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Abstract

Food advertising translation plays a significant role in global market promotion. Accurate and creative
translation is essential for breaking down cultural barriers and ensuring effective communication of
advertising messages. The quality of translation directly affects the product’s appeal to consumers in
the target language market, which in turn impacts the product’s sales profits.

This study, based on the functional equivalence theory, explores how to achieve equivalent
communication of advertisements between the source language and target language markets through
this theory, thereby promoting the globalization of food marketing. The study employs the literature
survey method to systematically review previous research findings in the field of functional equivalence
theory and advertising translation, providing a solid theoretical foundation for this study. Meanwhile,
the case analysis method is used to collect a wide range of domestic and international food brand
advertising translation cases. The study deeply analyzes creative translation strategies based on the
functional equivalence theory, such as lexical substitution, syntactic adjustment, and cultural imagery
transformation, exploring the specific application of creative translation in advertising translation. The
study finds that to improve the effectiveness of food advertising translation, two principles should be
followed: content is prioritized over form; the translated text should produce similar effects and
functions as the source text.

The research indicates that creative translation strategies can effectively overcome cultural differences
and enable target language consumers to have similar feelings to those of the source language
consumers. This study is expected to provide valuable references for advertising translation practice,
helping advertising practitioners improve translation quality and promoting the widespread
dissemination and promotion of food in the international market.

Keywords: functional equivalence theory, food advertising translation, transcreation, cultural
differences

1. Introduction the food industry is increasingly showing an

With the development of economic globalization, international trend. As a bridge connecting food
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enterprises and consumers, the quality of
translation in food advertising directly affects the
sales performance of products in the
international market. However, due to significant
differences in language, culture, and consumer
psychology among different countries and
regions, food advertising translation faces many
challenges.

This study comprehensively uses case analysis
and literature review methods to explore
effective paths for food advertising translation.
The theory of functional equivalence was
proposed by Eugene A. Nida, emphasizing that
translation should not only pursue literal
correspondence, but also pay attention to the
equivalence of functional effects between the
translated text and the original text. In the field of
food advertising translation, this theory provides
solid theoretical support for advertising creation
and translation. Through in-depth analysis of a
large number of food advertising translation
cases, this study aims to explore the application
rules of functional equivalence theory in them.

The first chapter illustrates the significant value
of food advertising translation against the
backdrop of the internationalization of the food
industry. The second chapter of this paper
provides a comprehensive overview of the
research, elaborating on functional equivalence
theory and the characteristics of transcreation,
laying a solid theoretical foundation for
subsequent research. Chapter 3 focuses on the
language  characteristics and  translation
objectives of food advertising, deeply analyzes
the unique language style of food advertising and
the goals that translation should achieve, and
clarifies the research direction. Chapter 4 focuses
on exploring the specific application of functional
equivalence theory in food advertising
translation, from multiple dimensions such as
lexical equivalence, syntactic equivalence, and
stylistic equivalence, presenting the specific
practical methods of this theory in practice.
Chapter 5 based on the functional equivalence
theory, extracts two principles for the creative
translation of food advertising: prioritizing
content over form, and pursuing similarity in
effect and functional correspondence.

2. Overview of the Study

This chapter begins with a review of the current
research status of food advertising translation in
China. Secondly, the functional equivalence
theory is introduced, which provides the
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theoretical foundation for this study. Thirdly,
transcreation, as a translation method, is
introduced here, including its definition and
characteristics.

2.1 Literature Review

The functional equivalence theory in translation
studies began to emerge in the 18th century,
when George Campbell (1789) proposed a theory
of translation that relates word meanings to their
intended purposes, laying the foundation for the
development of functional equivalence theory.
Subsequently, many scholars conducted research
on this topic and later clarified the concept of
functional equivalence theory. The first to
propose the equivalence theory was the linguist
Fedorov from the former Soviet Union, among
others (Polina K, 2020). Nida, in Language, Culture
and  Translating  (1993), emphasized that
equivalence should be as close as possible, rather
than absolute equivalence. He focused more on
the effect of equivalence rather than merely the
sameness of linguistic forms. This requires that
the translation conveys the connotative
information of the source text fluently and
naturally, ensuring that the target language
readers understand the translation in the same
way as the source language readers understand
the source text. Applying the theory of functional
equivalence to the translation of food
advertisements requires translators to deeply
consider how to address cultural differences in
the translation process and how to competently
translate texts of different genres. Additionally,
they must perform cultural conversion work
between the initiators of the task and the target
language recipients, possessing knowledge of at
least two cultures, understanding the psychology
of both cultures, and being familiar with the
cultural patterns of both.

In the mid-1980s, research articles on advertising
language began to appear in some foreign
language journals in China. However,
professional research on advertising translation
did not start until the early 1990s. At that time, it
mainly focused on exploring the methods and
problems of Chinese-English advertisement
translation, which was still in its initial stage. At
the end of the 1990s, scholars gradually delved
into the principles and standards of
advertisement translation, as well as issues
related to rhetorical techniques, emotion
conveyance, brand image reproduction, and
retention of labeling features. Chinese scholars
primarily employed inductive and analytical
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methods. In recent years, they have also started
to apply pragmatics theory and theories from
other disciplines to analyze translation problems
(Sun, 2016).

From the perspective of domestic research, the
hotspots of domestic food translation research
mainly focus on translation strategy, food
advertising slogans, and English translation.
Most of the related literature comes from general
journals, indicating that the research level in this
field needs to be improved, and the academic
demand needs to be strengthened. In recent
years, the scope of research has gradually
expanded, and the content has become more
specificc but the topics remain relatively
concentrated. Most studies explore the
translation value of food advertisements from
different dimensions, while research on the
transcreation of food advertisement language is
relatively weak. For example, Zhang Xiaoyan
(2011) analyzed the positive effect of fuzzy
restrictive language in English food advertising
slogans. Wang Xiaoyan et al. (2016) proposed to
use the theory of translation ecology to translate
food advertising slogans to give full play to the
economic and cultural value of food advertising.
Ye et al. (2018) discussed the importance of using
puns to achieve functional equivalence in food
advertising translation. Tang et al. (2019)
discussed the application and guiding
significance of functional equivalence theory and
translation teleology in the Chinese translation of
food advertising slogans.

In summary, scholars from various countries
generally believe that translation is a process of
cultural They advocate that
translators should minimize changes to maintain
the original meaning, and they believe that the
ability to convert cultures across languages is one
of the most important qualities of translators.
Since the advertisement text contains cultural
symbols and values of the source language, the
translator needs to communicate with the
original author to ensure that the deeper meaning
of the source text is accurately understood and
appropriate translation strategies and techniques
are used to achieve consistency between the two
languages.

conversion.

2.2 Overview of the Functional Equivalence Theory

Eugene Nida’s Functional Equivalence Theory is
one of the core theories in translation studies,
emphasizing that translation should produce
responses similar to those of the target language
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reader, rather than pursuing a formal word-for-
word correspondence. The core idea of this
theory is that the focus of translation is to convey
the function and meaning of the source text,
rather than simply the equivalence of linguistic
forms.

Nida originally proposed “Dynamic
Equivalence”, emphasizing that the translated
text should naturally convey the message and
emotion of the source language, so that the target
language reader can understand and feel the text
in a similar way to the source language reader.
Later, he developed this concept into “functional
equivalence”, further clarifying that the goal of
translation is to achieve functional equivalence,
not formal homogeneity.

The theory of functional equivalence has several
levels: at the lexical level, the translator needs to
find the closest equivalent; At the syntactic level,
the sentence structure needs to be adjusted to
conform to the expression habits of the target
language. At the discourse level, it is necessary to
ensure the coherence and logic of the discourse;
At the stylistic level, it is necessary to maintain
the style and tone of the source text as much as
possible. Through these level adjustments, the
translation can achieve functional equivalence.

Nida also proposed the basic principles of
translation: the translated text should be
expressed naturally and conform to the linguistic
habits of the target language; should be faithful
to the meaning of the source language and avoid
misunderstandings or misinterpretations; At the
same time, the response of the target language
reader should be similar to that of the source
language reader. These principles provide
important guidance for translation practice.

Overall, the theory of functional equivalence is
centered on the target language reader, focusing
on the transmission of meaning and the reader’s
response, and although controversial, it still has
important guiding significance for translation
practice.

2.3 Definition and Characteristics of Transcreation

There are roughly two definitions of creative
translation: firstly, transcreation, which refers to
the recreation based on the content of the original
text. Its core lies in “creation” rather than
“translation”, aiming to overcome the
“untranslatability” caused by language and
cultural differences. Therefore, the original
content is rewritten in the target language and
new text content is created when necessary.
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Secondly, transcreation refers to creative
translation, and translation is its attribute, with
the core being “translation”. But it is more
creative, as they are given more permissions to
“add, rearrange, or create”. Its characteristic is
the integration of creativity in the translation
process to adapt to the target audience, while
conveying the same information, style, and
emotions from the source language to the target
language, making the target language closer to
the expression and meaning of the source
language. From this perspective,
translation is fundamentally related to
“translation”, emphasizing the use of creative
techniques to reproduce the meaning and beauty
of the original text (Li Xiaoyi & Zhang
Shunsheng, 2022). The purpose of this paper is to
discuss the second type of transcreation.

creative

As a portmanteau combining “translation” and
“creation”. “Transcreation” can also be referred
to as creative translation. Zhao Gang and Guo
Yajun (2019) point out that in cross-cultural
translation, the foreign elements that need to be
recreated include names, publicity, presentation
methods, as well as the design of prefaces and
appendices. Transcreation is redefined as an
intralingual reinterpretation aimed at the target
readers. Yuan Yuqi and Li Yi, (2024) point
creative translation enables translators to
accurately convey the meaning of the original
text while striving to preserve its forms. Due to
differences between languages, some linguistic
forms in the original text may not have direct
equivalents in the target language. Translators
need to exercise their subjectivity and creativity,
employing appropriate strategies, methods, and
techniques to reshape the content and form of the
original work in order to achieve fluency,
flexibility, originality, and comprehensiveness in
the translation.

Thus, translation emphasizes creative adaptation
based on fidelity to the original work, allowing
the translator’s initiative to align with the reading
habits and aesthetic standards of the target
language readers.

The characteristics of creative translation are
mainly reflected in the following aspects:

1) Flexibility: Transcreation does not stick to the
literal meaning of the original text, but flexibly
adjusts the translation according to the cultural
background and expression habits of the target
language, so that it is more in line with the
reader’s understanding and acceptance.
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2) Cultural adaptability: During the translation
process, the translator should fully consider the
characteristics of the target culture and avoid
cultural conflicts or misunderstandings. Through
creative processing, translations are better
integrated into the target culture, enhancing
readability and empathy.

3) Language artistry: Transcreation focuses on
the aesthetic effect of language and pursues the
fluency and artistry of the translation. Through
the clever use of language, the translator makes
the translation convey the original meaning
while having a literary beauty.

4) Innovation: Transcreation is not only a
transformation of language, but also a re-creation
of the original text. On the basis of being faithful
to the spirit of the original text, the translator can
add his own understanding and innovation to
give new life to the translation.

5) Functionality: Transcreation also focuses on
the functionality of the translated text, ensuring
that it can effectively convey information in a
specific context and achieve the desired
communication effect.

Therefore, the translation of business English
advertisements is not just about simply
conveying the literal meaning of the
advertisement, but also about appropriately
guiding consumers to develop a favorable
impression of the product, truly considering the
needs of consumers, and being able to stimulate
their interest.

3. Linguistic Characteristics and Translation
Objectives of Food Advertisements

This chapter is divided into two main sections.
Initially, it examines the linguistic features of
food advertising, emphasizing the necessity of
conveying crucial product information and
highlighting key selling points within a concise
word count. Subsequently, the chapter outlines
the translation objectives for food advertising,
establishing an initial standard to evaluate the
effectiveness of food advertising translation.

3.1 Linguistic Characteristics of Food Advertising

Food advertising slogans are an important tool
for brands to communicate with consumers,
aiming to present the important information of
the product as much as possible in concise and
vivid language within a certain number of words,
so0 as to leave a deep impression on consumers, so
as to generate a strong desire to buy, so as to
achieve the effect of publicity (Fan Ludan, 2022).
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A good food advertising slogan usually has the
following characteristics: concise and clear,
highlighting the selling point, emotional
resonance, and easy to remember. The following
is a detailed analysis of the characteristics of food
advertising slogans with specific examples.

Firstly, concise and clear. Food advertising
slogans are usually short and powerful, capable
of capturing consumers’ attention in a short
amount of time. Given that consumers have
limited attention spans, slogans need to convey
the core message in a few seconds.

Ex 3-1: “Rich and fragrant, leaving you wanting
more.” (Maxwell Coffee)

This slogan conveys the rich flavor of coffee in
eight characters, being concise yet vivid, evoking
the richness and aftertaste of coffee.

Secondly, highlighting unique selling points.
Food advertising slogans need to highlight the
unique selling points of the product, which may
include taste, health, natural ingredients,
functionality, etc. By emphasizing the
advantages of the product, they attract target
consumers.

Ex 3-2: “Nature’s Source, Healthy Choice.” (Yili
Milk)

This slogan emphasizes the natural and healthy
attributes of the product, catering to modern
consumers’ demand for healthy food.

Thirdly, emotional Resonance. Excellent food
advertising slogans often evoke emotional
resonance in consumers by integrating with their
life scenarios and emotional needs, thereby
enhancing the brand’s affinity.

