱？) into English or the English utterance “How much is this?” into Chinese (the Chinese and English utterances correspond to each other in meaning), the pronunciation of each word/character and the intonation of the translated versions must be correct—each Chinese character must be given the proper tone and a falling intonation contour is generally required of both translated sentences. Lexically, correct words should be chosen in the translated versions: the interpreter can use “the … (name of the product or item)”, etc. to replace the pronoun “this” in the translated English version without changing the basic meaning of the utterance, but s/he can not use “what”, or “which”, etc. to substitute for the word “how” in the translation if the sentence pattern is to be kept intact; likewise, in the translated Chinese version, it is acceptable (in most cases) to replace the word “qián” (钱) with words like “yuán” (元) (dollar(s)), “kuài” (块) (dollar(s)), etc., but it is out of the question to do the same with words like “gè” (个), “zhāng” (张), etc. At the grammatical level, basic grammatical rules should be followed in both translated sentences. Take the grammatical category of number and word order for example, it is wrong and unacceptable to say “How much are this?” in the English translation, and “Duōshǎo zhège qián?” (多少这个钱？) in the Chinese translation.  
From a pragmatic perspective, we shall follow J. Thomas’ classification, i.e. the division of pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic dichotomy (Thomas, 1983). Since pragmalinguistic expressions are more of a linguistic nature, just as an interpreter should abide by pure linguistic rules of the target language, s/he ought to try to avoid making pragmalinguistic failures while adapting his/her translations to the target language no matter where the two communicating parties are interacting and in what kind of CCI they are having the communication. This is especially true of those expressions that do not bear obvious relation to social or cultural issues, like some of the most frequently cited Chinese expressions when translated into English, including “Nǐn xiānqǐng” (你先请) (After you), “Bùyòng kèqì” (不用客气) (You’re welcome), “Nǐmén yīlù xīnkǔ le!” (你们一路辛苦了!) (Did you have a nice journey/flight?), etc. These expressions should not be directly translated into English, otherwise they would be misunderstood and considered pragmalinguistic failures.
As for sociopragmatic adaptation, the classification of CCI we made in the above section can help us see the major route. Basically, there are two major or macro- types of CCI in terms of cultural dominance (or non-dominance): the first is one in which one party’s culture tends to weigh relatively more than the other in an intercultural communication, and one in which there is no clear tendency of cultural dominance. In the first case, sociopragmatic adaptations in interpreting should generally go in line with the principle of “Do as the Romans do when in Rome”. This means that no matter whose language or what language is the target language, the interpreter should generally adapt his/her translation to the party whose culture is the dominant culture in the CCI. For instance, when an English-speaking westerner is invited to the home of an aged Chinese man he got to know a few days ago and addresses the host whose name happens to be “Li Minghao” either only by his first name or by his last name as, “Li” or “Minghao”, the interpreter ought to adapt his/her translation to the Chinese culture because this is a sociopragmatic as well as a pragmalinguistic issue. S/he should render them into “Lǎo Lǐ” ((respectable) old Li), “Lǐ xiānshēng” (Mr. Li), or something like it to show certain degree of respect as a Chinese usually does when addressing a person older than himself/herself. We can set another scene in the office of a Chinese boss or CEO whose company is based in a western country. This is a Chinese culture oriented CCI according to the classification made in the above section. If a conversation takes place between a western engineer employed by the company and the Chinese boss and interpreting is needed, the interpreter is obliged to adapt his/her translation generally to the Chinese culture and, for instance, soften the directness of the language of the engineer who is from a low-context culture when translating it into Chinese to the boss who comes from a high-context culture (Hall, 1976) and cannot communicate directly in English. Otherwise, the Chinese boss would find the western engineer’s tone to be too commanding, which would affect the communication negatively.
In the type of CCI in which there is no clear dominance of culture on the part of either side of the intercultural communication, the orientation of sociopragmatic adaptation in interpreting is more a matter of unconscious negotiation. It happens that the adaptation sometimes tilts this way and sometimes that way. It depends on the specific circumstances of the CCI. The participants in the intercultural communication would not really mind much no matter in which direction the translation adaptation goes because the cultural elements of both parties seem to be balanced except for linguistic expressions concerning sensitive areas which we shall discuss below.
