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Abstract: Mental cultural vocabulary is a type of cultural vocabulary. This kind of vocabulary is a valuable carrier of the
spiritual material culture of a nation or a country. The translation of these words can directly reflect the differences between
different cultures, which plays an important role in cross-cultural communication. The translation strategies in dealing with
mental cultural vocabulary translation is emphasized as it is a difficulty faced in translation practice. Based on the adaptation
theory, this study analyzes the examples and translation from the perspective of dynamic adaptation as well as explains the

adaptation at all levels in translation practice.
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1. Introduction

From the 1950s to the 1990s, the theory of translation studies has occupied a leading position in translation
studies at home and abroad. However, the conversion between linguistic signs is not completely formulaic
and structured. In addition to considering the objective factors of code conversion, subjective factors such
as the expression of the author and the feelings of the target readers should also be considered. Pragmatics,
as a discipline that studies the relationship between language use and language users, can provide a
perspective on the meaning of pragmatic communication for translation studies. The adaptation theory from
the perspective of pragmatics, put forward by Jef Verschueren, states that the use of language is a process
of constantly making choices to adapt to the needs of communication under different levels of
consciousness 1. From the perspective of this dynamic, non-linguistic internal factor, this research explores
the Chinese translation strategies of mental cultural vocabulary, which carries more spiritual and cultural
connotations in Japanese, in order to bring useful thinking to Japanese learners and promote further
exchanges in the Chinese-Japanese culture.

2. A review of adaptation theory
2.1. Important concepts in adaptation theory

Adaptation theory was originally derived from the theory of biological evolution, which refers to a behavior
in which organisms gradually evolve as they continue to adapt to new environments. In 1985, Jef
Verschueren, a well-known Belgian linguist and the Secretary-General of the International Pragmatics
Society, introduced adaptation to pragmatics for the first time in Understanding Pragmatics, forming a
theory based on the perspective of pragmatics.
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The important concepts put forward by the theory include “making a choice” as well as “variability,
synergy, and compliance of language.” Verschueren mentioned that the use of language is a discontinuous
process of language selection. This choice may be either conscious or unconscious, and it happens at every
level of language. The speaker chooses the language, and at the same time, the speaker will also choose to
use a certain strategy [*l. The reason why humans are able to make choices when using language is because
language has variability, negotiability, and adaptability. Among them, variability refers to a series of
options for language; synergy means that the choice of language is not made mechanically or strictly in
accordance with the form-function relationship but is done on the basis of highly flexible principles and
strategies; compliance refers to the user’s ability to choose flexibly to meet the needs of communication.
Among these three characteristics, the core of language use is compliance.

2.2. Adaptation theory in translation

From the concept of adaptation theory, it can be appreciated that the problem it discusses is in the process
of communication, where interacting parties need to constantly choose and adapt when using a certain
language, so as to achieve the purpose of the transaction through communication. Translation, as a
communicative activity between author-translator-reader, exists within the scope of interpretation and
guidance by the adaptation theory 2. The core of translation is the communication and exchange between
diverse cultures. When translators perform translation activities, they are in a dynamic process of
consciously or unconsciously making choices continuously. Therefore, the adaptation theory has a strong
guiding significance for translation studies. The translation model under the guidance of the introduction
theory goes as such: clarifying the purpose of translation - interpret the source text - choose the level of
adaptation - choose translation strategies, techniques, and methods - achieve adaptation and complete
translation communication. Adaptation theory has given new enlightenment and research directions to
translation studies, from narrow and simple code switching and translation techniques to focusing on
differences in non-linguistic factors among different cultures. The three characteristics of language in the
adaptation theory indicate that translators do not make choices arbitrarily when translating. The choices
made must not only meet the translation purpose, but also restricted by various aspects.

3. Concept and classification of cultural vocabulary

Cultural vocabulary is a vocabulary with a certain cultural load. This kind of vocabulary is a precious carrier
of the spiritual material culture of a nation or a country. It is also the core and essence of the entire
vocabulary system E1. Such words are subject to cultural constraints, from which they can reflect cultural
differences between different countries (4. Domestic and foreign scholars have different perspectives on
cultural vocabulary. The famous British translator, Newmark, claimed that cultural vocabulary is unique
and cannot be literally translated. Such vocabulary is a cultural vacancy word that causes translation
problems Pl. A domestic scholar, Chang Jingyu, stated, “Cultural vocabulary refers to the vocabulary of a
specific cultural category. It is a direct or indirect reflection of national culture in language vocabulary [.”
Based on the above concepts, the relationship between cultural vocabulary and other ordinary vocabulary
is not separated. Cultural vocabulary has linguistic meaning, but at the same time, it also has cultural
significance.