Ex 3-3: “The taste of home, the love of a mother.”
(Master Kong's Braised Beef Noodles)

This slogan evokes consumers’ emotional
memories of family warmth through “the taste of
home” and “a mother’s love”. enhancing the
product’s affinity.

Fourthly, easy to remember. Food advertising
slogans need to be catchy and memorable to leave
a lasting impression in consumers’ minds and
even become a catchphrase.

Ex 3-4: “Eat more if it's delicious.” (Delicious
Biscuits)

The slogan reinforces the memory points by
repeating “delicious” and “eat more”, while
conveying the product’s tastiness.

In summary, the sentence structure of these food
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advertising slogans is characterized by simple
and abbreviated sentences, making it easy for
consumers to understand at a glance and quickly
grasp key information.

3.2 Translation Objectives for Food Advertising

Food Professional English (Wang, 2019) proposes
that food advertising translation under the
purpose theory is a cross-cultural
communication of foreign economic behavior. It
should convey the unique culture in food
advertising on the basis of being close to the
original text, so that the translation conforms to
the expression habits, language cognition, and
social culture of the target language, forming a
harmonious and infectious beauty.

Based on the art of Food Professional English, the
author believes that, given the differences in
language form between the source language and
the target language, in the translation of food
advertisements, if there is a conflict between the
language form and the target language, it is
necessary to follow the principle of purposive
translation, fully utilize the advantages of the
target language, beautify the translation effect as
much as possible, and leave a good impression on
consumers. The coconut juice advertisement
“The pioneer of the world. The most delicious in
China.” (Natural Coconut Juice) Although this
translation result achieves formal equivalence
with the original text and fully conveys the main
meaning, it is vastly different from the language
characteristics and habits of English advertising,
making it difficult for the target language
consumers to accept and achieve the expected
advertising effect. Therefore, it can be translated
as “Natural Coconut Juice: a world special with
an enjoyment beyond all your words”.

The goal of translating food advertisements is to
maximize cultural adaptability and
communication effectiveness. Therefore, the
purpose of translating food advertisements can
be summarized into three aspects.

The first goal of translation is to accurately
convey the core message of the original
advertisement, such as the product’s taste, health
benefits, or unique selling points, while avoiding
misunderstandings or ambiguities caused by
cultural differences.

The second goal of translation is to pay attention
to the cultural background and dietary habits of
the target market, using language that resonates
with local consumers’ psychology to enhance the
advertisement’s appeal and attractiveness.
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The third goal of translation is to retain the
emotional resonance and purposeful language of
the original text, stimulating consumers’ appetite
and desire to purchase through
expressions. The ultimate goal is to achieve the
same promotional effect in the target market as
the original text, and even further enhance the
advertisement’s impact and reach through
creative translation.

vivid

In conclusion, the goals of food advertising
translation are diverse and crucial. Accuracy is
the foundation, and it is necessary to present core
information such as product taste, health
benefits, and unique selling points in an
authentic manner, to eliminate cultural
differences that may cause misunderstandings.
At the same time, it is crucial to deeply consider
the cultural heritage and dietary habits of the
target market, and use language that can touch
the hearts of local consumers to enhance the
appeal of advertising. It is also necessary to retain
the emotional appeal and targeted wording of the
original text, and use vivid expressions to
stimulate consumers’ appetite and purchasing
impulse.

4. The Specific Application of Functional
Equivalence Theory in Food Advertising
Transcreation

In Chapter 3, linguistic characteristics and
translation objectives of food advertisements are
introduced, as well as the functional
equivalence’s strong feasibility to advertisement
translation. This chapter will elaborate on the
application of Nida’s functional equivalence
theory in the translation of Chinese and English
food advertisements from three aspects: lexical,
syntax, and style.

4.1 Application of Food Advertising Transcreation in
Lexical Equivalence

In the translation of commercial advertising
slogans, it is necessary to consider not only its
basic meaning but also its metaphorical meaning,
not only its literal meaning, but also the implied
meaning it wants to express (Liu Peipei, 2015).
Therefore, in this part, semantic equivalence and
cultural vocabulary equivalence will be
discussed combining the analysis of some typical
food translation cases.

4.1.1 Semantic Equivalence

Due to the difference between English and
Chinese, some ads cannot be translated directly.
If you don’t take into account the differences and
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translate them directly, the target readers may be
confused. Therefore, semantic equivalence is
necessary when translating ads.

Ex. 4-1:

Original Text: You are the happiness of my life.
(DOVE)

Translated Text: BEFEH —HERIFEME. (%
5571

This advertising slogan adopts the method of free
translation. The literal translation of the original
text as “MRIEFRIIZEAR" is awkward, while the free
translation is “ 18 F| K /& - — 4 10 F 45 7.
Personifying chocolate can better reflect its
emotional value and trigger emotional resonance
among consumers.

This slogan translation uses part of speech
conversion and addition techniques. The original
noun “happiness” is translated into the adjective
“ 348 [1)”, making the translation smooth and
natural, and concretizing abstract emotions. It
adds the word “ 3 #| ”, improve sentence
structure, give dynamic emotional changes,
highlight the experience of consumers obtaining
happiness by obtaining chocolate, and enhance

product value.

The advertising slogan adopts a domestication
strategy, incorporating the brand name “#83%".
“DO” sounds similar to “4#” in “{#3” and “VE”
sounds similar to “##” allowing consumers to
associate with the brand quickly . This strategy
helps strengthen the brand image, improve brand
awareness and reputation, and make consumers
remember the Dove chocolate brand while

remembering the advertising slogan.
Ex. 4-2:

Original Text: For the next generation. (Pepsi
Cola)

Translated Text: FHr— CHER. (HHEAR)

In terms of translation methods, translators
abandon the straightforward and uninspiring
literal translation of “J¥ T T —f{” and adopt free
translation to translate “For the next generation”
as “H — UKL %", accurately conveying the
market positioning for the young consumer
group and stimulating purchasing desire.

At the level of translation skills, there are parts of
speech conversion and additional translation.
Transforming the noun phrase “next generation”
into the adjective phrase “#—fX[H” to modify
“ & #% 7 aligns with Chinese customs and
highlights the connection between the product
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and the younger generation. The addition of the
word “i%#%” enriches the meaning of the original
text, implying that Pepsi is the preferred
beverage of the younger generation and provides
a psychological hint for keeping up with lifestyle
trends.

This slogan employed domestication strategy.
Given that Chinese culture places great value on
the “new generation” and the pursuit of trends,
the translated advertising slogans cater to the
psychology of Chinese consumers. They imply
product fashion and innovation, meet the
younger generation’s need for individuality, and
help brands gain recognition in the Chinese
market.

4.1.2 Cultural Vocabulary Equivalence

When certain cultural concepts in the source
language have completely different meanings
from their counterparts in the target language,
we can adopt an adaptation strategy by
supplementing the missing cultural images in the
source language culture while making them
popular and familiar to consumers in the target
language. In this way, the advertisements’
persuasive power can be strengthened and
syntactic functions consolidated.

Ex. 4-3:
Original Text: 11 F°k, MEZ7. (Wanglaoji)

Translated Text: Fight against excessive internal
heat, drink Wanglaoji Herbal Tea. (£ 7)

The advertisement “1f - °k, M5 E & %" was
translated using a combination of free translation
and transliteration. In the Chinese context, “{f1 -
‘K ” is a unique cultural concept rooted in
traditional Chinese medicine, and it is difficult to
find a direct corresponding term in English.
Therefore, it was translated as “Fight against
excessive internal heat”, which conveys the
physical discomfort symptoms and prevention
needs associated with “ ‘K" in a way that
English-speaking audiences can understand.
Meanwhile, “ £ # 7 ” was transliterated as
“Wanglaoji” to preserve the brand’s cultural
elements and maintain its unity and uniqueness
in cross-cultural communication, thus retaining
the brand name’s distinctiveness and cultural
identity.

Additionally, this advertising slogan employs
techniques of vocabulary replacement and
addition. “11” was replaced with the more action-
oriented “Fight against” to enhance the
proactivity of the statement. “Herbal Tea” was
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added after “Wanglaoji” to clarify the product's
attributes, enabling English audiences to quickly
understand the product category and aligning
the brand name more closely with the product’s
functionality.

Ex. 4-4:

Original Text: Celebrate the harvest with
Starbucks Pumpkin Spice Latte, a taste of autumn
tradition. (Starbucks)

Translated Text: A2 B 50 r JREL K RER, &
WA B Sk (BB

Firstly, the advertising slogan adopts a
translation method that focuses on literal
translation and appropriate free translation.
“Starbucks Pumpkin Spice Latte” combines
direct transliteration and literal translation, while
retaining the brand and product names; The
literal translation of “Celebrate the Harvest” is
“SRIKFEIR”, and the free translation of “a taste of
autumn tradition” is “ &b Bk Bk H A% G5 % 0k 7,
conveying cultural imagery and emotional
experiences related to autumn harvest in English
to Chinese audiences.

Secondly, the sentence employs domestication
strategy. Translating and transplanting the
cultural tradition of Western autumn harvest and
pumpkin into Chinese advertisements, while
emphasizing the traditional taste brought by the
products, to evoke emotional resonance among
Chinese audiences towards the beautiful
atmosphere of autumn, and to achieve equal
dissemination of cultural vocabulary in different
cultural contexts.

Finally, the sentence employs techniques of
conversion and cultural imagery preservation.
Convert the noun “tradition” in English to the
adjective “ 1% 4t []” in Chinese to make the
sentence more in line with Chinese expression
habits; At the same time, cultural imagery such as
“FUY” and “FKH” should be retained to allow
Chinese audiences to experience cultural scenes
and emotional atmospheres similar to the
original English text.

4.2 Application of Food Advertising Transcreation in
Syntatic Equivalence

In this part, we will focus on the application of
syntactic equivalence in food advertising
translation, exploring it in depth from two key
perspectives: simple sentences and the present
tense.

4.2.1 The Widespread Use of Simple Sentences
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In the translation of food advertisements between
Chinese and English, simple sentences have the
characteristics of being concise, clear, and hitting
the key points, and are commonly used sentence
structures to convey product information.

Ex. 4-5:
Original Text: %, Pkt (L7750
Translated Text: Hungry? Have a Snickers !

This advertising slogan adopts a literal
translation method, translating “ Wk 1% ” as
“Hungry” and “ MK % L /7 42” as “Have a
Snickers”, retaining the concise and direct
sentence structure of the original text, so that
both Chinese and English advertisements convey
the core information of the product in short and
powerful sentences. It is worth noting that in
Chinese, it is customary to use the word “Z" to
modify packaged foods such as Snickers, such as
“—2%1:7742”. Chinese tends to achieve concise
meaning by flexibly omitting elements such as
subjects, quantifiers, and conjunctions. These
essential language elements in Chinese may
become redundant parts that hinder information
transmission in English simple sentences due to
differences in syntactic rules. To avoid confusion
among target market consumers due to cultural
and language differences, the translator chooses
to omit the quantifier “4¢” and directly use the
expression “Have a Snickers” when translating.
This processing method not only conforms to the
language expression habits of English, but also
ensures the accuracy and fluency of advertising
information transmission.

This sentence uses the technique of combining
interrogative and imperative sentence structures.
Although the Chinese word “# %% ” is not a
formal question, it implies an inquiry about the
consumer’s status, while the English word
“Hungry?” reinforces the sense of questioning
with a question mark; Subsequently, following
the imperative sentence “Have a Snickers”, a
logical chain of inquiry suggestion is formed to
maintain consistency in sentence rhythm and
expression logic between Chinese and English.

Ex. 4-6:
Original Text: ¥4 K AF, ATHAIR. (ATHATR)

Translated Text: Can’t wait, Coca Cola. (Coca
Cola)

Firstly, the advertising slogan adopts a literal
translation method. The Chinese advertising
slogan “#y /N K £ is directly translated as “Can’t
wait” in English, and “#] 1A /K" is transliterated
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as “Coca-Cola”, retaining the structure and core
semantics of simple sentences in the source
language, making the English translation
consistent with Chinese syntax, and expressing
consumers’ urgent needs for products directly
with concise phrases.

Secondly, the sentence employs vocabulary
correspondence and structural preservation
techniques. The word “/A K AfF” in “iEA J 455"
corresponds precisely to “can’t wait”, which is
highly compatible in terms of semantics and
emotional expression; At the same time, the
structural order of Chinese advertising slogans
expressing needs first and product names
appearing later has been retained, making the
English translation completely consistent with
Chinese in terms of syntactic structure and
information presentation logic.

Finally, the sentence employs a concise
equivalence strategy. Given the characteristic of
simple sentences in advertising that aim to
convey information quickly, efforts should be
made to maintain simplicity and equivalence in
both Chinese and English sentence structures
during translation, without adding too many
modifying elements, so that the target language
audience can receive product information at a
similar reading pace and understanding to the
source language audience.

4.2.2 Present Tense

In English advertisements, the present tense is
commonly used to indicate the a sense of
immediacy and vividness of this product.

Ex. 4-7:

Original Text: Taste the pizza perfection now.
(Pizza Hut)

Translated Text: IUTE, MR PFE. (LR

This advertising slogan adopts a literal
translation method, accurately corresponding to
English and Chinese vocabulary. “Taste” is
translated as “ f 22”7 , “pizza perfection” is
translated as “52E#5%”, and “now” is translated
as “BLAE”. The original sentence’s present tense
(“Taste” is a general present tense directive) and
imperative sentence structure are fully preserved
to ensure complete consistency in grammar
structure, time expression, and behavioral
instructions between Chinese and English,
enabling Chinese audiences to have the same
information reception experience as English
audiences.