What we have discussed above is some general principles/orientations of linguistic and pragmatic adaptation in interpreting. The actual circumstances in a CCI are, however, often very intricate and sometimes unpredictable. In addition to the factor of formality, the interpreter may run into some sensitive areas in the course of interpreting when faced with dirty or nasty words, forbidden topics, political or religious taboos, number or color words carrying heavy and exclusive cultural implications, etc. In such cases, the general principle of “Do as the Romans do when in Rome” would have to yield a little bit—it would be wise for the interpreter to adapt his/her translation to the side to whom the expression(s) concerned may sound sensitive no matter it is the host or the guest. For example, when a member of the local party accidentally lists Taiwan as a country in his/her speech when talking to a visiting Chinese delegation, the interpreter, in spite of the fact that the intercultural communication is taking place in an English-speaking country, ought to adapt the translation to the Chinese party by using the word “dìqū (地区) (region)” instead of “guójiā (国家) (country)”, for the Mainland Chinese regard this as a highly political and thus extremely sensitive issue. Look at another example: At the end of a negotiation held in China between a group of Moslems from an Islamic country and their Chinese counterparts, the leader of the Chinese party asks, very friendly but forgetting the taboo for the time being, “Jīntiān wǔfàn xiǎng chīdiǎn shénme? Kǎorǔzhū rúhé?” (今天午饭想吃点什么？烤乳猪如何？) (What would you like to eat for lunch today? How about a roast suckling pig?) The suggestion of port as food is obviously against the Islamic doctrine and thus sounds highly sensitive and very unfriendly to the Moslems. Therefore, the interpreter has to adapt his/her translation to the Islamic delegation though the talk is taking place in a Chinese culture oriented CCI where the Han culture takes a dominant role and pork is a favorite food. One clever way is simply to drop the second sentence having the word “pig” in the translation, for this would not affect the expression of the general illocutionary speech act of the original Chinese utterances: To know what the guests want to have for lunch.
Effective adaptation and sociopragmatic failures in interpreting
Complicated as CCIs are, most trained or experienced interpreters can manage to do an appropriate job. Why so? That is because they generally try successfully, having recognized the general orientation of adaptation, to suit their translations to all the relevant factors in the CCI which are “cognitively more salient” to them than other factors. (Verschueren, 2000: 183) This is particularly important for sociopragmatic adaptations because failure to do so may arouse more serious problems or conflicts from an intercultural point of view (Thomas, 1983). Suppose a representative (a Chinese man) from a Chinese company stationed in a western English-speaking country meets at the airport or train station a woman business counterpart who comes from somewhere else in the host/her own country. The lady carries a somewhat heavy suitcase which makes her look a bit tired. Seeing this, the Chinese representative volunteers to help her but is declined the first time. Anxious to show hospitality, the representative says, in Chinese: “Nǐn shì nǚshì, yīnggāi ràng nánshì bāngzhù nǐn.” (您是女士，应该让男士帮助您.) (Literal meaning: You are a woman and should let a man help you.) Now we must not forget that this is a public venue in a western English-speaking country which creates an English culture oriented CCI, which requires the interpreter to adapt his/her translation sociopragmatically to the culture of the host country. Therefore, s/he should not translate the representative’s utterance literally because the literal translation would obviously violate the strong western concept of gender equality which they value greatly. To avoid a possible sociopragmatic slip, the interpreter must be flexible and render the original utterance into something like “Are you sure you don’t need any help?”. Despite the freeness of the translation, the illocutionary force of the speech act, which is to offer help, is kept though slightly weakened. So the function of the Chinese representative’s utterance remains the same.
