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8B : Missing the Mark: On the Translation of Chinese Names
into English

In their prefaces to Huang Chun-ming's The Taste of Apples, both Huang himself and his
translator Howard Goldblatt address the problems of translating Chinese texts into English, a
radically different language used by cultures widely divergent from that of rural Taiwan.
Goldblatt specifically addresses the problem of translating Taiwanese names, the issue on
which we will be speaking. He states: "My rule of thumb has been to translate only nicknames.
Some of these names may seem cruel, but in fact the acknowledgement of physical
disabilities is common in rural Taiwan... [ have occasionally slightly altered the spelling of a
transliterated name so that the same names do not recur to confuse the reader (in Chinese, the

different written characters obviate this problem)" (Huang xi).

In this passage, Goldblatt brings up several major issues a translator is presented with
when attempting to translate Chinese names into English, and transliterated names into Latin
characters. The problem of first-language interference is extremely difficult — perhaps
impossible — to overcome, perhaps especially when cultures as different as Chinese and
Anglophone cultures are concerned, and that interference can make transference between the
reader and the character (or text) far more difficult, if not impossible.

As Walter Benjamin writes in "The Task of the Translator," "It is plausible that no

translation, however good it may be, can have any significance as regards the original"
(Illuminations 71). When it comes to Chinese names, it is certain that a literal translation of
the name can not be hoped to convey the complex layers of meaning carried by the original.
Chinese names carry complex significations, literal as well as cultural ones, reflecting for
instance the wishes of the named individual's parents' regarding the child, and may refer to
historical, literary or mythological figures, just to name some of the layers of meaning at play.
All of these things simply cannot be conveyed to a Western reader through a literal translation
of a name, particularly as most Western names carry very little literal signification and very
kinds of cultural meaning. In a way similar to that in which the Greek word "pharmakon" is
demonstrated by Derrida's in "Plato's Pharmacy" to be aporetic, capable of being translated in
multiple and not necessarily consistent ways which do not convey the full meaning of the
original, Chinese names, when translated into English, carry multiple meanings which a

Western reader with little or no knowledge of Taiwanese culture will be unable to grasp
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while reading Huang's work. In the story "The Drowning of an Old Cat," translated
nicknames such as "Cow's Eye" and "Red Turtle" convey little meaning to most Western
readers, since on one hand those readers are simply too unfamiliar with Taiwanese culture to
grasp even a few of the various levels of significance of those names, and on the other hand

labor under the Western tendency to read such names as descriptions of the person's character.

The issue of cultural interference cannot be overstated. While some Western women are
given names that are singular nouns with immediately-grasped meanings in the context of
modern speak, this type of name is in the minority, and even fewer men are given names of a
similar type. When confronting Chinese names that have been translated, like the nicknames
given in English to Huang's characters by Goldblatt, 1 believe most Westerners have a
tendency to associate those names with the feminine — these names thereby are associated
with weakness, silliness, and inferiority. Americans in particular (though many Western
Europeans as well) are nearly always on some level reminded of American Indian names,
which are also descriptive (for example, Sitting Bull, Litltle Bear, etc) in a way that is almost
never the case with Christian names. It has generally (though not always) been the case that
those Native Americans who have been most respected by whites (usually as valiant fighters)
have been referred to by untranslated or Christianized versions of their names (Pontiac,
Tecumseh, Chief Joseph). Complicating the issue, in movies and novels of the Western genre,
Native Americans have nearly always been given names composed of English words meant to

represent aspects of their character, which diminishes their capacity for self-determination.