This sentence adopts translation techniques of
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word order adjustment. In English, the time
adverb “now” is placed at the end of the sentence,
which conforms to the expression habit of
emphasizing the core action first in English; In
Chinese, the word “Hl#E” is advanced, which
conforms to the Chinese word order rule of “time
first, action later”. By adjusting the word order,
the translation becomes more natural and fluent.

This sentence uses a call to action strategy to
create a sense of immediacy in the present tense,
paired with imperative sentence structures to
directly issue instructions. Both Chinese and
English use the straightforward expression of “I{
fE il 27 to shorten the psychological distance
between consumers receiving information and
taking action. Through the use of immediate and
directive sentences, it stimulates consumers’
impulse to try products at the moment and
promotes purchasing behavior.

Ex. 4-8:
Original Text: Open happiness now. (Coca Cola)
Translated Text: BEZITF R, CATEATIR)

In the process of translating the English slogan
“Open happiness now” into Chinese, a literal
translation method was used to directly translate
the original text into “ It %I JF J5 tR 2k 7. When
translating, the present tense marker “now” and
the core verb “Open” in the original English
sentence were fully retained to ensure that the
tense features and action instructions of the
Chinese and English advertisements are
completely consistent, conveying the core selling
point of the product that can bring consumers a
pleasant experience in the present moment
through real-time expression.

From the perspective of translation techniques,
this translation comprehensively utilizes
vocabulary replacement and word order
optimization strategies. At the lexical level,
“Open” is accurately translated as “ Jf /3 7,
achieving seamless integration of action
meanings; “Happiness” breaks through the
literal meaning and is translated as a stronger
emotional color of “ Pt /K ”, enhancing the
infectiousness of the advertisement. In terms of
word order, Chinese expresses the concept of
time through time adverbs, particles or
contextual contexts, and its syntactic structure is
relatively flexible; English uses verb inflection
and time adverbs to clearly indicate tenses,
presenting a rigorous syntactic constraint. In
response to the English habit of placing the
adverb “now” after the time adverb to highlight
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the action, the Chinese translation has flexibly
adjusted to place “Itt%]” before it. This not only
follows the conventional Chinese word order of
“time before action”, but also makes the
expression of the entire sentence more natural
and fluent, in line with the reading habits of
Chinese audiences.

Ex. 4-9:
Original Text: MiPRZEER, MrELEZ]. (A4
Translated Text: Savor the purity now. (Mengniu)

The advertising slogan uses literal translation to
translate the Chinese slogan “/WR4EE, FLfELL
Z|” directly into “Savor the purity now”. The
translation fully preserves the concept of time “Iit;
Z| (now)” and the core action “ /¥ (Savor)” in
the original Chinese sentence. Both Chinese and
English advertising slogans use the present tense
to emphasize the immediacy of enjoying
products in the present moment.

Translation techniques for this advertising
slogans using conversion. In the translation
process, the Chinese word “4i¥i” is converted
into the English noun “purity”, which can
succinctly and clearly demonstrate the pure
characteristics of the product; “ f W ”
corresponds to the English word “savor”.
Compared to the ordinary word “taste”, “savor”
can better highlight the process of savoring and
lingering. In addition, the English translation
omits the word “#f 7£”, making the sentence
more concise and refined, in line with English
expression habits.

4.3 Application of Food Advertising Transcreation in
Stylistic Equivalence

In this part, we will delve into the application of
food advertising translation in terms of stylistic
equivalence from the perspectives of language
style and rhetoric.

4.3.1 Language Style Equivalence

There are many types of food advertisements
with various styles and forms, and in the
translation process, translators should pay
attention to stylistic equivalence. Common forms
of advertising style include narrative, poetic,
Q&A, and association. When translating such
texts, the translator should make the original text
and the translated language text equal in style, so
as to reproduce the style of the original text and
express the connotation of the original text in the
translated text.

Ex. 4-10:
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Original Text: Indulge in the creamy luxury of
Haagen-Dazs. (Haagen-Dazs)

Translated Text: VT TMAARIEHTHI 4155 1., (1
FRIEHH)

This advertisement adopts a literal translation
method. “Indulge in” is translated as “UtiF T
“the cream luxury” is translated as “#21§ %%,
and “Haagen-Daz” retains its transliteration,
directly conveying the elegant and high-end
language style and core information of the
original English text to the Chinese translation,
ensuring consistency in language style between
Chinese and English advertisements.

The translation of this advertisement utilizes
techniques of poeticizing vocabulary and
creating artistic conception. “Creamy” is
translated as “#27%”, which is more poetic and
aesthetically pleasing than simply “ %} % 7.
“Luxury” is translated as “Z #£”, using high-
quality vocabulary to create a high-end and
enjoyable atmosphere. The Chinese translation
“UlEET......” adopts a dynamic object structure,
which is concise yet full of charm, echoing the
elegant sentence style of the English original
“Indulge in... luxury”, conveying the high-end
and exquisite brand image of the product.

This advertisement adopts a style continuation
strategy. As a high-end ice cream brand, Haagen-
Dazs has always been known for its elegant and
luxurious advertising language style. During the
translation process, the translator -carefully
selected vocabulary and sentence structures to
continue the brand’s consistent language style,
allowing Chinese consumers to also feel the
unique luxury charm of Hiagen-Dazs through
advertising.

Ex. 4-11:

Original Text: SEWibe, BFIERE, WAEAT !
(BB

Translated Text: Kiss-shaped snacks, insanely
spicy, you won’t be able to stop! (Weilong spicy
strip)

The advertisement adopts a translation method
mainly based on free translation
supplemented by literal translation. “3EME5E" is
translated as “Kiss-shaped snacks”, using vivid
descriptions to help English audiences
understand the shape of the product; The phrase
“BAFIEIE” and “MRAAFA T K are translated as
“insanely spicy” and “you won't be able to stop!”
respectively, which is a free translation of the
product’s extremely spicy and captivating

and
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characteristics. It abandons literal translation and
focuses more on conveying the vivid and
exaggerated language style of the original text.

This sentence employs techniques of lexical
exaggeration and tone reinforcement. “Jd#&” is
translated as “insanely”, using exaggerated
vocabulary to highlight the degree of spiciness;
“RRAAFA T K is translated as “you won't be
able to stop!”, creating a highly provocative
language style by emphasizing the tone of the
expression, just like the original Chinese text. At
the same time, the use of the playful expression
“Kiss-shaped” corresponds to “ 3¢ M 7,
maintaining the lively and playful language style
of the original text.

The Chinese advertising slogan of Weilong spicy
strips attracts consumers with a down-to-earth,
lively and exaggerated language style. When
translating, in order to achieve linguistic style
equivalence, translators start with vocabulary
and sentence structures, using exaggerated,
colloquial, and infectious vocabulary and
sentence structures to present a humorous and
enthusiastic language style similar to the Chinese
original text in the English translation.

4.3.2 Rhetorical Equivalence

Merchants usually use rhetorical devices to make
their advertising slogans more distinctive,
meaningful, and engaging. Advertising slogans
often use repetition, personification, puns, and

metaphors. Among them, repetition and
metaphors are commonly used.

Ex. 4-12:

Original Text: AW Z M.  CHER)

Translated Text: So good, so KFC. (KFC)

This advertising slogan adopts a combination of
free translation and simplification translation
methods. The Chinese original text “/Ei&H a1t %
W7 uses poetic expression to metaphorically
describe how consumers’ lives become better and
more charming after enjoying KFC products. The
English translation “So good, so KFC” does not
directly translate word for word, but abandons
the literal translation of words such as “4:{%” and
“Z 1", and directly associates the brand name
“KFC” with the word “good” in a very concise
way.

From the perspective of translation techniques,
the English translation of this advertisement
cleverly employs the techniques of repetition and
contrast. The word “so” repeated twice in a
sentence not only enhances the rhythm of the
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sentence, but also strengthens the emotional
power conveyed by the advertisement through
this repetitive emphasis, triggering resonance
among consumers. At the same time, “good” and
“KFC” form a sharp contrast, with the former
focusing on the beautiful experience brought by
the product, while the latter highlights the
brand’s main body, and the two complement
each other. This contrasting and echoing
approach forms an equivalent relationship with
the emphasis effect of the word “#1it” in the

original Chinese text, both achieving the
highlighting and strengthening of key
information.

Ex 4-13:

Original Text: Milk Fragrant, Silky Feel. (DOVE)

Translated Text: FUFEWK, 2%, (FEIIY
w71

This advertising slogan adopts a combination of
literal translation and free translation methods.
“Milk fragment” literally translates to “ %)%
#”, conveying the message that chocolate has a
strong milk aroma. “Silky feel” is translated as
“22 JIKAZ”, not directly translated as “ 22 J %1
J&3t”. Instead, it vividly conveys the smoothness
of chocolate taste in a more concise and in line
with Chinese expression habits, allowing
consumers to quickly associate the smooth
texture of silk and have a visual experience of
chocolate taste. At the same time, the word make
the translation more complete, natural, and
accurately convey the experience of chocolate
taste that the original text intends to convey.

This advertising slogan compares the taste of
chocolate to silky smoothness, using the beautiful
image of silk in people’s hearts to create a high-
end and delicate quality image of chocolate,
attracting consumers’ attention and stimulating
their desire to purchase, thus achieving the
purpose of advertising promotion.

5. Principles of Food Advertising Transcreation
Under the Functional Equivalence Theory

By analyzing and summarizing the cases in
Chapter 4, the author has derived two principles
for advertising translation under the guidance of
the functional equivalence theory: the principle
of content primacy and the principle of similar
and corresponding functions in effect.

5.1 Prioritizing Content

The principle of “content first” is summarized
based on theoretical guidance and case studies,
emphasizing that in the translation of food
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advertisements, conveying the core message and
brand value should be given top priority. The
necessity and importance of this principle in
advertisement translation is mainly reflected in
the following;:

In the translation of food advertisements, the
priority of content often overrides the reciprocity
of form. This feature can be observed in the
translation cases of advertising slogans for
Maxwell Coffee, Yili Milk, Master Kong’s Braised
Beef Noodles, and Delicious Biscuits in Chapter
3-1. The simplicity and clarity of Maxwell
Coffee’s tagline directly convey the convenience
and quality of the product, aligning with
consumers’ psychological expectations for quick
coffee enjoyment. Yili Milk’s tagline “Nature’s
Source, Healthy Choice” accurately captures the
core selling point of naturalness and health,
satisfying consumers’ pursuit of food quality.
Master Kong’s braised beef noodles slogan “The
taste of home, the love of a mother” employs an
emotional marketing strategy to evoke
consumers’ empathy for the warmth of family,
enhancing the product’s appeal. The advertising
slogan for Delicious Biscuits “Eat more if it’s
delicious”, reinforces the taste advantage
through repetition of “delicious” and “eat more”,
creating a memorable advertising hook.

These cases demonstrate that food advertisement
translation should focus on accurate content
communication and flexibly apply different
translation strategies to adapt to the target
market’s cultural background and consumer
psychology. Strategies such as simplicity and
clarity, highlighting selling points, emotional
resonance, and strengthening memory points are
all ways to optimize advertising effectiveness
through appropriate creative translation, while
prioritizing content.

5.2 Similar Effects and Corresponding Functions

Food advertisements are often concise, vivid, and
innovative, using rhetoric to enhance their
infectious power. Translators need to create
translations that retain these characteristics so
that the translations produce similar effects in the
target language. For example, “Hi—fRIEHE (H
HHA[R)” is a free translation of “For the next
generation. (Pepsi-Cola)”, which is adjusted to
conform to Chinese expression habits. It
effectively conveys the product positioning and
meets the requirement of “similar effects” in the
theory of functional equivalence.

Food advertisements are often concise, vivid, and
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innovative, using rhetoric to enhance their
infectious power. Translators need to create
translations that retain these characteristics so
that the translations produce similar effects in the
target language. For example, “Hi—{X L #E .

(HEEASR) 7 is a free translation of “For the next
generation. (Pepsi-Cola)”, which is adjusted to
conform to Chinese expression habits. It
effectively conveys the product positioning and
meets the requirement of “similar effect” in the
theory of functional equivalence.

The translation of food advertisements should
take into account the cultural background of the
target market and avoid cultural conflicts. For
example, “41 Lk, MgEEZH (F&EH) 7 is
translated as “Fight against excessive internal
heat, drink Wanglaoji Herbal Tea. (Wanglaoji)”,
adding “Herbal Tea” so that the English-speaking
audience can understand the related symptoms
and the need for prevention, thus avoiding
cultural misunderstanding. The Chinese cultural
concept of “fear of excessive internal heat” is
translated as “Fight against excessive internal
heat”, which enables English-speaking audiences
to understand the related symptoms and
preventive needs, and avoids cultural
misunderstanding. This is in line with the
requirement of functional equivalence.

Another example is the translation of “ 5 &7 6,
FRHETFER. CRAREET) ” into English as
“The world’s first and China’s most delicious
coconut juice. (Natural Coconut Juice)” This
translation does not align with the style of
English advertisements and is difficult to accept
for target language consumers. Adjusting the
translation to “Natural Coconut Juice: World’s
First, Flavor Beyond Words” is more in line with
the English advertisement style. It attracts
consumers, stimulates the desire to buy, and

achieves similar effect and functional
equivalence.
To sum wup, the translation of food

advertisements should be combined with the
theory of functional equivalence. Retaining the
characteristics of the original text, considering the
cultural background, and triggering emotional
resonance through creative translation help
realize the equivalence between the translated
text and the original text in terms of effect and
function.

