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Course: Chinese History and Culture (Grades 9-12)

Objective: to help students better understand different problems associated with translating from one language to another, and from one culture to another and possible problems encountered in the translations of official documents.

National Standards in World History Era 7: An Age of Revolution (1750-1914 CE)

New York State Education Department Standards

Social Studies Standards

Standard 2 – World History

· interpret and analyze documents and artifacts related to significant developments and events in world history

· view historic events through the eyes of those who were there, as shown in their art, writings, music, and artifacts

· explain the literal meaning of a historical passage or primary source document, identifying who was involved, what happened, where it happened, what events led up to these developments, and what consequences or outcomes followed 

· explain the dynamics of cultural change and how interactions between and among cultures has affected various cultural groups throughout the world

· examine the social/cultural, political, economic, and religious norms and values of Western and other world cultures

· analyze the roles and contributions of individuals and groups to social, political, economic, cultural, and religious practices and activities

· investigate key events and developments and major turning points in world history to identify the factors that brought about change and the long-term effects of these changes

Background and Homework Information:

1. “Understanding Cross-Cultural Differences between Foreign Societies”
Author: Alexa Dubreuil

http://www.proz.com/translation-articles/articles/2093/1/Understanding-Cross-Cultural-Differences-between-Foreign-Societies-(1%7B47%7D2)/print/2093
When people from two different cultures try to deal with each other they are often confronted with misunderstandings. These misunderstandings are generally linked to cultural differences and to the simple fact that people are not aware that each country communicates through different cultural references.

2. “Notes on Teaching Translation Between Chinese and English,” by Chuanmao Tian

http://accurapid.com/journal/31chinese.htm
3. Mighty Opposites: From Dichotomies to Differences in the Comparative Study of China, by Longxi Zhang

http://books.google.com/books?id=D64uQEGcme4C&pg=PA41&lpg=PA41&dq=qianlong+letter+to+king+georgemacartney&source=web&ots=grGSmoc2YH&sig=c_r86vwWaK5ENxmL8Xqf5ytfpR8&hl=en&sa=X&oi=book_result&resnum=10&ct=result#PPA41,M1
Back up to page 40, and begin with the paragraph “Such an egocentric…”

4. 
“China’s Early Encounters with the West: A History in Reverse,” by Andrew Wilson

http://www.fpri.org/footnotes/1303.200804.wilson.earlychinawest.html
Pay particular attention to the section about the Qianlong Emperor and Lord Macartney (beginning with paragraph 13 “Looked at in reverse, the history of Chinese encounters with the West…”).

5. Two Edicts From the Emperor, September 1793, On the Occasion of Lord Macartney's Mission to China

http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/china/modern/tch_mcem.htm#Two
A complete translation of the letter from the Qianlong Emperor to George III appears here.

PROCEDURE:

Chinese Poetry Translation Lesson

Homework BEFORE lesson begins:

Assign the first three web-readings listed on the background information page.

Begin the lesson with a discussion of problems of translation from any language to another. (With better students, this discussion frequently lasts an entire class period.)

After the discussion, give students Chinese Poetry Handout 1.

Even if the students don’t understand anything about Chinese, point out that this is a 5-character poem (there are 5 characters in each line of the poetry.)

The pronunciation guide for the Chinese is printed next to the characters (since the tonal marks aren’t there, this is really just for fun if you don’t read characters.)

In the third column is a close literal translation of the characters. Discuss with the students how one might go about translating this into standard poetic English. Have the students read the two different translations below the poem, and let them comment on the variations, what they think of them, etc.

Give the students Handout 2 (Anonymous, Han Dynasty.) Let them translate this into English that makes some sort of sense (I usually do this in pairs). After each pair has worked on their poem, let them read them out to the class and discuss the various translations.

Depending on how much time you have available – ask student to refine their poems, working on some sort of meter, rhyme scheme (usually in this type of Chinese poem, the rhyme scheme is aaba.)
Next, give student Handout 3, let them read the two translations and discuss the pros and cons of each.

Point out cultural issues that could pose a problem to translators who know Chinese language, but little of Chinese culture (Chinese tombs are often mounds of dirt, etc.)

Concurrent Chinese History Lesson

Lastly, have students read China’s Early Encounters with the West: A History in Reverse and Two Edicts From The Emperor (numbers 4 and 5 on the web-reading links.) Referring back to their previous lessons about the meeting of the Qianlong Emperor and Lord Macartney, lead students in a discussion about translation and cultural misunderstandings, etc.
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