Since culture is a complex concept, scholars at home and abroad have always had different opinions
on the classification of cultural vocabulary. Foreign scholars such as Nida and Newmark, as well as
domestic scholars such as Wang Dechun, Meng Zimin, and Wang Guoan have all classified them from
different levels. However, the classification of Zhang Gaoxiang is clearer and easier to understand. Starting
from the four-layer theory of cultural structure, he divided cultural vocabulary into four "1,
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(1) Material cultural vocabulary.
Refers to the words that humans process and create various artifacts through nature. For example,
in Japanese, “#1 1> (jinjya), “75 5] (sushi), “1%%” (haori), etc.

(2) Institutional cultural vocabulary.
Refers to the various norms, guidelines, and forms of organization established by human beings in
social practice. For example, in Japanese, “K & (tenou), “£Ifj ¥4 (nenkoujyoretu), “i& JFH 1
(kentoushi), etc.

(3) Behavioral cultural vocabulary.
Refers to words that reflect the customs and habits established by conventions. For example, in
Japanese, “$ ###&” (ojigi), “ZLif ¥ > (bonodori), “¥& @D H* (uminohi), etc.

(4) Mental cultural vocabulary.
Refers to words that reflect people’s values, aesthetic tastes, way of thinking, religious feelings,
national characteristics, etc. This research studies such words and analyzes Chinese translation
strategies in Japanese mental cultural vocabulary.

4. Analysis of Chinese translation strategies in mental cultural vocabulary
4.1. Meaning and characteristics of mental cultural vocabulary

The mental cultural vocabulary is the core aspect of social mass psychology and ideology culture in
languages . Such vocabulary usually condenses extremely rich national wisdom as well as national
historical and cultural information in very few words. Therefore, mental cultural vocabulary has the
characteristics of few words in form but with large amount of national cultural information in content. It
includes terms such as “I& T CEE /NG AT TR R B Ak, A SGEE,” DY R, “BIH AT
etc. in Chinese and “ﬂF/j” (halku), “—H—2>" (ichigoichie), “LA.LMz 0> (ishindenshin), “J& 257 i
(cyototumoushin), “ 75 48 O £ (takanenohana), “ H & (& $2 4T > (tukiyonicyouchin), “JH % 7¢ % >
(aburawouru), etc. in Japanese. This section will begin by discussing Japanese three-character idioms, four-
character idioms, and locution, and then analyze the choices and adaptations when translating mental
cultural vocabulary.

4.2. Three-character idiom

Three-character idioms mostly come from the general public. They have a strong tendency to be used
verbally as they belong to a type of vocabulary established by the general public. Due to the long history
of exchanges between China and Japan, some of the three-character idioms have formed common
expressions and connotations, which can correspond to each other, such as “7E S5 (soumatou), “JESE
£ (fuubagyuu), “& %[> (touryuumon), and so on. These words are basically the same in the two
languages, and they have the same meaning. When translating into Chinese, literal translation can be used
without affecting the readers. Some three-character idioms can only form a partial correspondence, such as
“IREREF (sahanji), “—X 5 (ikkagen), “JE A Ji” (tutumotase), etc. It is not necessary to adapt to the
structural factor when translatlng, the number of words can be increased or decreased appropriately. Some
of the three-character idioms have been created by the Japanese themselves, and usually, Chinese readers
are not able to understand such words literally.
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Table 1. Examples of three-character idioms and their meanings

Japanese Original meaning and allusion Chinese translation
KA AR HAR RS NPy IR, 5 = 00E MmN, AN, B WA,
(amanojyaku)  F MUK KRR TR R0 R. B PN
(The evil spirit that appeared in the Japanese folk (A person who likes to distort the tune; a person who
tale, Melon Seed Girl or the pagan evil spirit that has an awkward temper; a stubborn person; a perverse
the four kings in Buddhism stepped on.) person)
JANERE: HAIENA — M) \VERERKET (EARNE b LR EF AR s WA s s
(yaocyou) KO fEREBLLCIR MRS SIS TR 4
Ho (Fake matches that actually negotiate the outcome;
(In ancient Japan, there is a story about Yaocyo scam; pre-conspiracy)
Chobee (or Yaocyo in short) who deliberately
loses to a weak opponent in a Go game.)
REL RE RN T L #H R 270m e 78 P M f i) S B LNt 1) i) 3 7Kg
(tennnouzann) 1582 fE [l 2 i, B AR EILEFEE (An important situation or moment that determines the

77w AT T RO %

(Tennozan is a mountain located 270 meters above
sea level in the southern part of Kyoto prefecture.
In the Battle of Yamazaki in 1582, the Toyotomi
Hideyoshi Army, who first occupied Mount
Tenno, defeated the Akechi Mitsuhide Army.)

victory or defeat; the watershed of victory or defeat.)