6. Conclusion

This study deeply analyzes the practice of
transcreation in food advertising translation from
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the perspective of functional equivalence theory.
It reveals the importance of cultural adaptation,
creative translation strategies, and the integration
of language and culture. The study finds that, to
achieve the most natural equivalence in
advertising translation, the application of
functional equivalence theory should follow two
principles: “prioritizing content” and “similarity
effects and correspondence functions”.
Although this study has achieved some
theoretical and practical results, there are still
some limitations. Firstly, this study mainly
focuses on creative translation strategies in food
advertising translation and does not involve
other types of advertising translation. Future
research can further expand the scope of research
to explore the effectiveness of creative translation
strategies in different types of advertising.
Secondly, the case analysis in this study is mainly
based on existing cases, lacking field research on
the advertising translation process. Future
research can provide interviews, questionnaire
surveys, etc. to gain a deeper understanding of
the practical issues and challenges in the process
of advertising translation. Finally, this study
mainly focuses on the translation of Chinese and
English advertisements, with less research on the
translation of advertisements in other languages.
Future research can further expand the scope of
language and explore advertising translation
strategies between different language pairs,
thereby enriching the theoretical system of
translation research.
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Abstract

The discourse of national-consciousness in African literature is so pertinent that early and contemporary
African writers have “embraced” it with intense, artistic interest and literary enthusiasm. Consequently,
in poetry, drama and the novel, critics and scholars have explored varying “faces” of national-
consciousness, which on the one hand have opened the readership eye to its ever existence in the texts
and equally have enriched the literature and the criticisms of the continent on the other. This paper, as
innumerable others explore this discourse in the early and the later novels of Ngugi wa Thiang’o, one
of such prolific African writers. These are Weep Not Child (1964), The River Between (1965), A Grain of
Wheat (1967), Petals of Blood (1977), Devil on the Cross (1980) and Matigari (1987). The aims are two-
folds. First, to unveil the great pertinence Ngugi accords to national-consciousness in his novels. Second,
using the postcolonial standpoints of Franz Fanon, Aime Cesaire, Kwame Nkurumah for instance, the
paper corroborates that while in the early novels Ngugi accentuates cultural and political consciousness,
in the same vein, he demonstrates how these two forms of national-consciousness have metamorphosed
into revolutionary consciousness in the later.

1. Introduction standpoint as to what national-consciousness
The call to national-consciousness is a call to ought to be. First, let us turn our earnest attention
duty — Gideon Boadu & Emmanuel Nii Adutei to the concept of a nation, without whose
Baddoo, “National Consciousness in Early emergence, national-consciousness wouldn’t

Intellectual Works in the Gold Cost” (285). have been possible. So, in the introductory
segment of Nation and Narration, Homi, K.

Bhabha argues that “despite the certainty with
which historians speak of the origins of nations

The above quote epigraph by the duo Ghanaian
intellectuals concurs with Franz Fanon’s
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as sign of ‘modernity’ of society, the cultural
temporality of the nation inscribe a much more
transitional social reality” (1). This for Bhabha
therefore expresses the complex nature of a
nation as a modern entity. In the words of Bill
Ashcroft, Gareth Griffith and Helen Tiffin, “the
idea of nation is now so firmly established in the
general imagination and form of state it signifies,
and it is so widely accepted that it is hard to
realize how recent its invention has been” (134).
Incredible, so, quoted by Homi K. Bhabha in
Nation and Narration, (1990) the French Orientalist
Ernest Renan, addressing an audience at the
Sorbonne in 1882 in a lecture entitled “What is a
Nation”, he opines that nations...... are
something fairly new in history. Antiquity was
unfamiliar with them; Egypt, China and ancient
Chaldea were in no way nations. They were
flocks led by son of the sun or by a son of Heaven.
Neither in Egypt nor in China were there citizens
as such classical antiquity had republics,
municipal kingdoms, confederations of local
republics and empires, yet it can hardly be said to
have had nations in our own understanding of
the term (9).

In this paper, Renan traces the rise of the nation-
state to the break-up of the classic and medieval
empires. He locates its cultural origin in a
specifically European political and social
environment. The nations were and are deeply
unstable formations. This is because they are
liable to collapse back into sub-divisions of clan,
tribe, language or religious group (Ashcroft et al
134). Early thinkers as Renan argue further were
of the view that nations are not natural entities,
and the instability of the nation is the inevitable
consequence of its nature as a social construction.
Constructions of the nation are thus potent sites
of control and domination within modern
society. This is further emphasized by the fact
that the myth of a national tradition is employed
not only to legitimize a general idea of a social
group (a people) but also to construct a modern
idea of a nation-state, in which all the
instrumentalities of state power (e.g. military and
police agencies, judiciaries, religious hierarchies,
educational systems and political assemblies or
organizations) are subsumed and legitimized as
the natural expressions of a unified national
history and culture (135).

In Imagined Communities Benedict Anderson
defines nation as “a socially constructed
community imagined by the people who perceive

themselves as part of that group” (6). In other
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words it is “an imagined political community”
(6). This is because the members of even the
smallest nation will never know most of their
fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of
them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of
their communion. Members of the community
probably will never know each of the other
members face-to-face, however, they may have
similar interests or identify as part of the same
nation. Members hold in their minds a mental
image of their affinity: for example, the
nationhood felt with other members of your
nation when your imagined community
participates in a larger event such as the Olympic
Games (7). A nation is a community (7).

According to Bill Ashcroft et al, French
Enlightenment though heralded a shift in the
theory of the nation. This is a thought that sought
to relocate the legitimacy of the modern nation-
state in a theory of the people based on the idea
of a universal set of principles rather than on the
mythic and historical origins. In its strict form,
the impulse to create such a Universal vision is
transnational and its revolutionary tendency to
cross borders can be seen in the effects of
Enlightenment thinking on many nations in
Europe and in the Americas in the 18th-century.
In spite of the conservative reaction that set in
throughout Europe after Napoleon’s defeat, and
the various attempts to resurrect the traditional
monarchies, the states that emerged were in
various ways based on a modern concept of state-
power rather than on traditional ideas of
inherited authority such as divine kingship (137).

2. National-Consciousness and the Nation

Let us now turn to the discourse of national-
consciousness. National-consciousness connotes
a huge feeling about one’s country and at one
level and at the same time, it means the people
and their total ways of doing things. For Fanon,
national consciousness is the feeling of all the
people in a given state that share important
things in common. National-consciousness arises
the people’s will to be able to see that they are all
in “the same boat” and what is good for one is
good for all. It enables them to understand that
they should not see themselves as members of
separate classes or races or tribes. Rather, they
should understand that their destinies are bound
up with one another (119). For him, the nation is
passed over for the race, and the tribe. Patriotism
hence calls people to understand that they are
part of something bigger than their own small
race, tribe or class. Consequently, national-
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consciousness aims to not only develop the
nation in question, but also preserves the all-
round integrity of the country and the people.

3. National-Consciousness in the Early Novels

In the early novels, two forms of national-
consciousness are predominantly evident:
cultural and political consciousness. In cultural
consciousness, Ngugi narrates Kenyan's
profound cultural attachment, so as to safeguard
their cultural ways, inherited from their forebears
from colonial denigration. political
consciousness,  Ngugi  portrays  Kenya’s
remembrance of the past heroes and their valiant
anti-colonial struggles, Kenyan’s collective
struggle against colonialism, as well as the Uhuru
celebrations, as the country marches towards the
doors of independence. What is more, Ngugi also
portrays the pitfalls of national-consciousness as
theorised by Fanon in his Wretched of the Earth
masterpiece.

In

In all the three novels, in spite of the British
civilizing mission in Kipanga, (Weep Not Child),
Kameno (The River Between), Thabai (A Grain of
Wheat), the people demonstrate their deep
predilection to their culture. This is why the adult
and the old tell stories to the young to inculcate
moral values into them and at the same time to
expose them to their cultural mores and history.
Others encompass songs, proverbs, sacrifices and
circumcision. In The River Between for instance the
Kiama, as a cultural movement is established out
of national-consciousness. The rationale behind
its establishment as Kinuithia reveals to Waiyaki
is “to preserve the purity of our tribal customs
and our way of life” (65). It is the consequence of
this that this cultural movement denounces the
Christians who have abandoned the ways of the
tribe and further renounce circumcision.
Waiyaki, the novel’s hero is an example. In spite
of the young man’s saviour-rivalry with Kabonyi,
the movement’s leader, his indictment by the
Kiama, for falling in love with Nyamburu, a
Christian preacher’s daughter, Joshua, and
whom he resolves to marry is an attempt by the
Kiama to demonstrate the significance of the
meaning of their cultural ways, which ought not
be contaminated with the western ways, as an
expression of national-consciousness. Doing so,
thus, amounts to the denigration of their culture,
condemned as savage and barbaric by the
whiteman, who deemed his culture as superior to
theirs. This is because in the words of Fanon, “the
colonial situation calls a halt to national culture
in almost every field” (191). Fanon’s value-
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judgement points to the cultural superiority of
colonialism in Africa, so much that it condemned
the national cultures of African nations in varying
degrees of ways owing to their seeming
primitiveness.

What is more, making circumcision as the famous
and prestigious tribal custom of Kenya by Ngugi
and as a significant cultural saga in most of his
novels, including the later ones, point to this
reality. More than an initiation into manhood or
womanhood, circumcision plays another vital
role in Kenya’s cultural milieu. It was an
“important ritual of the tribe. It was at the core of
the tribe. It kept people together, bound the tribe.
It was at the core of social structure, and a
something that gave meaning to a man’s life. End
the custom and the spiritual basis of the tribe’s
cohesion and integration would be no more” (The
River Between 68). Really! Thus, it is this tribal
cohesion and integration emphasized by Ngugi
that the Europeans hoped to bring to an end for
which reason they condemn this pertinent
cultural practice replete with so many meanings
for Kenyans. In The River Between, Livingstone is
of the view that “circumcision was wholly evil”
(59). Similarly, in A Grain of Wheat, Teacher
Muniu specifically depicts female circumcision as
a “heathen custom” (85), proscribed by the Bible.
By this, Muniu subsequently lost his life for
denigrating this culture and threatening to
penalize the young boy when Kihika later
became the Mau Mau leader of Thabai branch,
during the Emergency. In the words of Fanon, “to
fight for national culture is to fight for the
liberation of the nation” (187). By this for Fanon
anti-colonial struggle and resistance to free the
colonized nations from the tightening shackle of
colonialism that chained their freedom by the
liberation fighters amounts to freeing the nations
from cultural denigration whose foundation lies
in national-consciousness. In other words, Fanon
concludes that, “if culture is the expression of
national-consciousness, I will not hesitate to
affirm that in this case with which we are dealing,
it is the national-consciousness which is the most
elaborate form of culture” (199). So, Fanon has
solved the equation here, as he unveils the
interplay between national-consciousness and
culture in which each is the expression of the
other in a broader sense.

Furthermore, the remembrance narrative of the
Kenya’s historical heroes of the past that
spearheaded the liberation struggle under the
Mau Mau is national-consciousness motivated. In



e

wmgy  Journal of Linguistics and Communication Studies

Weep Not Child Jomo Kenyatta and Deden
Kimathi are mentioned. “One night, people
heard that Jomo Kenyatta and other leaders of the
land were arrested. A State of Emergency has
been declared” (63). This is synonymous with
what transpires in A Grain of Wheat that “the State
of Emergency had officially ended but Jomo
Kenyatta and his five compatriots of the
Kapenguria trial were still detained in prison”
(64). In Weep Not Child a boy story-teller tells us
that “you see he had written a letter to the police
station at Nyeri. I Dedan Kimathi Leader of the
African Freedom Army will come to visit you at
10:30 a.m. on Sunday” (67). Subsequently, as the
story-teller relates Kimathi turns up in a
deceptive passion.

Moreover, in A Grain of Wheat, through Warui, a
Thabai village elder Ngugi narrates the valiant
anti-colonial struggle of some of these leaders
and the brutal colonial wrath they encountered
all out of national love for Kenya. These are
Waiyaki, and Harry Thuku. Waiyaki challenged
the whiteman owing to his increasing
appropriation of the land and the elders” protest
attracted the whiteman’s humiliation and
suppression. “Waiyaki and other warriors took
arms” (12). Consequently, the Mau Mau leader
was arrested and buried alive at Kibwezi.
Similarly, Harry Thuku, imitating Mahatma
Ghandi’s none-violence anti-colonial struggle
approach through letters which he read to people
aloud denounced such things as taxation and
forced labour imposed by the Whiteman, as well
as the soldiers’ settlement scheme which had
made many homeless. In the long run, the young
Harry was apprehended and he was forced to
leave for an exile, all for the profound attachment
to the nation. Aime Cesaire writes, “it is the
colonized man who wants move forward and the
colonizer who hold things back” (25). The truth
for Cesaire is not far-fetched, for in the colony, the
colonized vehemently desired for a change of life
and the colonizer wanted him/her to remain what
he/she was and that his/her condition or state
would never alter.