It is true that sociopragmatic failures often occur in interpreting, but as all intercultural communication and interpreting take place in concrete contexts, so whether a translated expression is or is not a sociopragmatic failure is totally determined by the CCI in which the interpreting is done. And a CCI is composed of all the relevant factors that may have an impact on the communication and interpreting, including visible and invisible, linguistic and non-linguistic, or situational and cultural elements. First of all, the cultural context should be considered. Based on the classification made in this paper, there are two major types of CCI in terms of cultural dominance/non-dominance: one that has one culture weighing more than the other, and one that does not. The first situation is realized in the form of the embassy or consulates, homes, offices or institutions of one of the parties, and public venues of the host country involved in the intercultural communication. This party actually acts, consciously or unconsciously, as host while the other appears in the capacity of guest. As a result, the sociopragmatic appropriateness of an interpreted expression is mainly determined by this factor and not only by the side whose language is being translated into, i.e. the target language. This viewpoint would put many “common sociopragmatic failures” that are said to be made by Chinese interpreters into question. Some of them are listed below:
a. I’m a poor cook. (Translated from “我菜做得不好.” Wǒ cài zuòde bùhǎo.)
b. Come on! Have some more! (Translated from “请别客气, 多吃点.” Qǐng biékèqì, duōchīdiǎn.)

c. Would you give us your valuable opinions? (Translated from “请多提宝贵意见.” Qǐng duōtí bǎoguì yìjiàn.)
d. You’ve made a great/wonderful speech! (Translated from “你的演讲太精彩了!” Nǐde yǎnjiǎng tàijīngcǎile!)

These translated English expressions would be sociopragmatic failures if they were made by an interpreter in an English culture oriented CCI such as an English native speaker’s home, office or institution. For in these CCIs, the English culture weighs relatively more than the Chinese culture and the direction of sociopragmatic adaptation in interpreting should be towards the English culture. This means that oral translation, sociopragmatically as well as pragmalinguistically, ought to be adjusted to suit the culture of the host party. 
However, if the same English translations are produced by the interpreter in a Chinese culture oriented CCI such as a Chinese home, office, institution (in China or in an English-speaking country) or public venues in China, or a Chinese embassy or consulate in an English-speaking country, things will be different because, in these CCIs, different from pure linguistic and pragmalinguistic adaptations, sociopragmatic adaptations in interpreting should be made to the Chinese culture. This means that the above four translated English expressions should be generally acceptable to English native speakers in such situations or CCIs. The author of this paper personally coped with such utterances in interpreting in a similar way and also heard other interpreters do the same. And it was not surprising that the translated expressions were accepted by the English-speaking parties on such occasions. For they knew that they were in a Chinese communicative context and whatever socio-cultural Chinese things, except incomprehensible and sensitive expressions, should be considered natural and acceptable. To understand this better, let’s take the translations of the first two utterances “I’m a poor cook” and “Come on! Have some more!” as an example. Normally, the original Chinese utterances are made by the Chinese host or hostess at the dinner table in his/her home when treating a guest to home-prepared food. The first utterance is said to show his/her modesty about his/her cooking skill; the second to express his/her hospitality towards the guest. The translated versions can usually be correctly understood and generally accepted by the English-speaking guest owing to the following factors in this Chinese culture oriented CCI: 
1. The English-speaking guest knows that this is a Chinese culture oriented CCI;
2. The English-speaking guest is communicating with the Chinese host/hostess in this Chinese culture oriented CCI;
3. The English-speaking guest has most probably read about the Chinese culture and got to know some general norms Chinese people observe when receiving guests, including some common expressions of politeness;
4. The English-speaking guest knows in particular that Chinese people are extremely modest and warm when entertaining a guest, especially a guest from afar;
5. The English-speaking guest knows the general principle of “When in Rome, do as the Romans do”;
6. The issues in question are not anything sensitive;

…
Thanks to all the above and even more possible reasons, the seemingly very literal translations of the Chinese expressions would not be misunderstood but accepted as nothing but an expression of modesty or hospitality, which would make the English-speaking guest feel comfortable instead of otherwise. Therefore, they are not sociopragmatic failures but appropriate and effective translations in interpreting. Similar analyses can be done about Utterance c and Utterance d, and many other expressions of a similar nature which are not listed here but often mentioned in lots of papers and dissertations that discuss pragmatic failures in interpreting in intercultural communication between Chinese and those from western English-speaking countries.
