PAGE  
11

Language Quest for Accuracy

Do we actually say what we mean?

A paper about linguistic interference  

Some ideas while learning English

By  Roberto del Rey López del Castillo

Linguist

 What I am going to write about is the result of  many years of  studying the English language and culture, but more than studying it from books (which I had to do during my university years), it is the result of living between several cultures, always paying very special attention to people’s linguistic and paralinguistic behaviours. I have  to admit that  I have always been very attracted to and keen on  the fact that communication had been accomplished when speakers from different cultures are using a common language but -of course- with their background cultures . Will that interfere? It makes me wonder What about you?  Will that make you worry, too? Think about this I am going to say from now until the end of this modest writing 

I read once that “finding the perfect partner does not mean finding the perfect person, but achieving the perfect connection with the imperfect person” and from then on I started replacing the word partner with friend, co-worker, teacher, student, i.e. someone with whom I will spend a considerable part of my time (life).  Yes, I do believe in connecting with people using this gift of nature, which is language. Allow me to take just one word and explain to you how I interpret language. 

Let’s take  the word imperfect (from the quotation) and you will realise that to understand its connotation, as well as many other words, we have to think about many factors: age (life experience), likes, dislikes, culture (traditions) geographic location, weather, sex, breeding and education, social background, state of body and mind, etc.. There is an endless list of factors. It means that what in some cultures is found to be “perfect”, in others can be “imperfect”. In other words, what is acceptable in one culture may be offensive in others. What looks good for one culture can look horrible for others. This is the beginning and the end of all kinds of misunderstandings, confusions, problems, fights and even wars. We use a common language (say English) to support our outlook of the world, which is also the result of our own culture.

The expression one man’s meat is another man’s poison(para gusto los colores) clearly illustrates what I am trying to say, i.e. the understanding of human beings goes beyond saying “I speak English”  It is more. It is about understanding the mentality of the English speaker in our case, not to say the mentality of the English-speaking person we are talking to who could be English, but might be North American, Irish, Scottish, Welsh, Australian, Jamaican, or Canadian, etc. We are talking about different English-speaking countries, each of them with a different accent, maybe vocabulary and even grammar, but the language they speak is called English, the adjectives American, Canadian, Caribbean, and Australian describe the variety of spoken English in each territory. 

On the other hand what can be, for example, big for some cultures, could be small for others. Once in a Chinese restaurant a friend of mine, who was very hungry asked a Chinese waitress if they cooked very big pork steaks, to which she replied:  yes of course, very big ones and our flied lice is delicious, (problem which repeats in Spanish aloz flito. Back to the story: then a few minutes later the waitress came with a very small pork steak, we looked at each other and thought that we had been given the wrong steak but a few minutes later… no mistake, that was our very big Chinese pork steak. (From this, we all understand that what was small for us, was big for them, for one single reason: the cultures we all come from).  If the same big steak question is asked in the US, then the steak would be huge, something that would probably be too big to eat. This  means that big or small have different connotations in different cultures, let alone hot/ cold, loud/quiet (English speakers tend to speak very quietly compared to Spanish or Latin-American speakers .) 

When the English hear the Spanish speak in a loud voice, moving their hands a lot touching the interlocutor on the shoulder, keeping a very close personal distance, they can think that these people are having an argument, instead they are having a very friendly conversation. One of the main reasons the English are not used to acting in this way, especially when it comes to greetings, is due to the fact that the English are naturally a very reserved race and do not like extravagant gestures and loud voices . “We are happy to stand in queues and never push anyone out of the way!”  as my good English friend, Sue Pemberton, says.

 If you watch the behaviour of two English men (let alone women) while talking the same way we do in the Spanish culture, you can be fairly certain that they are having an argument, and probably a big one. Generally the English are not a confrontational race and are not naturally argumentative.  They will complain and grumble amongst them but will not confront an issue head-on.