What is more, there is also the notion of national
unity as an expression of national-consciousness.
This is demonstrated in Kenya’s peoples’
collective struggle to challenge colonialism. The
formation of the Kiama is a striking example in
The River Between which without doubt is born
out of peoples’ collective unity, as full
membership qualification is taking the oath of
“purity and togetherness of the tribe” (98). It is
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the significance of this unity bound by an oath
that Waiyaki’s mother cautions the young man
when he insists to go on with his romantic
relationship with Nyambura. “You must not do it
fear the voice of the Kiama. It is the voice of the
people” (123). Kiama’s goals and mission are
coherently stated and according to Franz Fanon
“the collective struggle presupposes collective
responsibility” (161). True to Fanon, for the fight
for independence by the colonized requires a
collective effort, as an expression of national-
consciousness. Moreover, we see once more an
expression of national unity as Kiama
metamorphosed into the Mau Mau in Weep Not
Child and grows stronger in A Grain of Wheat.
However, the Whiteman’s divide and rule to
create deep divisions among the Kenyans, which
poses a great threat against national unity and of
course to the entire anti-colonial struggle still
persiste even with the rise of the Mau Mau
liberation movement. In Weep Not Child, Boro
laments that “all white people stick together. But
we black people are divided. And because they
stick together, they’ve imprisoned Jomo, the only
hope we had. Now they’ll make us slaves. They
took us to their wars and they killed all that was
of value to us...” (75). Out of deep wrath and at
the top of his voice, Boro shouts, “never! never!
Black people must rise up and fight” (75). The
first-person plural “we” in Boro’s lamentable
phrase signifies a collective responsibility of all
Kenyans to their nation. Hence, for the valiant
freedom fighter only unity and action through
the bullet would liberate them from the baleful
grip of colonialism and its suppressive forces.
This dream and call subsequently become a
reality when he and other men run to the forest
and take arms against the Whiteman led by him.

It is in A Grain of Wheat that the call for unity
becomes much stronger, expressing Kenyan's
deep attachment to their nation. This began long
when in the 1920s; people collectively marched in
procession to the Governor General’s residence,
demanding the release of the detained Harry
Thuku. Prior heranto the forest, Kihika preached
for unity repeatedly at the railway platform
calling for people’s collective response to
challenge the Whiteman. Subsequently he tries to
convince Karanja and Mumbi to comprehend the
whole meaning behind his call.

It is a question unity Kihika explained excitedly.
The example of India is here before our noses. The
British were there for hundreds of years. They ate
the Indians’ wealth. They drank India’s blood.
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They never listened to the political talk-talk of a
few men. What happened? There came this man
Ghandi. Mark you, Ghandhi knows his
Whiteman well. He goes around and organizes
the Indian masses into a weapon stronger than
Bomb. They say with one voice: we want back our
freedom. The British laughed; they are good at
laughing. But they had to swallow back their
laughter when things turned out serious. What
did the tyrants do? They sent Ghandhi to prison,
not once, but many times. The stone-walls of
prison couldn’t hold him. Thousands were
gaoled; thousands more were killed. Men and
women and children threw themselves in front of
moving trains and were run over. Blood flowed
like water in that country. The bomb could not
kill blood, red blood of people, crying out to be
free. God! How many times must fatherless
children howl, widowed women cry on this earth
before this tyrant shall learn (88).

Inspired by national-consciousness, Kihika’s
preaching mission is designed at stimulating
people to unite as Indians did in response to
Ghandi’s similar call to fight for their freedom
and that of the nation in India. However, for
Kihika, the Kenyans, as Indians must dispel their
fear of the whiteman and infighting a course they
must prepare to sacrifice themselves for their
fellow brothers and for the nation at large.

We are not astonished at the young man’s
courageous and valiant efforts, given the
inspirational stories Given to him by Warui of
past Kenya’'s revolutionaries the likes of Waiyaki,
Harry Thuku and other warriors who by 1900
had been killed by British colonialists, as well as
that of Ghandhi in India, with their nations at
their tongues and hearts. In reference to Ghandhi,
Kihika tells Mumbi and Karanja that listen to him
that Gandhi succeeded “because he made up his
people give up their fathers and mothers and
serve their one mother India. With us, Kenya is
our mother” (89). So, when Kihika subsequently
becomes the Mau Mau leader of Thabai branch,
commanding many fighters in the forest to fight
the British colonial masters during the
Emergency, the call for unity has not only become
a success but has been translated into action. It is
against this background that Fanon argues that
“colonialism had been shaken in its very
foundation by the birth of African unity” (128).
Indeed, it was the African’s response to the call
for unity by the liberation fighters that threatened
and crumbled colonialism in the continent.
Consequently, he argues further, that “it is
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advisable that every able-bodied citizen can at
any moment take his place in fighting unity for
the defence of national and social liberties” (163).
In Africa Must Unite, the renowned postcolonial
theorist Nkrumah seems to share a parallel view
with Fanon which is why he reminds us that
“during the struggle for independence we had
emphasised the need for national unity for the
attainment of freedom, and for enormous
responsibilities of statehood that would follow. It
was a call for a supreme effort on the part of every
citizen” (76). For Nkrumah, the call for unity
during the anti-colonial struggle had only not
resulted into the attainment of Africa’s
independence, but it also showcased the
responsibility of every citizen in this course
fuelled by national-consciousness.

Finally, the use of plural personal pronoun “We”
in the novels stand for collective responsibility
for all and together with its object form “Us” are
associated with national pride of the people.
Mumbi’s son symbolize the new Kenya, and the
mother symbolize the new Kenya in transition.
The collective efforts by Gikonyo, Mumbi,
General R and Lieutenant Koinandu to amend
the flaws of the past committed during the anti-
colonial struggle as independence approaches so
that the independence celebrations are smoothly
celebrated, devoid of any heartedness of one
character to another is inspired by the collective
love for the nation. Consequently, the stool
carved by Gikonyo to his wife Mumbi between
whom such mistakes occurred symbolise the
successful beginning of the reconciliation that is
to come to those who offended or were offended
and which will further bind the nation together
as independence is about to “romance” it to its
bosom.

4. National Consciousness in the Later Novels

In the later novels, the national consciousness in
the early novels as expressed in cultural and
political consciousness metamorphoses into
another form of national consciousness. This is
revolutionary consciousness. In the early novels,
it is the workers in Europeans’ farms and
plantations, as well as the masses that are the
master architects in planting the seed of national-
consciousness and when the plant germinates
and grows, they endlessly water it with their
hearts, minds and hands: their imperceptible
watering cans for the liberation, emancipation
and survival of their nation in spite of the
temporary setbacks involved. In the later fictions,
the master architects are the factory workers,
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university students both of whom unite with the
masses to liberate the nation from neo-
colonialism; get rid of its watchdogs or loyal
servants that suppress them and deter the nation
to develop, all out of their profound affection for
the nation. Karega our revolutionary hero in the
Petals of Blood observes that “imperialism:
capitalism: landlords: earthworms” (344) is a
system that has produced insatiable and
infamous oppressors who tirelessly feed from the
sweat of helpless many. What is more, it is a
system with masters at the top in Europe, and
their servants at the bottom in Third World,
whose prime goal is to make a huge profit in the
under-developed world whatever it coats. In
other words, it is a system with:

Its ministering angels had hounded his mother to
her grave. These parasites would always demand
the sacrifice of blood from the working masses.
These few, who had prostituted the whole land
turning it over to foreigners for through
exploitation, would drink people’s blood and say
hypocritical prayers of devotion to skin oneness
and to nationalism even as skeletons of bones
walked lonely graves. The system and its gods
and its angels had to be fought consciously,
consistently and resolutely by all the working
people! From Koitalel through Thang'ethe to
Kimathi it had been peasants, aided by the
workers, small traders and small landowners,
who had mapped out path. Tomorrow it would be
the workers and peasants leading the struggle
and seizing power to overturn the system of all
its preying blood thirsty gods and gnomic angels,
bringing to an end the reign of the few over many
and the era of drinking blood and feasting on
human flesh (344).

According to Ngugi, neo-colonialism the
husband of capitalism which has fathered class
distinction, suppression and inequality has
masters and servants both of whom are parasites
and neo-colonialism which is like the servants’
lord requires a sacrifice for the sustainability of
the system. The masses and workers are the
sacrificial lambs whose exploitation is the blood
it drinks. What is more, the neo-colonial
overseers in Africa have turned the continent into
a prostitute whom they have traded to Europe for
their shameless self-gains. In the past, Ngugi
argues, during the anti-colonial struggle and
resistance the Mau Mau liberation leaders the
likes of Thangethe, Koitelel and Kimathi who led
the workers and peasants to challenge
colonialism to a triumphant contest. Similarly, in
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post-independent Africa it is yet another union of
the masses and industrial workers inspired by
the heroic deeds of the past Mau Mau heroes that
would lead the war against neo-colonialism and
capitalism to a triumphant end.

So, the journey of the people of [lmorog’s earlier
to the capital city, or Nairobi, to meet their MP, in
Petals of Blood who is an embodiment of neo-
colonial loyalists’ servants/overseers is another
expression of unity, stirred by national feeling.
Nderi has abandoned his people and his remote,
under-developed village Ilmorog, which now
requires government’s urgent attention, owing to
the draught and hunger that bedevils it. The most
appealing thing about the trip is that:

from that moment, they forged a community
spirit, fragile at first, but becoming stronger as
they strove and made preparations for the
journey. Women cooked food for the journey,
some draining their last grains. Others gave any
money they might have saved. Munira, Karega
and Ruoro worked on the donkey-cart to make it
ready for the great trek of the village to the city
(116).

This division of labour among the people of
Ilmorog, all in their preparation for the journey to
the city is an expression of unity out of patriotic
love for Kenya.

What is more, the journey is undertaken in the
company of the children as well, who symbolise
future responsibility for their village and the
country at large. The wunited Ilmorogians
symbolise patriotism and development, while the
MP, as well as Kimera, Chui and Mzigo, the three
of whom later become the African directors of the
Theng’eta Breweries Ltd symbolise among other
things national “traitors” who have exploited
their people and also sold Kenya to neo-
imperialists. The stories of the anti-colonial
struggle and long forest treks to launch an
onslaught undertaken by the Mau Mau forest
fighters led by Ole Masai and N'duguri told to the
entire journey delegation by Abdulla who fought
side-by-side with these liberation fighters is
geared towards not to only encourage the journey
delegation to endure the sufferings involved, just
as the forest fighters and their leaders endured,
but to do for the nation what the past Mau Mau
liberation heroes and fighters did for Kenya. This
is why Franz Fanon is of the view that “the living
expression of the nation is the moving
consciousness of the whole people; it is the
coherent, enlightened action of the men and
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women” (165). For  Fanon, national-
consciousness is the voice of the nation fuelled by
unity and the action of all and sundry.

This then brings us to the union of the factory
workers, University students and the masses to
challenge neo-colonialism and its
Kenya's/Africa’s “prostitutes” for the people and
the nation at large. In Petals of Blood, the
whiteman’s infamous scheme to create divisions
among Kenyans has spread to the factory
workers as well. The employers of Theng'eta
Breweries Ltd pay men a little higher than their
women counterparts, they promote some
workers, particularly the outspoken to the
highest position, they also plant the seed of
regionalism so as to enhance tribalism among
them all with a view to prevent them to unite:

Suddenly, after six months, people realised that
something was happening in this factory.
Workers would argue and discuss in groups of
two and three very pamphlet was the subject of
heated discussion and it would secretly pass from
hand to hand in the factory. Except for the few in
the inner cycle nobody knew the source. But what
the pamphlets said was true and so to the workers
its origin and source did not worry them. As a
first step the workers decided to form a union.
The directors and the management were taken by
surprise: whence this whizzing noises from those
who only the other day were docile and obedient
and spent their salaries on Thang'eta fighting
among themselves (304)?

Not anymore, for the long-for unity of workers
and masses, which the directors of the company
so much fear has come in the long run and which
leads to their decisive victory over their
employers on wage increase. Consequently, it
clears the way for all workers in Ilmorog to form
a union, including barmaids. Franz Fanon
comment that “the people of Africa have recently
come to know themselves. They have decided in
the name of the whole continent, to weigh in
strongly against the colonial regimes. Now the
nationalist bourgeoisie, who in region after
region has tent to make their own fortunes and to
set up a national system of exploitation, do their
utmost to put obstacles on this Utopia” (132).
Fanon here criticizes the post-independent
African leaders who go to any length to prevent
people’s unity which in turn would be a great
challenge to their mis-rule and mis-management.
This marks the beginning, as the workers’ protest
demanding the release of the union’s secretary
Karega, who is detained, following the murder of
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the three Africa’s director of the company Chui,
Kimera and Mzigo results to police/workers clash
or burning. Yet, the formation of the union, the
protest, and Abdulla’s carefully planned murder
of the three directors at Wanja’s residence, which
he sets ablaze, point to what is to subsequently
come.

So, in Devil on the Cross and Matigari, this union
becomes more solid and the revolutionary effort
becomes more intense. In Devil on the Cross, the
workers and peasants, together with the
university students form a procession to attack
the competitors of modern theft and robbery at
the cape, where only seven Kenya's experts in
modern theft and robbery would emerge as
victorious, witnessed by their seven foreign
counterparts from Europe, United States and
Japan in Asia. Muturi, Ilmorog’s workers’ union
leader reveals to us what transpires, when he
leaves the competition’s cave to fetch the Njeruca
indigents to halt the competition and attack the
competitors, who celebrate the increasing success
of neo-colonialism in exploiting the Kenyan's
masses, workers and further impoverish the
nation at large:

I Muturi wa Kahonia Maithori found the
students and the workers already forming a
procession, urging all those who live in Njeruca
to jointhem to attack the local thieves and robbers
and their foreign friends. 1 passed on the
information I had already collected and I was
asked to put in a word. We toured every corner of
Njeruca. Whenever anybody learned that I had
actually the thieves and robbers bragging, he
would immediately go for a stick to joint the
procession and singing what more can I tell tell
you? Bring your horns so that we can trumpet
the glory of this great day (204).