Secondly, the degree of formality of CCIs is also to be taken into consideration because it may often influence the intercultural communication and interpreting, thus affecting the appropriateness of the translated expressions. What is appropriate in a formal CCI may sound inappropriate in an informal one, and vice versa. For example, it is quite alright to translate “my husband” into “wǒ lǎogōng” (我老公) in an informal CCI in which a Chinese manager is chatting with an English-speaking native who works for the Chinese company, and the topic happens to concern the foreign employee’s husband. However, it would be very inappropriate to use the same Chinese expression in interpreting if the CCI changes to a very formal meeting between two high-ranking Chinese and foreign officials before which a small talk takes place and the topic happens to touch on the English native speaker’s family. On a much more formal occasion like this, it is more advisable for the interpreter to use the Chinese “xīansheng” instead of “lǎogōng” to translate the English word “husband”, for the former is a much more formal and respectful word than the latter.
Thirdly, there are many other accompanying factors in a CCI that may simultaneously play a role in impacting the communication and interpreting. For example, as is mentioned above, if both communicating parties know each other or each other’s culture well, it would be easier for them to understand and accept interpretations that carry relatively heavy socio-cultural load of the other party’s culture. On the contrary, if they meet for the first time or are not familiar with each other’s culture, it would require some more efforts for them to understand or tolerate similar sociopragmatic expressions translated by the interpreter. One event which happened not long ago can well illustrate the point we are making here. On July 26, during the CCTV program “Challenge the Impossible” (挑战不可能Tiǎozhàn Bùkěnéng), after a foreign contestant did an act of balancing some glass cups with a thin pole held between his teeth, Dong Qing, one of the judges, said: “Yú Zhōngguó zájì yǎnyuán xiāngbǐ, nǐ chāyuǎnle!” (与中国杂技演员相比你差远了!) (Your skill is nothing compared with that of Chinese acrobats.). This sharp remark seriously violated the Tack Maxim and the Approbation Maxim of the Politeness Principle (Leech, 1983) and, in normal circumstances, a direct translation should be considered a sociopragmatic failure, for it would most probably stir up a quarrel between the speaker and the addressee. But on the very occasion, the judges had the right and obligation to speak their minds and the truth so that the contestants knew why they had succeeded or failed in the competition. There and then, Sa Beilin, the host for the program translated Dong’s words directly to the foreign participant who just smiled without any expression of rejection. Everything appeared normal and there was no misunderstanding or conflict, which suggests that the translation was not a sociopragmatic failure but an effective adaptation to the specific CCI..
Approaching the issue under discussion from the perspective of cultural equality, it is also necessary to make translation adaptations in interpreting in the way we propose. It is reasonable for the interpreter to adapt his/her translations sociopragmatically to the English culture in English culture oriented CCIs, but it would be unjustified to do the same in Chinese culture oriented CCIs no matter the target language is Chinese or English at the moment of interpreting and whether the CCIs are located in China or in an English-speaking country, or any other country. And it seems that many studies done domestically emphasize the importance of translation adaptation, and adaptation in intercultural communication for that matter, sociopragmatically to the English culture without distinguishing between specific CCIs and the macro-cultural background. For specific or smaller communicative contexts exist as relatively independent worlds against the macro- or large cultural background. If this is not made clear, the discussion of sociopragmatic adaptation in interpreting would fail to hold water and even be misleading. 
Conclusion
In the course of interpreting, no matter in what kind of CCI, translation adaptations must be made to the target language, i.e. the language that is being translated into, in terms of pure linguistic and pragmalinguistic aspects; however, sociopragmatic adaptations ought to be made to the culture that plays a dominant role in a CCI no matter what/which language is the target language. It may be the mother tongue of one of the two parties communicating with each other, or a third language that is familiar to both parties but is not their native language. Many other factors like the degree of formality of the CCI may simultaneously influence the adaptation process in interpreting. Based on this point of view, whether a translated expression is or is not a sociopragmatic failure depends on the type of CCI in which the intercultural communication and interpreting is taking place. If it follows the adaptation orientation proposed in this paper, it should not be considered a sociopragmatic failure; if it does not, it would most probably be misunderstood and become one. And it is not only meaningless but misleading to discuss pragmatic failures without referring to specific CCIs in which the intercultural communication and interpreting occur.
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