 Some cultures, in my opinion, are somehow marked by their climates, for example in cold weather countries people tend to keep their hands in their pockets which prevents them from doing a lot of handshaking, gestures or hugging which not only reflects on body language, but also on the  spoken language. The main topic of conversations for the English (who live in England) is the weather, since it changes all the time. The English people who come to live in the south of Spain find themselves doing a lot more handshaking, kissing and of course, the weather is not the main ingredient of socialising anymore; now it is about where to eat the nicest Spanish tapas. Well done, English! You have had enough. 

In England “men go to a pub for a pint, not to a café for un cortado”, let alone “ a tough guy carrying an umbrella” as my other good English friends, and Spanish students, Jez and Sally have told me in the middle of a lesson in which they will be saying sorry  for every unimportant  language mistake or unnoticeable interruption for the Spanish eye. No way José.
 When it comes to judging cultures (be very careful with this) the English say that the Spanish speak very loudly, and the Spanish say that the English speak very quietly… who is right or wrong? Don’t ask me until you find the answer to the balance of life, but still, to balance facts in life will imply a background on the person who judges, and that means going back to where we started, doesn’t it? People tend to judge other cultures a lot, and to label them (without understanding them). That is why we come across so many misinterpretations of the target culture. You need to speak their language, know how they think, live and work with them before judging how they do things. Wars are also the result of misjudging cultures or underestimating them, look at Vietnam and now Iraq.

When it comes to greetings, people in Spain kiss twice, shake hands a lot, hug and look, let alone repeating the same words again and again: mira, mira.

John: In English one look is enough!

Juan: Vale, vale!

It is not the norm for English people to kiss on meeting – unless they are family members. So we look very dramatic to the English eyes, Paraphrasing Oscar Wilde, the great Irish playwright, who referred to the fact that human beings are nothing but actors and actresses, and some of them even comedians.
 Of course, this interpretation is due to the great amount of roles we play in society. (Worker, friend, father, mother, etc.)

It is very important to know how to study a foreign language, so I am going to refer to a few aspects, which in my opinion as a linguist, and as an anthropologist in my soul, I have found to be fascinating.

When students start studying a foreign language, they pay a lot more attention to grammar, pronunciation, phrases, idioms, etc. and to some other aspects of language rather than to the sociolinguistic component of language, if we understand by linguistics the science of language, divided into branches such as etymology (origin of words), stylistics (study of language resources in literature and speech) psycholinguistics (language and the mind) , sociolinguistics (language and society), and paralinguistics among others (paralinguistics is the study of language ingredients that cannot be ignored when it comes to language teaching or learning: interpersonal distance, gestures, touching, and tone of voice ). 

Let us remember that Spanish is a romance language like Portuguese, Italian or French; however English is a Germanic language, the result of three Germanic tribes known as the Angles, the Saxons and the Jutes, hence England as the land of the English, and from there Scotland, the land of the Scottish, Ireland, the land of the Irish.

Then when people from different cultures use a common language to communicate - our target being English - people tend to use English words with the mannerisms, inflections and nuances from their own culture. They may enter a conversation and use gestures that have another meaning in English culture, or move very close into someone’s personal space which is inappropriate in their culture, or sound too loud or touch the interlocutor on his/her shoulder and all of these actions can be taken as signals of rudeness. That means that we can suffer from linguistic interference from our native language . Examples: 
LINGUISTIC INTERFERENCE FROM SPANISH INTO ENGLISH
 FALSE FRIENDS(appendix 1)

Are false friends that false?

Imagine that a man has an important business meeting but he is five minutes late because he has been ill with the flu. He gets to the meeting, interrupts and apologises like this to the board: 

“Well, ummm,…I am very sorry to be a little bit late, errr.  the problem is that actually I am so constipated  that I had to go for  some more tissues and the next door  shop opened two minutes late, therefore I am late,   and..errrr..  ummm… I am so sorry to molest, Mr. President, in the middle of such an important meeting but it was an emergency….umm…and I hope you understand me.”

Ten minutes later our man was listening to the President speaking, interrupted him and asked :
“Excuse me Mr Johnson but I have a doubt about the company’s future”.

To which Mr. Johnson replied, Yes you are our main doubt about the future.

Now let us consider what happened:

-Actual vs. actual (present in Sp. truly in Eng.)

-Constipado vs. constipated (flu in Sp, not being able to go to the toilet in Eng.)