Muturi’s  revolutionary = mobilization  has
succeeded as the Njeruca indigents respond to
his urgent call by picking up a stick to collectively
fight the neo-colonial agents at the cave. What is
more, the slogans taken from the original text
carried by their placards demonstrate the
temporary victory against neo-colonialism in
Africa: “WE REJECT THE SYSTEM OF THEFT
AND ROBBERY; OUR POVERTY IS THEIR
WEALTH: THE THIEF AND THE WITCH ARE
TWINS—THEIR MOTHER IS EXPLOITATION;
THE BEEHIVE IN WHICH WE WILL ROLL
THIEVES AND ROBBERS DOWN THE SLOPES
OF THE HILL OF DEATH HAS ALREADY
BEEN BUILT BY THE WORKERS; WHAT'S THE
BIGGEST THEFT? THE THEFT OF THE SWEAT
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AND THE BLOOD OF THE MASSES!” (203). All
these placards slogans unveil the nature of neo-
colonialism and its devastating goals. What
makes the procession more revolutionary
fascinating is that those who do not carry
placards carry sticks shoulder high. Gaturia and
Waringa’s comments, watching the procession by
the roadside are too taken aback by this
unprecedented union. “This is really an army!
Said Gaturia. An army of workers? Waringa
asked. Yes, and peasants, and petty traders and
students.... led by workers... And taking the
battle to the cave! Gaturia added” (203). Gaturia’s
and Wangari’s dialogue which is brimmed with
an emotive mood demonstrates the completion of
the long-for and unprecedented union. Their
mission is accomplished when they in the long
run attack and chase away the local thieves.
When the thieves run to their heels, “the workers
would run after them shouting: There he is! Hunt
him down! Catch thief! Catch thief!” (207). Their
foreign counterparts would have suffered a
similar treatment if they are not surrounded by
their local home-guards and that their cars are
much closer as well.

Similarly, in Matigari, the strike of workers of the
Anglo-American Leather and Plastic Works led
by Ngarurowa Kiriro results into the burning of
the effigies of the two director of the company:
Robert Williams and John Boy junior amidst
protests and cheers. The workers as in the other
two later fictions demand for wage increase and
good condition of service, given the magnitude of
their exploitation by the companies. One of the
detained workers tells Matigari in prison about
his predicament. “I am a worker he began his
tale. I have worked with the company for ages,
and the words Matigari has just spoken are
absolutely true. I have been a servant to those
machines all my life. Look at how the machines
have sapped me all my strength. What is left of
me? Just bones” (59). Yet, out of sheer injustice,
the police, in a bid to halt the workers strike, they
humiliate them severely with all assortments of
beating. In spite of that, what Ngaruro, their
leader valiantly tell them unveil his profound
concern not only for the workers but for the
nation at large; “foreign exploiters and their local
servants must pack up their bags and go. The
patriots, Matigara ma Njiruungi, are back, and
the workers agree with Matigari’s call. He who
sows must be the one who reaps! We refuse to be
the pot that cooks but never eats the food (60).”
According to Franz Fanon, revolution is
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mankind’s way of life today. This is the age of
revolution (Towards an African Revolution). He is
right, Fanon encapsulates the contemporary
reality of the neo-colonial Africa, stressing that it
is only revolutionary struggle that would bring to
an end, this unjust and diabolical system. In
another view, Fanon expounds further that “the
essence of revolution is not the struggle for bread;
it is the struggle of human dignity. Certainly, this
includes bread. And at the base of any
revolutionary situation are economic conditions.
But beyond a certain point of development on the
same basis, it is more important for a people to
have guns in hand than to eat more than the year
before” (12). According to Fanon, it is harsh
economic realities that result into a revolutionary
action brought about by capitalism the wife of
neo-colonialism which would not have been
possible without a gun carried by the masses.
Fanon concludes as saying that “If you really
wish your country to avoid regression, or at best
halt at uncertainties, a rapid step must be taken
from national-consciousness to political and
social consciousness. The nation does not exist
except in a programme which has been worked
out by revolutionary leaders and taken up with
full understanding and enthusiasm by the
masses” (164). Fanon’s message is crystal-clear,
for if we desire for national development ever,
and we want cease varying degrees of threats that
would prevent that, national-consciousness be it
political, social, must be our watch-word,
particularly the revolutionary consciousness in
the age of neo-colonialism, which is embraced by
the masses and all patriotic Africans for their
liberation against tyranny and the nation at large.

5. The Pitfalls of National-Consciousness in the
Early and Later Novels

Influenced by Fanon, Ngugi draws our attention
to some of the pitfalls associated with national-
consciousness, commencing from his third novel
A Grain of Wheat in which Kenya attain its
independence from Britain. Police shamelessly
and openly collect bribe from commercial
vehicles on the road. The worst are the
politicians, and a striking example is the MP,
representing Thabai constituency, who ought to
help, secure a loan for Gikonyo and other to
purchase a farm belonging to Richard Burton, a
settler, leaving Kenya with the proclamation of
independence, but eventually he purchases the
farm for himself, laying to Gikonyo that the loan
is hard to come by. Ngugi here point slightly to
some of the post-independent quagmires Africa
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is to battle with under the black leaders, national
elites, or to use Franz Fanon’s popular label,
“national bourgeoisie”, who at the same time
become the neo-colonial servants of the ex-
colonial mentors, indifferent to national interest.
This is why he reveals that:

Before, independence, the leader generally
embodies the aspirations of the people for
independence, political liberty and national
dignity. But as soon as independence is declared,
far from embodying in concrete form the needs of
the people in the touches bread, land and the
restoration of the country to the sacred hands of
the people, the leader will reveal his inner
purpose: to become the general president of the
company of profiteers impatient for their return
which constitutes the national bourgeoisie (123).

Fanon’s view above depict the infamous
character and repulsive attitude of the post-
independent African politicians, who before
independence they took avalanche of promises to
redeem as soon as they formed a government.
However, a little while after election, they turn
their back on them in addition to being only the
sole beneficiaries of the independent dividend.
For Ngugi, this is just the beginning of the sound
of the warning bell, in his third novel: it is in the
later novels, that the bell sounds stridently in the
national ear without the slightest sign as to when
it will die down.

Thus, in the early novels, Ngugi portrays the
beginning phase of the pitfalls of national-
consciousness gripping the newly independent
African nations of the 50s and 60s. By the 70s
however, when he published his fourth novel
Petals of Blood down to Matigari, in the 80s, Ngugi
unveils the inexplicably degenerating state of
national-consciousness in the Africa, resulting to
its profound pitfalls ever. In Petals of Blood, Nderi
wa Riera avoids his constituency and people and
he does nothing at all to help develop the
underdeveloped village of Ilmorog, until the
delegation visits him to the city to remind him of
his national responsibility. Even in that instance,
he turns over his peoples’ demands as a
hypocritical scheme by his enemies to mar his
political future, for which reason he orders for the
apprehension of Karega, Abdulla and Munira.
The worst is when he organizes a deceptive tea
party at Ruwai-ni during which he exploits his
people by collecting twelve shillings to fund his
fallacious water project. He also establishes the
Utamaduni Cultural Centre in collaboration with
a German to increase his gains through exporting
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young girls to prostitute abroad. Franz Fanon is
right when he discloses that “in underdeveloped
countries, we have seen that no true bourgeoisie
exists; there is only a sort of little greedy caste,
and voracious, with the mind of huckster, only
too glad to accept the dividends that the former
colonial Power hand out to it. This get-quick-rich
middle class shows itself incapable of great ideas
of inventiveness. It remembers what it has read
in European textbooks and imperceptibly it
becomes not even the replica of Europe but its
caricature” (144). Indeed, and Kimera, Chui, and
Mzigo who are also neo-colonial overseers that
exploits their people to enrich themselves and
protect their masters’ interest at the detriment of
their country, Kenya are another “caricatures”.

In Devil on the Cross, the local Kenya’s unpatriotic
national figures, yet who ought to be statesmen
worthy of emulation that partake in the
international competition of modern theft and
robbery at Ilmorog, revealing how they have
been using the art of cunning, deceit, cruelty and
brutalization to exploit the downtrodden masses,
and nation demonstrate the magnitude of
Africa’s post-independent disillusionments as
epitomes of the pitfalls of national-consciousness.
This is also true to the cruel attitudes of Boss
Kihara, Robin Mwaura the informer, the corrupt
police and the government that unjustly detain
Muturi, Wangari and the student leader for
leading the students, workers and the masses to
protest attack the local competitors at the Devil’s
feast. Similarly, in Matigari, these pitfalls define
some of the dark sides of the government of Ole
Excellency Ole that denies its citizens the right of
free speech to tell the truth, and injustice is its best
style of governance for which reason it
apprehends the novel's hero Matigari, the
workers leader Ngaruro, the peasant, the teacher
and Guthera, the lady that is humiliated by the
police, for instance, in addition to the corruption
scandal its police are shamelessly involved.
Consequently, Franz Fanon laments that:

National-consciousness, instead of being the all
embracing crystallization of the innermost hopes
of the whole people, instead of being the
immediate and most obvious result of the
mobilization, will be in any case only an empty
shell, a crude and fragile travesty of what it might
have been. The faults that we find in it are quite
sufficient explanation of the facility with which,
when dealing with young and independent
nations, the nation is passed over for the race, and
the tribe is preferred to the state. These are the
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cracks in the edifice which show the process of
retrogression that is so harmful and prejudicial
to national effort and national unity (Wretched
of the Earth 118).

What Fanon denotes here is that national-
consciousness or the love of Africans to their
respective nations should fulfil the peoples” high
hopes and aspirations under self-government.
Alas! It has not, instead however, it brings
nothing other than disenchantment and
frustration to the people. One reason could be
that the post-independent African politicians
seem to have forgotten that the love for the nation
entail that all are prepared to die so that the
nation perpetually exists and progresses. This
unprecedented national love should outstrip
their self-centredness to enrich themselves at the
detriment of the nation and that of the tribe from
which they have all emerged in their countries.
For Fanon, it is the love for the tribe which is
much more than that of the nation by most people
in post-independent Africa that in addition
brings about great obstacles in achieving national
unity as a pillar or staircase to achieving to
national-consciousness and above all
development of post-colonial Africa as a whole.
Let me close with Patrick Parrinder remarks that
“fictional narratives give us an inside view of
society or nation” (1), as Ngugi has enchantingly
provided in his early and the later novels.

6. Conclusion

Therefore, the long-for independence is but a tag:
as the priority of the new leaders are no other
things than their pockets and bank accounts, but
not the nation instead. They are no doubt the
theoretical “black skins” wearing “white masks”,
for which reason they are akin to their colonial
and neo-colonial masters. The worst kind of this
situation is the little efforts being made by the
middle-class to move the nation forth as they too
are as corrupt as the leaders at the top, and the
masses remain the receiving end of neo-colonial
exploitation and tyranny that burns the buttock
of the African nations.
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Abstract

How My Brother Leon Brought Home a Wife by Manuel E. Arguilla is an uncomplicated story about rural-
urban reconciliation; this paper presents a counter-reading through the lens of the ecological trial, a rite
of passage instituted under patriarchy and shaped by the environment. Through a qualitative
hermeneutic-thematic reading of 28 excerpts, the authors focus on the social belonging of a future
daughter-in-law, evaluated not through dialogue but through the person’s somatic positioning in
relation to the agrarian sensorium. The analysis identifies five themes: the diverted route across the
Waig riverbed as a counter-infrastructure; bull Labang as a non-human expert; physical sensory
information over verbal interrogation; structural paralipsis through a child focalizer; and withheld
verdict. The research shows how the common pedagogical headnotes obstruct the narrative structure.

Keywords: Philippine literature in English, postcolonial ecocriticism, Manuel E. Arguilla, literary
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1. Introduction a father accepts his son’s wife. It is easy to believe
that each of the points made above is valid. In this
case, however, what has been done is a limited
interpretation of the text that takes the ending of
the story for its theme and its outlook for the idea
presented in the text.

How My Brother Leon Brings His Wife Home was
awarded first place in the Commonwealth
Literary Competitions in 1940 and is named after
Arguilla’s collection of short stories. This short
work, which can be read in twenty minutes and

discussed for an hour, has been a pillar of the The essence of what is described as the story is
Philippine educational system for over seventy less an experience than a process. Someone has
years and continues to be used in studies that devised it; one path has exchanged places with
examine the process of cultural adaptation. The another, one beast of burden for another, one
story focuses on a girl from the city who is type of cart for another one. A girl has sent the
accepted by a family from the province; a child and given him directives he does not argue
husband and wife overcome class prejudice; and with. The female character has been sent to her
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husband via the system of measuring, where the
criteria are never given to her, to her spouse, and,
of course, to the writer and the reader. Finally, a
conclusion has been made yet has never been
disclosed anywhere; instead, it is to be derived
from the phrase about the watering of the bull. To
say that this story is about acceptance is as
appropriate as saying that this is a story about a
verdict in a court.

This article argues that the method used is
ecological. Nagrebcan’s father does not test
Maria by questioning her, her family, or her
housekeeping. Instead, he drives her through the
dried riverbed at night with a working animal
and asks his younger son two questions: whether
she was frightened by a bull, or what happened
on the journey. The instruments of judgment are
a bull, a river, a night, a smell, a star, and a song.
The evidence is bodily: whether a hand was
placed on the forehead, whether the voice hit the
stone and started again, and whether there was
laughter accompanying the word “home.”