Table 1 shows that there is more than one translation for this kind of three-character idioms. In order
to translate these words well, translators need to master the source allusions or original meanings of those
words; second, they need to closely consider the context and choose the most suitable one from the many
translation options. The original text of the analysis is from The Dedication of Suspect X by the famous
Japanese suspense novelist, Keigo Higashino, while the translation is by a translator, Liu Zigian.

Example 1
ST: [HAHBI. FEALRNYVIHMTFLEHESTERLIET,. bro> EFEHRICESZ LS
T |

D RN AR RSSO AR SR EE, REEA AR Tk
(When the murder happened...1 felt a little dizzy to be able to reunite with my long-lost enemy.)

Example 2

ST: AMBARTOwZEHA A>T, METE LT 2oz,
m& . MFTxEFEofc. ETHHMI L, Evnfznd 572,

TT: A —&, A TIEHEXY . AR SwAm, WAR S ki aoR/Ek, T
EOtH— DR, IR ARG RILSEA SRR

(Ishigami looked at him, and his eyes met Morioka. He thought Morioka would feel embarrassed, but

he did not expect him to frown exaggeratedly, making a cross with his hands, as if he wanted to say: |

do not know how to answer actually.)

PRl g KA ICH & L
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In Example 1, “f JHK” (ucyoutenn) was originally used as a Buddhist term, referring to the
uppermost sky in the Three Realms. Its original meaning has been extended to “ecstatic and happily
forgetting oneself.” The original text depicts a dialogue between the characters. The translator iS more or
less aware of this. Instead of choosing a more literal translation — “ecstatic,” the translator chose a more
colloquial term “le fainted.” The translation method reflects the translator’s salience in translation.

In Example 2, “KZ¢%> (oogesa) originally refers to Buddha’s robes and also the large robes of the
Japanese sword. With the passage of time, it gradually deviated from the original meaning and evolved into
other meanings — “exaggeration,” “making a fuss,” or “exaggerating more than reality.” This term is used
as an adjective verb in the original text to describe the degree of frowning. The translator has chosen the
concise word of “exaggeration,” which does not add to the reading burden of the original text with more
sentences.

4.3. Four-character idiom

Most of the four-character idioms in Japanese are introduced by the Chinese, but with the development of
the language, there are still Japanese words that imitate the form of Chinese words. Wang Ling classified
Japanese four-character idioms as follows: (1) four-character idioms derived from Chinese classics; (2)
four-character idioms derived from Buddhist culture; (3) four-character idiom derived from Japanese
customs (Table 2) [€1,

Table 2. Classification of four-character idioms

Japanese Origin Chinese translation
Vv L =1 BFETHEE BN FRE. B A (G- RE AL S, A4S
(sayuutagon) EFY, L EBAEATSM. FEEIFIES,  (Evade the question by changing the subject)

e 3 e A A2 1)
(Originated from Chinese classics. From Mencius:

Under King Lianghui, “...... F Bl £ 4 ifi & 1>
refers to evading the topic and avoiding difficult
questions.)
= N3CFkR ET BB QIR FRGE . <SR MBI =D REITETANEE 5, NZET
(sanninmonjyu) REGEZ — WSO EGE . RIBEE “=ANFNIE L (Two heads are better than one; there would
RO HIE” 4RSS . be more ideas with more people)

(Originated from the Buddhist culture. “Manjushri”
was one of the four Bodhisattvas. It is an
abbreviation of the proverb “= N #L1& CHE D %

)
—H— BEFHAXREANE AU FERE. HEBARSR PSS, —E 00— Es s
(ichigoichie) ERIMFrE (b BZR=an) , AXTHAZIER T (Opportunities are rare and far between; the
R — gk one and only encounter for a lifetime)

(Originated from Japanese customs. It comes from
“1l) B2 =198, written by a Japanese tea ceremony
master, which is an interpretation of the spirit of
Japanese tea ceremony.)
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First of all, several Japanese self-created four-character idioms derived from Chinese classics. After
localized modifications or deletions, they become self-created idioms, such as “I& JE T %E (enryokinyuu),
“HEHT H > (akujisenri),” “R JJEL#K > (kaitouranma), etc. Chinese native speakers can generally
understand the meaning of those words literally.

