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3.

Cross-cultural difficulties in understanding a text

Written texts circulate everyday all over the world. People read newspapers,
magazines, flyers, etc., etc., but in most of the cases they are not aware of the rules that
govern written words or the strategies hidden under the surface of the written discourse.
It is my intention in this assignment to analyse discourse in three extracts from national
newspapers which, from now on, | will refer to as:

I. “So, this is what's behind the wrinkled nose epidemic.”
Il. “Scents Assail Sensibilities”
lll. “The Smelly Flower”

I believe this is going to be a limited analysis since written language is packed with
information, and words carry all shades of meaning. In face-to-face interaction, | mean
in spoken language, these shades of meaning can be conveyed by non-verbai behaviour.
(Nunan 1993: p. 14). Whereas in written discourse the writer assumes that the reader will
understand the message without difficulties. However, this assumption may be wrong,
specially when a person is reading in a foreign language.

The Content.

For a couple of days hundreds of people flocked around Kew Gardens, perhaps

because the motto of incredulous human beings seems to be ‘seeing is believing’. They
evidently wanted to witness and have an immediate experience of an unusual event which
seems to occur every thirty years or so. An exotic plant, reactivating its sexual life after three
decades, attracted not only a mob of tourists but also journalists who reported on this
infrequent botanical event. This striking phenomenon became news and went to town in
quality as well as in popular newspapers.

4.

The Press

Britain is probably one of the countries where people read newspapers more than in
any other developed country. Within the number of papers that the national press consists
of, nine of these publications are often described as ‘quality’ papers while the other ten
are described either as ‘popular’ or ‘mid-market’ papers. This classification is based on
differences in style and content, and obviously their readership. Quality papers are
bought by people who want to be fully informed on a wide range of public matters. Popular
newspapers are bought by people who are eager to read more entertaining and shorter
articles, that is less serious news. Another difference to consider in this division of the
national press is perhaps the size of the paper. Whereas quality papers are normally
broadsheet in format (printed in large sheets), the popular and midmarket papers are
tabloid (printed in small sheets).

The types of readership of different newspapers are socio-economically distinct and
this brings about a sociolinguistic variety in the language which somehow acts as a marker
of social groups and at the same time it encodes the ideologies of those groups.



6. In everything thathappens and is printed in a newspaper, even when itis atrivial thing
such as the blooming of this plant from Sumatra, we obviously find differences from a
stylistic point of view.

T. Human language is an activity that takes place in the human brain and later reflected
in some kind of discourse. “News is the representation of the world in language.” (Fowler:
1991). Therefore real events occur and are reported. In this particular case, | would say
that two facts contributed to the selection of this event to be included in the news reports:
the heat and Parliament not being in session.

8. Journalists know that their readers want to be informed and amused at the same time
and from this perspective they say the same thing in different ways. They impose a
personal touch in their construction of the form of their linguistic expression in the text.
My intention is to analyse some of these linguistic and non-linguistic features that work
together to help to give the text cohesion and thus make it coherent. Although the extracts

are taken from three quality papers | shall try to point linguistic similarities as much as
linguistic differences.

The Lay-out

9. The treatment of the same story by the three papers is similar. However, the different
stylistic lay out which each of the publications throws over the story is quite different.
Another important consideration to make is where the news appeared in the papers. 1 and
Il were in the first six pages of the newspapers while lll appeared in a magazine. This is
reflected not only in the lay out but also in the style of the extract.

10. In 1 and I, the texts, which are relatively briefs, are below the big accompanying
photographs of the gigantic flower. This somehow creates a kind of parallelism with the
existence of the flower: a thirty-year wait for a bloom that ‘is likely to shrivel within three
days’. This sort of paradox clearly stated in this last sentence of extract lll is also evident
in the contrast between the size of the photographs and the length of the texts in 1 and Il
The photograph in lil is quite small and it is in the centre of the text. Besides, in I and Ii
the cartoons produce a kind of eye-catching effect and somehow announce the humorous
style of the texts. Although there is not a cartoon in lll, it is probably the funniest of the
three.