The researchers refer to this arrangement as the
ecological experiment and present it as a movable
analytic idea with three clear elements: a planned
route through an environment where human
intervention is obscured; a foreign judge — the
being who reacts and gives evidence; and a
somatic way to know things where natural
reflexes are interpreted rather than spoken
words. This idea applies not only to Arguilla but
also to similar concepts found in agrarian
literature from the Global South.

Three research questions organize the study:

1) How is space produced, differentiated,
and instrumentalized in the text, and
what social relations does that
production encode?

What functions does the non-human—
principally the bull Labang, but also the
riverbed, the darkness, the odors, and the
star—perform in the adjudication of
Maria’s belonging?

2)

3) How does the narrative situation, and
specifically the restricted knowledge of a
child focalizer, structure the reader’s

access to the trial and its verdict?
2. Review of Related Literature
2.1 Arguilla Criticism and the Pastoral Frame

The most significant critical evaluation of
Arguilla is Galdon’s (1975) interpretation of the
Nagrebcan stories as Philippine pastoral.
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Galdon’s approach defines a purposeful
experimentation in combining English narration
with the cadence of rural dialects, and places the
literature in the tradition tracing back from
Theocritus  through  Spenser.  Galdon’s
framework is precise, giving proper recognition
to the linguistic strata used by Arguilla. It
establishes a new typology for literary critics,
which this paper tries to overcome. Pastoral
criticism views landscapes as a setting for the art
of human meaning-making, and praises it for its
idealization, nostalgia, and asceticism. Therefore,
once the Nagrebcan stories are classified as
pastoral, Waig becomes an atmosphere, and
Labang is considered local color rather than an
agent.

The linguistic part of scholarship in the
Philippines has largely made use of the way of
carrying out the study, as has been demonstrated
in the analysis that has shown that the strategies
that are well demonstrated by Arguilla in the face
of Ilocano culture are the use of unexplained
words and glossing —carretela, camino real, calesa,
Manong, Manang, dangla, arrais, sinta. Neil &
Garcia (2024) suggest that Philippine literature
has internal features connected with translation
and may not be defined by particular cultural
perceptions  characteristic of monocultural
realism. Laurel (2012) asserts that Arguilla and
Bulosan are important figures in the emergence
of Philippine proletarian literature, which
appeared after national language politics were
established. Servafia (2026) mentions counter-
colonialism as the approach applied in the
analysis of Philippine literature written in
English.

The present work has not examined Arguilla
through an ecological lens. In Nagrebcan, the
environment serves as part of an authenticity
claim rather than participating in the social
dynamics. Gifford’s (1999) distinction between
pastoral, anti-pastoral, and post-pastoral is
useful: in Galdon’s version, Arguilla is pastoral,
while the interpretation presented here reads the
story as post-pastoral, with space as a mere social
mechanism.

2.2 Postcolonial Ecocriticism and the Global South

Postcolonial ecocriticism developed from the
acknowledgment that first-generation Anglo-
American environmental criticism placed social
aspects of environmentalism in a secondary
position compared to preservationism, ignoring
communities in postcolonial countries that suffer



e

wmgy  Journal of Linguistics and Communication Studies

disproportionate ecological risks (Iheka, 2018).
DeLoughrey & Handley (2011) interpreted land
in postcolonial texts as the place of the restoration
of dignity instead of good; Banerjee (2016)
examined possible intersections; and Huggan &
Tiffin (2015) presented a key concept of the field:
that the exploitation of colonized land and people
is structurally connected and that the animal
serves as a pivotal point of this connection.
According to Rahman (2021), the distinction
inherent  in deep ecology  between
anthropocentrism and biocentrism does not
apply to Southern countries with populated
territories, where it is difficult to distinguish
between ecology and livelihood. Southeast Asian
ecocriticism has already progressed as a regional
entity, and the contributions of the Philippines
include the study of typhoons and climate
fantasies and traditional environmental wisdom
(Jhun & Dorias, 2024); FitzGerald (2020)
compares this with the experience of colonized
agrarian countries of the planet where the spatial
turn was expressed through postcolonial
discourse instead of an environmental one.

The literature exhibits two significant gaps. First,
it has primarily emphasized contemporary and
late-twentieth-century literature and thus almost
completely neglected the American colonial
period in Philippine literature, when Arguilla
wrote. Second, and more importantly from a
theoretical standpoint, postcolonial ecocriticism
is highly developed in terms of environmental
violence and dispossession, but less developed
with regard to environments as means of social
reproduction.

2.3 Space, Animals, and the Sensorium

The analytical lexicon is drawn from three
additional sources. Lefebvre (1974) defines space
as a process that takes place through spatial
practices, representations of space, and
representational spaces, thus implying that
literary spaces replicate the workings of spatial
production instead of just describing it
(Aseguinolaza, 2011; Juvan, 2015); Soja (1997);
Tally Jr. (2012) take it to a general spatiality of
narrative. The importance of this is apparent: a
narrative that includes a plot in which something
produces a dilemma of choosing between two
paths embodies the production of space.

Studies of animals in literature are another
ingredient in this vocabulary. McHugh (2009)
shifted the focus from animals’ place in literary
texts to their actions within them. It was
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established that animals in literature achieve
agency when their actions upset the human
meaning put into them, while Robles (2016)
charts the history of this meaning, and Crist
(2010) and Latour (2005) present the theory
behind the idea. Research in rural sociology
indicates that cattle resist human affairs and
impact agricultural and livestock operations at
various levels (Holloway et al, 2024); also,
literary studies of bovine agency in Global South
literature show that cattle symbolize the human
ability to recognize agency in others (Eslava-
Bejarano, 2023; Hostova, 2023). It is interesting
that the big working bull in the barrio in the
Philippines is a product of colonial ecology; the
process  called  “archipelagic  pastoralism,”
connected with processes under Spanish rule,
appeared and developed only in the 19t century
(Amano et al., 2021). The meaning of the Labang
bull is not stable or unchangeable, nor can it be
compared to a piece of furniture, but it is a
colonial ecology used for practical purposes.

The third vocabulary is sensory. As Howes &
Classen (2014) point out, the sensorium can be
viewed as a field defined culturally as well as
embodied, since it is subject to changes in culture
and history. Esrock (2010) makes a narratological
bridge by stating that the reader accesses the
experience rendered through narrative not only
through visual images but also through inner
bodily feelings.

Olfactory research shows that smells are key to
forming place attachment and social assessments
unconsciously (Lindborg & Liew, 2021; Thibaud,
2011; Xiao et al., 2020), and Allen (2023) and
Ingebretsen  Kucirkova  (2024)  describe
methodological approaches to research in the
field of scent. From this perspective, Arguilla’s
story is also an olfactory narrative, as it starts and
ends with the same smell.

2.4 Narratological Framing

Genette’s (1990) differentiation between the
perspective and the one who perceives, which
was developed by Bal (2017) and detailed by
Nieragden (2002), makes it possible to give a
precise description of the narrative situation:
internal  fixed  focalization through a
homodiegetic narrator whose knowledge is
limited by the structure of the narrative as
opposed to being limited psychologically. The
mechanism at work is paralipsis, which means
refraining from giving information that the
focalization would typically offer. Booth (2013)
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concept of unreliability is often expected to work
here but does not fit perfectly, creating issues.
Baldo is not unreliable; he is just ignorant and
gives a detailed account of events. The gap
between what Baldo conveys and what he knows
drives the story.

2.5 Theoretical Framework: The Ecological Trial

This study synthesizes the foregoing into a three-
axis construct.

Axis 1: Planned itinerary (production of space).
The trial determines the space where the subjects
act. In Lefebvre (1974) terms, the designer is
involved in the conception of space — the so-
called conceived space, while the subject is in the
position of the subject the so-called
representational space. The asymmetry comes
into play here: the trial works precisely because
the subjects cannot see the design of the space.
Where colonial infrastructure overlaps with the
indigenous path, substitution also gains a
second-order political meaning, because taking a
path is choosing a political area.

Axis 2: Non-human judgment (distributed
agency). The case includes at least one non-
human being whose reaction serves as relevant
evidence. This is more than symbolism, because
a symbol represents data the human protagonists
already have, while an adjudicator provides new
information. In accordance with McHugh (2009),
the animal’s agency comes from the fact that their
actions cannot be planned beforehand.

Axis 3: The somatic epistemology (body that is
put to the test). The trial measures fitness from
actions of the body that are involuntary or semi-
involuntary, knowing acceptance and refusal,
tone of voice, ability to endure difficulties, etc.,
instead of taking declarations into consideration.
Therefore, the issue of concealment arises: the
declared test results in performance, which is not
taken into account.

The notion aligns with, but is not limited to,
anthropological accounts of rites of passage. van
Gennep et al. (1961) and Turner (2017) outline the
form of the passage: separation at the shore,
liminality at the riverbed, incorporation in the
room of the father. However, they do not
conceptualize the passage’s epistemology. What
is learned, how, and under what disclosure
conditions — all of this has been added by
ecological trial.

3. Methodology

This investigation adopts a qualitative,
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interpretivist approach involving hermeneutic
close reading and reflexive thematic analysis. The
epistemological ~view is constructionism,
meaning themes are formed through the
interaction between researcher and text rather
than as pre-existing patterns to be discovered
(Braun & Clarke, 2021). The hermeneutical
component is guided by the idea of the
Gadamerian circle, which enables mutual
revision of parts and the whole (Gadamer, H. G.
(2004), as well as by Ricoeur’s (1976) approach,
demonstrating how semantic autonomy implies
possible interpretations that cannot be produced
by the author. Reflexive thematic analysis was
chosen instead of content analysis, template
analysis, and grounded theory because it meets
the needs outlined by Braun and Clarke: this
research stresses the need for conceptual depth
achieved through the analysis of one case rather
than identifying patterns across the corpus.

The original text is How My Brother Leon Brought
Home a Wife, which first appeared in Arguilla
(1940). It is now in the public domain in the
Philippines because the copyright has expired
fifty years after the author’s death in 1944;
therefore, there are no restrictions on
reproduction under copyright law.

The text’s complexity had an analytical impact.
Many renditions of the story, floating in different
forms around the Philippine classroom, critics’
reviews, and online sites, start with a prefixed
introductory explanation indicating that Leon
was coming back home from Manila with a city-
born girl whom his father would never accept
until he finds her worthy, and the father invented
a clever method to find out that and is waiting for
the return. This prefix is just an editorial
commentary with no relation to Arguilla’s story;
the original version starts with Maria getting out
of the carretela, but this difference is significant in
that it reveals everything that is kept in suspense
by the story being analyzed: the examination
itself, its author, its principle, and its prize.

The analysis followed six stages as presented by
Braun & Clarke (2006). At the beginning of the
process, familiarity took place, during which all
material was read four times and divided into
segments consisting of eleven episodes. Through
systematic extraction, all segments were
classified according to context. This process
identified a total of 63 segments. The next thing
covered was initial coding, when semantic
coding and latent coding singled out 41 codes. In
the next stage, the theme was generated; this step
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required forming groups of codes containing not
only a common subject matter, but also a
common idea behind them. The review stage
made it possible to abandon two themes: gender
asymmetry and language problems.

Extracts are labeled E1-E28 and reproduced
verbatim; ellipses are marked; all emphasis is
ours.

3.1 Trustworthiness and Reflexivity

The rigor of the research is compared to the
requirements set by Lincoln et al. (1985), as
adapted by Nowell et al. (2017), and also to those
established by Tracy (2010). In terms of
credibility, the study uses a long-established
relationship with a short text, an active pursuit of
contradictory evidence, and triangulation of
analysis because all authors coded
independently and merged their codes
afterward. No measure of inter-rater reliability is
provided, supporting the reflexive paradigm,
where unity of coding is not regarded as a
criterion of quality (Braun & Clarke, 2021).
Regarding dependability, this criterion is
applied. In terms of transferability, the term
ecological trial is defined explicitly in the
research.

five

A team of professors and future educators from
the Philippines encounters this tale as students in
a classroom context. Their position has given
them many advantages; however, it also has
potential disadvantages, in that they are likely to
notice new things in a well-known text simply
because their field rewards finding something
new. To avoid this trap, this study bases each
conclusion on  factual evidence  and
acknowledges the most valid criticism of our
interpretation.

4. Findings
4.1 Theme 1: The Route as Instrument

The story’s central action is a substitution,
disclosed in stages. The reader first learns that
something has been changed only when Leon
reacts to it.

E1. When I sent Labang down the deep cut that
would take us to the dry bed of the Waig, which
could be used as a path to our place during the
dry season, my brother Leon laid a hand on my
shoulder and said sternly: “Who told you to drive
through the fields tonight?”

Two ideas are introduced at the same time. First,
the Waig is established as a seasonal passageway,
more of a convenient water channel than an
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actual road, and having been used tonight, its
unusual nature is enough to surprise even a man
who had been laughing for quite a while. The
details of this otherwise interesting story are
withheld until the end of the action: Baldo sends
the bull down the length of the canal and only
then senses the hand on his shoulder.

E2. “Baldo, you fool, answer me before I lay the
rope of Labang on you. Why do you follow the
Waig instead of the camino real?” His fingers bit
into my shoulder. “Father, he told me to follow
the Waig tonight, Manong.” Swiftly, his hand fell
away from my shoulder and he reached for the
rope of Labang.