Secondly, as the Buddhist culture was introduced to ancient China from ancient India, and then to
Japan via the Korean Peninsula, the Buddhist cultures in both China and Japan have a long history. These
words can form a certain degree of correspondence, but native Chinese speakers may not understand the
literal meaning of those words.

Example 3

ST: ABi. F#i. BIR—E 2 TRV P URTEZHEHE SN TV AW >, BEET
THHABE T, 2L Tili-TL &£ o 72,

TT: {Ek, JF71, REEUR N —— BB B %&b —Fe. I A 4 R s bt
PP

(To be hospitalized, operated on, and cared for as a patient — it is like being placed on an automatic

conveyor belt. Time just passes by in such a daze.)

“fE IR 22 H” (mugamucyuu) in Example 3 is a four-character idiom derived from the Buddhist culture.
“f/FL” is one of the basic teachings of Buddhism, in which all existence is born from karma and there is
no fixed entity. The word “# H” means “to be enthusiastic” or “to be enchanted.” “#3% %% #> emphasizes
the state of being absorbed and forgetting oneself. The original text is about a person’s illness,
hospitalization, surgery, and death, as well as how time flies by inexorably. Here, if “#F 2+ is simply
assumed as “forgetfulness,” “enthusiasm,” or “fascination,” it does not seem to complement with the
context. In this case, the translator has done a good job in linking the context and making contextual
relationships; thus, the translation of this term is natural and appropriate.

Finally, compared with the above two idioms, four-character idioms derived from Japanese customs
contain more national history, culture, and Japanese values, such as “FFj¥RME” (temaemiso), which is
derived from Japanese food culture; “— AFH$£” (hitorizumou), from Japanese sports culture; well-known
ancient Japanese stories which include “H{R[ &M (shirakawayofune), “/N H 1> (koharubiyori), and
“H6HHFE> (dennkoucyouro) are from the meticulous experience of nature. All these terms contain rich
cultural meaning. However, such words do not have a fixed translation. It is necessary to fully understand
the context, and then translate in consideration of the full context. This requires translators to have
understanding of the meaning, origin, and even emotional color behind such words and choose the
adaptation that meets the purpose of translation.

4.4. Locution

Locution is an expression with a relatively fixed structure and a specific meaning. This form of fixed
collocation contains the Japanese way of thinking in regard to the material and spiritual world. Sakada
Yukiko mentioned, “Locution appears as fixed phrases or sentences, and the entire phrase or sentence
expresses a specific semantic language form. For example, ‘%337’ (haraga tatu) means ‘angry’ (anger)
1> This form of fixed collocation contains the Japanese way of thinking in regard to the material and
spiritual world. For example, in Japan, sea bream is regarded as the “king of fish” and is one of the delicacies
at Japanese wedding banquets. In view of its pronunciation, which rhymes with “# T 7z \»” (medetai), it
has been given a positive cultural sense, reflecting “good luck” or “celebration,” by the Japanese. Table 3
shows examples of Japanese locution with the word “bream.”
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Table 3. Japanese locution with the word “bream”

Japanese Chinese translation
GE T E§2 — A, FAIE
(ebide taiwo turu) (Gain enormous profits out of a small investment; achieve maximum results with little effort)

O & DO H TSR AMEA R
(taino oyori iwashino atama) (I would like to be a big fish in a small pond rather than a small fish in a big pond)

The literal translation of “}3 Tl % # %> is “fishing for sea bream with small shrimps.” It is a
metaphor that a lot of benefits can be obtained with very little labor or goods. In the Chinese vocabulary
system, “small shrimps” reflect “small” or “worthless” by native speakers; they do not have the same
understanding of “sea bream” as the Japanese. If it is literally translated into Chinese, it would be difficult
for native Chinese speakers to understand the meaning of this locution due to the differences in the
perception of sea bream between the Chinese and Japanese. Another example is the literal translation of
“WHDFE & VD EE” into Chinese: “Being the tail of a sea bream is better than the head of a sardine.”
From the Chinese point of view, the meaning is unclear. However, when native Chinese speakers
understand the cultural significance of sea bream and sardines in the Japanese language, they would be able
to correlate with “T 38k, AR JE” (I would like to be a big fish in a small pond rather than a small
fish in a big pond). This is also one of the cultural adaptation methods used by translators to facilitate target
language readers in understanding the original expression.