-Molestar vs. to molest (bother in Sp., to sexually abuse  in Eng.)

-To have a doubt means not to believe very much what is happening, so the Sp. expression tener una duda finds its counterpart in the English expression to have a question. 
What about grammar? 
-I want that you go instead of I want you to go (use of Spanish subjunctive quiero que vayasI work tonight (Trabajo esta noche) instead of I am working tonight (We use the present in Spanish to talk about the future, however in Eng. the ing is used.

-I am cleaning  the shoes instead of I am cleaning my shoes. The English will ask: Whose shoes are you cleaning?, Spanish speakers tend to use the definite article (the) when English use possessive pronouns.

-In Sp. we use reflexive pronouns in cases where in English the possessive pronoun is used:  me lavo el pelo, las manos, vs. I wash my hair, my hands.

Word order can also be a problem, although students learn from the beginning that the adjective goes first (red car or cars), the problem comes when the student is dealing with longer and more complicated sentences (ideas).

El cumpleaños de la novia de mi amigo inglés ( My English friend´s girlfriend´s birthday party.)
Gender is number one in Spanish; we name objects masculine or feminine. When you introduce yourself while chatting in the internet and say. “Hello, I am English, I am a teacher, I am very enthusiastic and I am looking forward to meeting you.”  Hummm Is this a man or a woman?  Watch out. “Hey, sorry I didn´t get your name?” 
“Oh, yes my name is Alex” (Back to the beginning because Alex could also be man or woman) 

However in Spanish “Hola, soy inglés ….(you already know it is a man)”
PRONUNCIATION:

Even though we share the same vowels and consonants in English and Spanish -except for the Sp. consonant ñ- their realization can be different in both languages, which becomes a problem for the Spanish speaker: 

PHONETIC TABLEVowels, diphthongs and consonants (appendixes 2 and 2a)
VOICED AND VOICELESS (OR UNVOICED) SOUNDS

Voiced sounds are those made while the vocal cords are vibrating:  Voiceless sounds (also called unvoiced sounds) are those made when the vocal cords are not vibrating ( Put a finger on your Adam’s apple, and say come and go; you’ll feel the voiced vibrations of the ga  in go, but no vibrations from the voiceless ka  in come).
All vowels are voiced (long vowels are phonetically represented by a colon) 
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VOICED CONSONANTS:  
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 HYPERLINK "http://club.telepolis.com/phonetics/pphoneticge.html" \t "_parent" 
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Pronunciation of the S in the third person and plural endings (S-Z-IZ). 
The S is pronounced Z after voiced sounds (learns, tables); it is pronounced S after voiceless sounds (stops, books) and IZ after the combinations: shes (finishes), ces (dances) ches (watches) ses (loses)zis(quizzes)
Pronunciation of the past of regular verbs (D, T, ID) The past regular ending ED is pronounced as D after voiced sounds (learned); as T after voiceless sounds (worked): and ID after T or D (wanted, needed).

PREPOSITIONS (appendix 3)
Do not expect to translate prepositions literally, many times they do not coincide with Spanish. E.g,  Sp. Por teléfono vs.  Eng. On the phone, Spa. En coche/tren/tec. , Eng. by car/train/plane , etc. Spa. Por la mañana, Eng. In the morning.
Living and working in different cultures has helped me a lot to compare people’s languages and behaviour. When we compare the English culture to the Hispanic culture-not to refer only to Spain- we find that differences are as big as the way we look. 

Spanish as a language uses many commands. It sounds a very imperative language to the English listener: póngame un kilo de ternera whereas an English person would never speak like that, they would say: Can I have two pounds of beef please? or a pound of beef, please.. 

Excuse me, where is the Prado Museum, please? It’s 5 minutes walk (drive) from here. In Spanish we would say: Está a cien metros de aquí, but the English are not familiar with metres so your instruction will not sound very accurate, and although you are speaking in English you may sound a little bit Greek*.(In Spanish we would say  me suena a Chino
One of the most striking differences is the use of the gerund in both languages. e.g  I like speaking English, I love drinking coffee, I am looking forward to seeing you soon. Before, after and while eating I always listen to music. I’d like to stop smoking and I want to start exercising. In all these cases verbs are used in their infinitive form in Spanish.