11. The graphetic difference between the headline types of I, Il and lll immediately
catches our attention. The letters of the headlines in | and Il differ in size, and are both
below the accompanying photograph. In lll the whole headline is capitalised, written
above the photograph, and followed by a kind of summary subtitle in bold type.

12. Another important similarity in the three texts is the function of the headline. This is
used as a “powerful thematisation device” (Brown: p.139). The thematised element here
is probably ‘smelly flower’. This topic-elementin | and Il not only provides ‘starting points’
forthe paragraphs in the texts, but it also helps in the division of the whole text into smaller
chunks of conversational language. In Il the thematised element produces a kind of
sequential list of characteristics of the strange flower with subheadings in bold type.

The Headlines

ke One of the first differences we may notice when looking at the three texts is the
headlining. The headlines are supposed to have an attractive concise intriguing message
to catch the potential readers’ attention and kindle their interest. The authors of the
extracts appeal to their readership using different styles in the headlines. The headline



in 1 is almost a conversational type of sentence used to explain the cause of so many
people feeling nauseated. Note even the use of the contracted form ‘what'’s’. In Il the
headline is a very clever pun on a novel by Jane Austen “Sense and Sensibility”. Although
we may think that perhaps not many people have read this book, the author knows the
title is familiar to most people as it was made into a film just released a few months ago.
The headline in lll is the simplest of the three, in line with the style of the text, and at the
same time informal, succinct and cleverly chosen to refer to this eccentric event. Itis
wittily placed under “Brief Lives” thus creating the imagery of the brief appearance of the
flower in the Botanical Gardens. Extract lll is a very good example of how difficult a simple
text can be when it has a strong cultural and political charge hidden behind the words.

The Lan i tracts

14. | would like now to refer to the way language is used in these three extracts. They
do have a certain amount in common, but the way in which the writer manipulates the use
of lexical items varies and creates that touch of personal style, especially the style of lil
which is quite different from that of I and Il. Something that the three news items clearly
shared is that their underlying aims are identical: all of them trying to present some
information about an event, of not great importance, in an amusing and interesting style.
And although the three papers concerned are quality papers with probably similar
readership, they present not only similar but also different linguistic features.

15. Two of the extracts | and ll, appeared on the same day and we can mention a few
generalisations about the way language is used in both of them. The treatment of the
subject matter is similar: the narrative as a whole is broken up into short paragraphs most
of which are direct quotations. In contrast, in lll inverted commas are used only once for
direct quotation: the one of the visitor talking about his cat’s breath, and the other two
times for indirect quotations i.e. “cover up the smell”.

16. In the three extracts we may notice that the authors provide a certain amount of
information and at the same time entertain their readers by using the language in a quite
informal way. The informality is sometimes broken by the use of either the scientific name
of the plant Titan Arum or even the Latin name (Amorphophallus titanum), or by the
inclusion of certain formal literary adjectives seldom used, if ever, in informal register. For
example in | we have ‘infamous perfume’ or ‘pungent aroma. The writers constantly play
with words and use puns in all these three texts to maintain the humorous and informal
tone of the discourse.

17 The best example of a pun is the title of ll, as exposed in paragraph (13); in | we find
a pun in the carton Phew Gardens instead of Kew Gardens, which is similar to the pun
in 1, ‘Kew (instead of Phew), what a scorcher!” Other ways of playing with words that we
find are: in | the figurative use of ‘unfurl’ meaning ‘burst into bloom’ or in Ili the double
meaning of the word ‘stink’.

18. Perhaps, of these three texts the one that deserves a little bit of careful attention is
lil. | find this particular piece of news extremely witty and chatty. The humorous way in
which he divides the text into paragraphs with subheadings which in isolation might be
irrelevant or meaningless becomes a fundamental link between the paragraphs. Let us
consider, for example, | say, my Amorphophallus titanum’s got no nose! | believe this
is a good example of what Cruse (1986: p.12-14) calls entailment and by this he means
that a proposition is said to entail another proposition. If we remember the children’s game

A: | say, my dog got no nose!
B: How does it smell?
A: Terrible!




we have here the subheading of a paragraph which entails the subheading of the
following paragraph How does it smell ?. Like the odour of a teenager’s old socks!