In other words, for many Westerners encountering a translated Asian name, not only is it
likely that on some level the name will carry with it an undertone of femininity (and therefore
weakness, silliness, intellectual inferiority) and/or cultural inferiority and primitiveness
derived from prejudices against Native Americans, but it is nearly impossible to for such
readers to escape the preconception that the name must reflect the personality of its bearer.
While this could be true to some extent in some cases, a Western reader is extremely unlikely
to understand all the layers of meaning to any given name. This is what Goldblatt is referring
to when he attempts to assure English-speakers that the nicknames of the characters are not
necessarilly meant to be insults; if a Western reader has not read this disclaimer, he or she is
likely to automatically think that a name like "Monkey," that of a character in "The Two

Sign-Painters," is meant as an insult. When all is said and done, it may be better in at least
some cases not to understand than to misunderstand (this idea being both Taoistic and
Derridean in its emphasis on the need to tolerate blanks, absences, or the impossibility of

conveying full meaning).

Transliteration of names rather than translation carries with it its own problems, as

Goldblatt makes clear. If a name is simply transliterated into pinyin with no attempt at

translation, then even the most simplistic layer of meaning — the literal — is not conveyed to
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the reader. Because of the way pinyin works, it is essentially impossible for a reader, even
when familiar with that system of transliteration, to pronounce a Chinese name remotely
correctly, which can impair the reading of the text for any readers who may know some
spoken Chinese but do not know pinyin well enough to guess at a possible pronounciation.
More importantly, the name also becomes much more difficult for a Westerner to remember,
given the great differences between the sounds of Chinese languages and those of the West,
and the fact, as Goldblatt points out, that the use of pinyin can result in the same names

appearing to be given to different characters.

As Huang says in his preface to the translation of his book, "...translating these stories,
with all their rural Taiwanese customs, into English isn't something just anyone with a decent
command of two languages can manage, and I'm sure that ...Goldblatt has found it necessary
to be creative in transforming the stories you will read" (Huang xv). This can perhaps be tied
to Benjamin's idea of translation as a way of representing the hidden, "reciprocal relationship"
between two languages; as Benjamin writes of translation, it is "an embryonic attempt at
making [that relationship] visible... [A good translation], in its analogies and symbols, can
draw on other ways of suggesting meaning than intensive—that is, anticipative,
intimating—realization" (72). It might therefore be suggested that while no attempt to
translate a Chinese name into English or transliterate it into Latin characters can be truly
successful in conveying any "real" (or full) meaning, more creative approaches such as those
Huang suggests Goldblatt has used in transmitting customs might, if applied to the imparting
of names, be a potentially useful way of approaching a problem of translation that is
inherently unresolveable -- this being one of the ultimate problems of translation, as Benjamin

states so emphatically at the start of his essay, and which Derrida indicates is due to the

aporetic nature both of translation and of language itself.
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Terence C. Russell

B B : Systemic Violence and Redemption:Huang hunming’s: “To
the Warriors!”

The question that we ask in this paper is “How does the Nativist mainstream position
itself in relation to the Indigenous population of Taiwan?” We recognize that the empathy that
Nativist writers have expressed towards their Indigenous compatriots has been very
instrumental in raising public awareness of the plight of this marginalized and disenfranchised
group, but we must also recognize that, as members of the Han majority on the island,
Nativist intellectuals are in a compromised situation. It was, after all, their ancestors who

were responsible for depriving Indigenous peoples of their land and forcing them into

marginal positions, socially, economically and politically. This is a situation that continues

today to a great extent.

Because of its popularity, and the fact that it meets the problem of Han-Indigneous
relations head-on, Huang Chunming’s “To the Warriors!” B+ vx$Z#~! has become
something of an icon in this area. This is so much so that the original prose text has even been
included in several high school National Literature B3 textbooks in recent years. It is the
objective of this paper to examine the message and meaning of Huang’s text in light of the
complex and oft-contested relationship between Taiwan’s Indigenous peoples and the majority
Han population. We ask further what the selection of Warriors as a “model text” #i3Z in high
school National Literature textbooks means in terms of the even more thorny issue how the
Ministry of Education in Taiwan understands the concept of multiculturalism and how it

hopes to instill a fuller understanding of the idea in the minds of its young citizens.

Key words : Huang Chunming, Han-Indigenous relations, National Literature,

multiculturalism, systemic violence.
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