Example 4

ST: Wiz Bz En s HOMODF = A x —+HULICAATOUEH, EIFZ THITHE
G F > 7 ORIFEE 2 BEREZBC LI L » 5 CHEST 2T XY L0,

TT: R NRIA 5006 IR AT AR RS 7 =0 DL b, b R ABAS HRRR AR (R0 5 o [ TG B mT 28,
EIRE BB, A0S EL T o SR

(Kusanagi has been staring at the chessboard in front of him for more than 20 minutes but still could

not think of a solution. The king had nowhere to escape. Although worm wanted to turn, he did not

even have a countermeasure to attack indiscriminately.)

Example 5
ST: [..ESHEEELS, BEOT UARL OO TEHFARNIE, B-b0F WA 2 & EH -
Tw3, |

TT: L ARE R, REREEHEIRKAEY, ATt e L@ IR ITRIp . »
(“... If you are an accomplice, just by investigating your absence, they think they can break your
defense.”)

In Example 4, “& B % 8 £~ comes from “%5 M5 (a cornered rat will bite a cat) in The
Discourses of Salt and Iron (“#:4k12>). It refers to a mouse that is chased and has nowhere to escape. It is
a metaphor that the weak are forced to be helpless, but they will fight back desperately against the strong.
The text in the example describes the scene of Kusanagi playing chess with Yugawa. In order to set off
Kusanagi’s embarrassed state, the author used the locution “%3 f i % %€ > to demonstrate the intense
scene in a vivid manner. “fi 2UkH% (even a worm will turn) reflects the embarrassment of the character
who wishes to fight back. This allows the readers to experience the state of the character in the book.
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In Example 5, “Z3§,” which is derived from the Book of Tang Dynasty (“J#15>), refers to the city
with the tooth flag (the general’s flag) positioned. It gradually evolves in reference to the enemy’s
headquarters or the center of a certain force. The characters in the book are divided into three main factions:
the police faction, the Ishigami and Hanaoka faction, as well as the Yugawa faction. Among them, Yugawa
is a neutral faction, but the police and the Ishigami and Hanaoka factions have formed a hostile state. It has
been translated as “FLAFARA T 7 (disrupting your defense), which adapts to the language structure so
that the translation can truly reflect the author’s expressive intention and achieved the effect of faithfulness
to the original text.

Since locutions generally occur in relatively fixed forms, translators should not only grasp the linguistic
meaning of such words, but also understand their inherent cultural meanings, and make adaptations to non-
linguistic factors, so as to be able to fully and accurately target the purpose. Language readers convey the
cultural information it carries. If there are differences or gaps between the cultural meanings of the source
language and the target language vocabularies, it is necessary to choose expressions with the same or similar
cultural meaning in the target language to reduce cultural differences and fill in the cultural gaps, so that
the target language readers would be able to understand the meanings 1.

5. Conclusion

The language and culture of China and Japan have a long history and grand content. Chinese characters
have made the language link between the two countries closer. With the continuous development of the
history and culture of the two countries, the same Chinese characters have derived different cultural colors
in the two nations. Mental cultural vocabulary has always been the focus and difficulty in Japanese-Chinese
translations. It is the same with translations of any two languages. The adaptation theory does not only
guide the translation practice at the micro level of language structure, but also from a macro perspective,
integrating the political, economic, historical, geographical, and other factors of different cultures to explain
and clarify the particularity as well as complexity of translations.

Through the induction and analysis of Japanese mental cultural vocabulary, this research draws the
following conclusion: when translating Japanese mental cultural vocabulary, domesticating strategies result
in a better translation effect. Since such words do not only have linguistic meanings, but also national-
specific spiritual and cultural meanings with abundant national customs and national wisdom, if a translator
uses the foreignizing strategy, it is necessary to add certain comments after the translation, which would
greatly affect the reading experience and fluency of the target language readers. The purpose of translation
should be in a way whereby target language readers are able to understand the meaning of the translated
term similar to that of the source language readers. Therefore, when translating such terms, translators
should first clarify the translation purpose. It should be focused on adapting to the physical, social, and
psychological non-verbal elements of the target language readers. Choosing expressions in the target
language that can narrow or fill the cultural gaps would help target language readers to feel closer to the
source language readers.
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