19. Another device the writer uses when usinglanguage is that of imagery by comparison.
What is the smell like? Well, just like Compo, the scruffy and dirty character in the comedy
program Last of the Summer Wine, really smelly. Or on the other hand he mentions a
wine correspondent, who would normally use fanciful language when smelling the wine
and might say the wine smells like a summer morning, this time noted “fresh fish and an
undertone of decaying meat”.

20. Apart from this, he uses what | dare call metaphorical strategies, which | think might
be ‘semantically opaque’ for a non-native to understand and even misinterpreted. One
may think that the writer is using scientific names, when he is really creating a play upon
words. Bothamis vulgaris to refer to lan Botham the cricket player who is well known for
being vulgar as well as for his irascibility; Olympus Britanicii to criticise the bad
performance of the British athletes in the last Olympic Games in Atlanta, and then
Hydrangea Blairacae to refer to the leader of the Labour Party, Tony Blair who is
supposedly becoming more conservative, or at least when it is more convenient for him.

21. He writes a paragraph making up siilly uses for this strange plant using the term
paparazzi very topical at the moment, especially when referring to those foliowing the
Royal Family, or Mum Rullette the brand of a deodorant. He even uses the name of a tree
the Common Redwood with a double meaning. He refers to the politician John Edward
Redwood who appeared from nowhere to oppose John Major and who will not ‘flourish’
anywhere. And finally he mentions a very important business man Bill Gates when
referring to the future of the plant.

22 As to the type of sentences used, there are very few adverbial subordinate clauses,
and one or two relative clauses in each of the three texts. In fact the style of the three
extracts is characterised by the use of short, simple sentences that relate to each other
forming a coherent passage with an informal and humorous tone.

esi Vi

23; Within these three texts we find a number of devices that are useful to hold the texts
together, that help to give them cohesion. | will try to identify some of these devices
according to the different types that Nunan (1993) mentions when he quotes Halliday and
Hasan (1976) in whose book these five different types of cohesion can be found and
identified as: reference, substitution, ellipsis, conjunction and lexical cohesion.

Referential Cohesion

24, Reference items can function in a written text in two different ways, either in an
anaphoric way or in a cataphoric way. The anaphoric reference points the reader to
something previously mentioned. Cataphoric reference points the reader to an element
mentioned later in the text as in the following examples from the extracts:

Jennifer Livings, nine, claimed that she was no stranger to horrible
odours as she queued with her parents at Kew.
Here she points backwards to Jennifer Livings, so it is an example of anaphoric
reference. While in the sentence that follows in the same paragraph in II:
“You should smell her feet at home,” she said, pointing
to her younger sister.
Her is used here in a cataphoric way as it points forward to ‘sister’.



PERSONAL REFERENCE

The most common personal reference items are the personal pronouns, along with
their objective or possessive forms, such as in text I:

But botanist Peter Boyce said he had picked up the unmistakeable

scent of the flower. (He refers to Peter Boyce)

Sir David Attemborough, one of the few westerners to have seen
titan bloom in its native Sumatra. (Its refers to titan, the plant)

DEMONSTRATIVE REFERENCE

This type of reference is expressed by means of determiners as in the following
example from text Il:

Last night this whole room smelt very strongly of full dustbins on a

summer afternoon. That was to coincide with the opening . . .

Here we have demonstrative reference since that refers back to the fact that ‘last
night the whole room smelt very strongly of full dustbins.’

SUBSTITUTION
There is an example of verbal substitution with the verb substitute do in I

“Flowers aren’t designed to smell nice for the benefit of
humans. Some of them do because . ..”