On the other hand, the English will rarely use members of the family to insult other people, the English insult goes to the interlocutor; in their mentality they find it weird that the Spanish use someone’s mother or even dead relatives to offend people. When you say in English that a woman is foxy you mean she is sexy, however, foxy, as derived from fox, (zorra) which is an animal that we use in Spanish to insult a woman. 

The Magic Words in English

A person who can spell English very well, have very good pronunciation, and even be grammatically competent, can also be communicatively incompetent because he might not have the correct command of the English language. So pay a lot of attention to the MAGIC WORDS in English: EXCUSE ME, PLEASE, SORRY AND THANKS. The English, as they say, apologise for being on earth, however that does not happen in the same way with the Spanish. My advice: when you are talking to an English person, observe him/her very well (films recommended) and check how they apologise for things that in the Spanish culture do not require an apology. North Americans or Canadians do not apologise that much. Their culture is more direct. Have you ever observed how the Japanese apologise?  What about other cultures?
Once I was doing research on the magic words, so I went to have dinner with a few English people. I decided not to speak much, instead I limited myself to saying excuse me every time I was going to interrupt to get a dish, sorry, if I touched someone unintentionally; please every time they offer to get me a dish and thanks after I had got it. I did all this over a considerable period of time, hardly making any other comments but “these mushy peas are good, the cauliflower cheese tastes delicious, thanks for having me here”…and I could realise how I was very well accepted. If you speak fluent English but you do not know when to use the magic words you might be regarded as “rude”.

There are even other ingredients like hesitation devices, ummm…errrr not Sp. ehhhhh, tag questions instead of a no-checking ending, so you say Training Express is a great company, isn´t it?  You can learn English on the telephone lessons system, can’t you?  What about interjections, if someone steps on you,  you say  ay when they say ouch. When you show surprise, you say  jo(lín), they go wow.

You will never enjoy the English language, as it deserves if you are not familiar with its main condiment: humour. If you do not get it it is like being in Spain and not trying tapas. I love English humour, especially if I am enjoying it with tapas. Their humour is usually based on puns. Puns are language devices that bring about ambiguity, i.e. plays-on words. Oscar Wilde,  wrote: “I can resist everything, except temptation” .But temptation is everything, so what he meant is that he could actually resist nothing, a very witty show of intelligence and fine  humour. Puns are everywhere: on T-shirts, road signs, place names, and they are very much used in politics and TV commercials as part of subliminal messages sent to our brains. Give US a call, U.S. can stand for the pronoun us and also for USA, way American firms have advertised for many years all over the world, to remind the consumer that “US” (our business) is in the US. 
PUNS (appendix 4)
British and American English (appendix 5)
I recommend the study of British English (being the variety of English mainly used in Europe in speaking and non English-speaking countries except The Nederland and the Scandinavian countries where the linguistic trend is Am. English,) and the study of American English. to all the students in general, at least to get to know their main differences between the two varieties, and I suggest those students who have business relations with the US  go deeper into the American variety. 

Even though Am. English is the result of English colonization, it is more used for one obvious reason; there are a lot more people in the U.S. Besides that, the invasion of U.S. technology, computer science, medicine, music, fashion, the cinema (or should I say Hollywood?) make American English much more used that British English. (Did anybody say MacDonald’s? ) So differences in pronunciation, vocabulary, grammar and culture can be appreciated. In a shop in Paris there was a sign that read: English spoken, American understood. British people say that England and America are only one nation divided by a common language.

Here is a true story told by one of my best English friends, Spanish student and now part of my small international family, Jacqui Hunter,  who has had the experience of living part of her life in both England and the US : Somewhere in the US during dinner the night before the wedding, there were a few British and a few Americans eating at the same table. One of the British guest friends on leaving shouted to the American bride: “I am going to bed early tonight, so that tomorrow I will be fresh in the morning to knock you up at seven.” To knock up means wake up in Br. Eng but to make someone pregnant in Am. English. Now you can understand how all the Americans looked at the English groom who did not seem to be embarrassed at having his own wife made pregnant by a friend with notice in advance.