ELLIPSIS

This device, which sometimes is considered as a kind of substitution in which the
original item is replaced by zero, consists in leaving out a word or phrase instead of
repeatrng it, as in the following example from I

The excitement at Kew when the titan flowered for the second time (the first
was in 1889) was so great that police . . .
The word omitted here is obviously time.

CONJUNCTION

There are words and phrases used to indicate some connection between the different
parts of a text. Words and phrases that function as connectives include: conjunctions.
These signal relationships with other parts of the text and can be of four types -
adversative, additive, causal and temporal. Examples of each type follow:

ADVERSATIVE

(From 1)
Monica Foster . . . said: “I've got a very big nose and | couldn’t
smell anything.” But botanist Peter Boyce said he had picked ...



(From 1)

The Titan Arum plant, however, which promised to emit a stench of
rotting flesh from its crimson flower, failed to deliver.

But and however moderate the information in the previous sentences respectively.

ADDITIVE

(From 11)
That was to coincide with the opening and the fact that the female
part of the flower was receptive.

Here and presents additional information.

B f RAL

(From 1)

The Sumatran sweat beetle obviously knows how to live - nothing

for 30 years, then driven into a sexual frenzy by the smell of dead fish.
Here the events in the text are related in terms of the time when they occur.

CAUSAL
Here the relationship is one of cause and consequence.
(From 1)
Some of them do because they are pollinated by honey bees ...

Lexical Cohesion
REPETITION

5. Writers use a lot of repetition of words not just for the sake of repeating them, but
because they play an important role in the text. Any text in English will probably contain
many words that occur a number of times, but | will refer to the repetition of certain words
which we don’tfind in every text, sometimes called ‘content words’(Salkie: p.14), and they
do help to make a text coherent. Let us look at some examples in the newspaper extracts:

In 1, the writer repeats the word flower several times as in ‘ high flower , ‘the scent
of the flower'. He also repeats rotting in rotting fish in rotting flesh and also burnt sugar
and burning sugar. Another word he repeats is appearance in the appearance of the
world’s largest flower and the appearance of the flower.

In Il the same words are repeated ... that the flower goes ..., the female part of the
flower and in blood-coloured flower. Also the word rotting is repeated in ‘ a stench of
rotting flesh’ and in ‘it was a rotting fish’.

And finally in lll we find the repetition of cat’s breath, also the word smell

is repeated in the subheading The smell:, in ‘the smell of dead fish’ and in ‘ cover
the smelf. The name of the plant Titan Arum is also repeated a couple of times.

SYNONYMS
Another cohesive device frequently employed in some texts is the use of synonyms.

Instead of repeating words, the writers use other words which are close in meaning. Here are
some



examples:

In Il we have:
crimson flower = huge bloom
crimson = blood coloured

In lll we have:
pink blooms = flower

In | we can count as synonyms:
entrance = appearance
unfurl = burst into flower = flowered

SUPERORDINATE

To create coherence a writer may appeal to another way of linking words. He may
refer back to words by using a superordinate term. Quite often some more specific words
are used first and then the superordinate is used to refer back toit. In these texts we have
as an example of a general word smell and then we have the more specific ones called
‘hyponyms’. If we consider smell as the superordinate, the hyponyms are:

In | : perfume, scent and aroma.
In ll: odour, stench, and whiff.
And in It we find again perfume, odour, and whiff.

Conclusion

To conclude with my analysis of the newspaper articles, | want to say that | believe
the extracts contain a number of structural devices and characteristics that distinguish
them from isolated utterances. the writers have used enough cohesive devices as to enable
them to make the relationship between the entities quite explicit.Hence, | think they
succeeded in creating three coherent pieces of discourse fulfilling the purpose for which
they created them, to inform and amuse their readers, and which is reflected in their overall
structure. Although we may be tempted to consider these extracts a inferior pieces of
journalism, | find them very clever, since the three writers succeeded in a using a trivial
event to create coherent pieces of news that allow their readers to get some information
while they enjoyed reading them.