DIFFERENCES BETWEEN BRITISH AND AMERICAN ENGLISH (appendix 5)
(Spelling, punctuation, grammar, vocabulary, and pronunciation)

So linguistic interference happens all the time, but the Spanish speaker does not realise it because he/she is very confident about his/her Spanish linguistic structures which are translated literally into English. In my opinion there are some ways of getting the English flavour by reading authentic English materials such as newspapers, magazines, books, or watching films and documentaries. However, the best way is to interact with English speaking people, observe them, and pay close attention to the way they speak and behave to make sure that you are being understood correctly.
Coming to the Costa del Sol for holidays is a great opportunity to use your English 24 hours a day, to do a lot of observation and to meet people from the UK or many other English-speaking countries (highly recommended as well). The quest for accuracy is our goal. Being accurate ensures excellent communication, while not being accurate can bring forth even a war.  

Speaking English also means using phrasal verbs (get in /on/off/out…etc) for which we have a different word in Spanish in each case ( entrar/ subir/bajar /salir..etc). Please go to your dictionary and look up the following verbs: look, look up, look after, look into, look for, and see how in Spanish we have a different verb each time. (Dictionaries are like any other products, if you buy a cheap one, it will lack a lot of language usage explanations and examples, therefore the learner is likely to use words that can sound old fashioned, or are used by teenagers like cool, meaning guai, or you might use words that belong to the bulk of vocabulary of men or women or you may sound either very posh or very vulgar. Therefore, when you start using a new word or expression make sure that it will convey what you really mean by taking into account the context and the interlocutor. My own pun is Buy cheap dictionaries and pay later with big mistakes.
PHRASAL VERBS (appendix 6.1 & 6.2) Your own speech speaks for you 

El habla habla de quien habla

 I will never forget when I heard this expression for the first time maybe 20 years ago, and the more I  say it, the more it tells me about people, so why don’t we talk about language registers ?

The fact that in English the personal pronoun YOU means in Sp. tú, usted, vosotro(a)s and ustedes makes  the Spanish speaker to be  likely to mistake one language register for the other. Let’s take a quick look at language registers:  There is a written variety and a spoken variety of language. The latter is divided into:

Formal (Posh, literary words, ceremonial, etc)

Neutral (Everyday language that can be used in any situation. And it always sounds appropriate)

Less formal (divided into colloquial, slang and vulgar –swearing)
The knowledge of these registers allows the speaker to realise whether what he is saying will sound to his/her interlocutor nice, rude or even vulgar or obscene.

Idioms (appendix 7)
. Within the neutral  layer we find idioms  The Wikipedia encyclopedia defines an idiom as an expression (i.e. term or phrase) whose meaning cannot be deduced from the literal definitions and the arrangement of its parts, but refers instead to a figurative meaning that is known only through conventional use. In linguistics, idioms are widely assumed to be figures of speech that contradict the principle of compositionality I recommend that you look them up first, make sure they are English or American, if they  are updated or old fashioned, who uses them: children teenagers, adults, third age people , man or women ? Many idioms do not coincide with the way we express our reality in Spanish, for example the expressions: tomarle el pelo a alguien in Eng. is to pull someone´s leg, in English you can be a bull in a china shop while in Sp un elefante en una cacharerría,(I would prefer the bull for Spain) however in both languages curiosity killed the cat.
It is very difficult to cover in one paper all the aspects when we deal with linguistic interference from Spanish into English, however, my main concern along this writing has been to motivate the students to look for more information and learn more about these important aspects. If that happens my objective will be fulfilled and that will make me very happy. As a matter of fact my idea about teaching is that the teacher’s main role is to stimulate learning. Just one more point before I have finished: Have you ever thought about the relation between language and food? If not, put a lot of cinnamon on a meal you cook for your friends and observe how they become more talkative and open than they usually are. Then put hot chilli pepper on other dishes and you will have a good combination for the night. Then we could agree that cinnamon functions as the foreplay dish knowing that hot chilli pepper will do the rest. It’s all about language. 
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