This marks the pivotal moment in the entire
story, and its economic structure is astonishing.
The danger is represented by the rope of Labang
that can control the animal and is turned against
the boy. The fingers dig in, and then one phrase
“Father, he told me to follow the Waig tonight,
Manong” quickly puts an end to this violent
scene. Authority does not even need to be present
to operate: Leon removes his hand, not because
he is convinced by something, but because by
calling the father he has closed a question. In this
situation, the boy can make an appeal to
authority himself; when authority is called upon,
it is not dispelled but redistributed.

Laid out in a traditional form of “camino real” is
not a neutral expression. Its name indicates it is a
royally sanctioned road, the infrastructure of
colonial historical administration. Ca Celin’s
carretela travels on the road and connects at a
station point, much to Leon’s satisfaction. Its
counterpart is the Waig, nameless in Spanish and
described as a riverbed rather than a road. The
water only exists when it is absent. The reversion
from the Wiaig to the camino is seen as a migration
from the sphere of colonial authority to that of
local authority, and this migration is made
clearer by the fact that the story only takes its
characters from the camino after the trial.

E3. “And I suppose Father also told you to hitch
Labang to the cart and meet us with him instead
of with Castano and the calesa.”

In Leon’s sarcasm, a second transformation may
be found: the transport has been made worse.
Castano and the calesa—a horse named Castano
and a light cart—are replaced by a bull and a cart.
The father has changed not one variable, but a
whole group of variables. That is a design, not a
coincidence. Leon understands this, although he
still does not know the goal.
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E4.” —you see,” my brother Leon was explaining,
“the camino real curves around the foot of the
Katayaghan hills and passes by our house. We
drove through the fields because—but Ill be
asking Father as soon as we get home.”

The fragmented sentence gives the closest
description in the whole story. Leon starts to
explain and, in the midst of it, realizes he doesn’t
know what he is explaining; the dash marks the
moment he becomes aware that he is a
participant in a process he’'d been unaware of.
The camino real would have brought them
directly to the house; the detour had no reason
whatsoever, and Leon now knows that.

E5. “Did you meet anybody on the way?” he
asked. “No, Father,” I said. “Nobody passes
through the Waig at night.”

The father’s first question is about witnesses, and
Baldo’s answer, offered as ordinary local
knowledge, confirms that the venue was chosen
for privacy. A trial requires a closed court.

4.2 Theme 2: Labang as Non-human Examiner

Before the route is altered, before Maria is seated
in the cart, she must pass a gate. An animal
administers it, and Baldo administers it on the
animal’s behallf.

E6. “And this is Labang of whom I have heard so
much.” She held the wrist of one hand with the
other and looked at Labang, and Labang never
stopped chewing his cud. He swallowed and
brought up to his mouth more cud, and the
sound of his insides was like a drum.

Maria knows everything, including the bull’s
name and significance. However, the gesture—
holding one wrist with the other hand —reveals
that she does not understand much and that the
body responds on its own. The gesture means
self-control. Labang displays indifference, and
that’s the whole point; he does not act. The drum
metaphor makes his interior world audible; the
body becomes transparent and communicative.

E7. I laid a hand on Labang’s massive neck and
said to her: “You may scratch his forehead now.”
She hesitated and I saw that her eyes were on the
long, curving horns. But she came and touched
Labang’s forehead with her long fingers, and
Labang never stopped chewing his cud except
that his big eyes half closed. And by and by she
was scratching his forehead very daintily.

The first result of the trial is recorded
exceptionally: hesitated; the gaze was directed
towards the horns; but she still appeared there
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eventually, bit by bit. Four states were involved
here: anticipation; the actual cause of
apprehension; its influence; and calmness. The
action verb in Baldo’s instruction grants the
power to act to the child — an authorized
intermediary and Maria as the one who begs.

The response of an animal is a strong example of
nonhuman agency in McHugh's sense. Labang
didn’t do what he was supposed to do. He didn’t
respond, submit, or act as he should have. He was
still chewing, with only one thing changing —
Labang’s eyes were half-closed. Such position of
Labang’s body proves that the animal cannot be
taught — which makes the experiment reliable.

The bull’s authority is established a few
paragraphs earlier:

E8. He faced the sun and from his mouth came a
call so loud and vibrant that the earth seemed to
tremble underfoot. And far away in the middle of
the field a cow lowed softly in answer.

E9. “Why does he make that sound?” she asked.
“I have never heard the like of it.” “There is not
another like it,” my brother Leon said. “I have yet
to hear another bull call like Labang. In all the
world there is no other bull like him.”

Maria’s words indicate a lack of sensory
experience, and Leon’s answer gives Labang an
accolade generally reserved for human beings.
Then, when Maria jokes about whether she will
fall in love with the bull or feel jealous of him, it
becomes clear that her competition is not with a
woman, but with a place and its inhabitants. It is
further supported by the father’s evaluation,
which is applied at the end to the animal.

E10. “Was she afraid of Labang?” My father had
not raised his voice, but the room seemed to
resound with it.

This is the first serious question that the father
asks about his daughter-in-law, and it does not
relate to her family, beliefs, education, health, or
desires. It pertains to her relationship with an
animal. The noise from people in the room
behind Baldo makes him realize how significant
the question is, and Baldo, present at the trial
without knowing it, understands that he is giving
testimony at that moment.

4.3 Theme 3: The Somatic Sensorium

The trial’s evidence is gathered through the
senses, and the story is explicit about which. Its
dominant register is olfactory, and the frame is
set at the first meeting and repeated at the last:
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E11. She was fragrant like a morning when
papayas are in bloom. And a small dimple
appeared momentarily high on her right cheek.

The simile does more than simply praise. The
fragrance of Maria is described not in relation to
something that has been manufactured, such as
perfume, plants, or soap, but rather compared to
an agricultural morning. In Baldo’s imagination,
she has already been associated with the place of
Nagrebcan, even before any comparisons have
been made.

The sensory environment of the Waig is neither
idyllic nor flattering:

E12. Seemingly, but a man’s height above the
tops of the steep banks of the Waig, hung the
stars. But in the deep gorge the shadows had
fallen heavily, and even the white of Labang’s
coat was merely a dim, grayish blur.

E13. The thick, unpleasant smell of dangla bushes
and cooling sun-heated earth mingled with the
clean, sharp scent of arrais roots exposed to the
night air and of the hay inside the cart.

E13 is the most intensive statement in the text,
and hardly anybody seeks to evaluate it. It
represents a complex odourscape with four odors
mentioned: dangla, which is thick and unpleasant,
and arrais, which is pure and sharp. The narrative
does not embellish; it shows a place that has a
smell that could be good, but that also includes
bad smells. Precisely this — an unmediated odor
environment injected into the darkness of the
place, through the jerking cart, which is behind
the animal, is the essence of the test. Maria is
supposed not to observe a scene but to find
herself in it.

Her physical vulnerability is marked by a class
signifier placed with great economy:

E14. She looked down once at her high-heeled
shoes, then she gave her left hand to my brother
Leon, placed a foot on the hub of the wheel, and
in one breath she had swung up into the cart.

Her gaze acknowledges an inappropriate tool,
yet with one breath, she manages to override it.
Two clauses, one alteration—and again, the
model of recognized problem and instantaneous
adjustment occurs. When she produces verbal
responses, they appear not as judgments, but as
sensory comparisons:

E15. “Look, Noel, yonder is our star!” Deep
surprise and gladness were in her voice. ... “It is
so many times bigger and brighter than it was at
Ermita beach.” “The air here is clean, free of dust
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and smoke.”

E16. “You miss the houses, and the cars, and the
people and the noise, don’t you?” My brother
Leon stopped singing. “Yes, but in a different
way. I am glad they are not here.”

Two aspects deserve attention. First, Maria’s
comparisons come from the world of urban,
specific elements—Ermita beach, houses, cars,
noise: she doesn’t deny her connection to the city;
instead, she uses it to compare two realities and
clarify her preference. Second, E16 shows that
Leon interrupted his singing to ask.
Unbeknownst to him, he is being used as a test
subject; however, for a brief moment, he acts as a
test creator. Maria’s answer rejects the binary
choice given: yes, but differently.

4.4 Theme 4: Structural
Uninformed Witness

Paralipsis and  the

The person relaying the events of the whole
process is a child who does not realize what he is
relaying. This is not an accident; it is actually the
meaning of the story. Baldo’s cognitive position
is established in what he does not do: he does not
ask why the road has changed, why the calesa has
been left behind, or what the father is testing.
Instead, he follows the commands he receives
and observes.

E17. “Soon we will get out of the Waig and pass
into the fields. After the fields is home, Manang.”
“So near already.” I did not say anything more
because I did not know what to make of the tone
of her voice as she said her last words. All the
laughter seemed to have gone out of her.

At this point, the narrative reaches its greatest
effectiveness. Baldo makes a momentous
observation—it seems that the laughter has
vanished from her face—and makes a statement
without being able to interpret it. The adult
reader can immediately begin to understand
what is going on: Maria has come to grips with
the fact that the end of the journey is near, and
that the verdict is approaching. However, Baldo
does not know this. He sends the reader this
information without reading it, and this
discrepancy creates the story’s meaning.

E18. As I passed through the kitchen, there were
Mother and my sister Aurelia and Maria and it
seemed to me they were crying, all of them.

The adult narrator would have been more
explicit: whether they were tears of relief, joy,
fear, or, finally, freedom from tension. Baldo
instead can only describe a phenomenon and
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hedge about it. The women’s scene—the only
moment when Maria is not in the presence of any
man—is the scene which is inaccessible to the
narrator.

E19. “No, Father, she was not afraid.” “On the
way—" “She looked at the stars, Father. And
Manong Leon sang.” “What did he sing?” “Sky
Sown With Stars... She sang with him.”

The father’s incomplete prompt under scrutiny
(“On the way...”) implies that he uses a
deposition method. Thus, by avoiding giving any
specifics, he is trying to prevent any distortion of
his witness’s statements. Baldo is still unaware of
what he is being subjected to and starts giving all
the relevant information: his impressions of a
lack of fear, awareness of the sky, and
participation in a song. But the father’s follow-up
is so specific that it points to what he expects to
hear — “What did he sing?”

The Genette-Baldo model is useful here, as it
helps us achieve the necessary precision by using
the term internal fixed focalization with the string
loophole and, even more in line with Nieragden
(2002) classifications, it ought to be noted that the
narrator in this case reports on the events but not
at any perceptive perspective level. He knows
virtually everything, and his knowledge is
limited.

4.5 Theme 5: The Song, and the Verdict Withheld

The song is the trial’s decisive evidence, and its
significance hinges on provenance.

E20. Suddenly he broke out into song and the
song was “Sky Sown With Stars” —the same that
he and Father sang when we cut hay in the fields
at night before he went away to study.

There are three connections between the song:
first, it relates to Leon’s father; second, it concerns
the work on the fields at night; and third, it
pertains to the time before Leon’s departure for
Manila. The song seems to be a moving reference
to the world that claims Leon because of
marriage. That Leon sings the song without
anyone telling him to do so gives evidence that
the world still holds Leon in its power. The fact
that Maria knows the song has even greater
consequences.

E21. He must have taught her the song because
she joined him, and her voice flowed into his like
a gentle stream meeting a stronger one. And each
time the wheels encountered a big rock, her voice
would catch in her throat, but my brother Leon
would sing on, until, laughing softly, she would
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join him again.

She must have learned the song from him. Baldo
is right in his observation, and it is an important
one: the song must have been passed down long
ago in Manila, with no one watching. It is the
father’s legacy, transmitted to an urban woman
with the help of his son, who made her accept it.

The second sentence of E21 is the finest example
of somatic notation in the story. The road
interrupts her singing, and then she begins
singing again. The criterion becomes just a pure
kinesthetic image: it does not matter if she loves
beautiful landscapes, but whether beautiful
landscapes can distract her from singing. And
they do distract her each time, and she starts
singing again, smiling.

All the rest is just the process. It should be noted,
without strong emphasis, that the comparison,
like a soft stream flowing into a stronger one,
puts the voice of a woman in the background
with the voice of the man right at the moment of
Maria’s success: the endorsement of the story is
real and is expressed in a gendered language that
the text refuses to analyze.

The verdict, when it comes, is unstated:

E22. “Have you watered Labang?” Father spoke
to me. I told him that Labang was resting yet
under the barn. “It is time you watered him, my
son,” my father said.

A couple comes in. The father does not pay
attention to them. He talks to Baldo about the
bull, about water. This instruction serves three
purposes at the same time: it sends the witness
away as soon as the deposition has ended; it
restores the usual domestic situation where
animals are hydrated and children are sent home;
it also fulfills the obligation to the author of the
decision. Labang has worked, is thirsty, and shall
be watered.

The story closes on its opening image:

E23. I looked at Maria and she was lovely. She
was tall. Beside my brother Leon, she was tall and
very still. Then I went out, and in the darkened
hall the fragrance of her was like a morning when
papayas are in bloom.

The repetition is precise, and it serves to observe
an alteration while keeping all expressions
unchanged. Initially, the simile was a child’s
instant perception of an unknown person, and
now it has become an established truth—the
scent is present in the dark room, no longer
coming. The verdict is sensory: Maria is now
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emitting the smell that she has been tested for. In
this case, the expression does the rest of the work.
Tall and very still does not match the position of
a woman who's been told she is welcome. She
hasn’t been told this. She is in a dark room,
standing in front of a man who has just finished
judging her without her awareness.

Five further extracts bear on the trial’s framing:

E24. My brother Leon put down the two trunks
on the grassy side of the road. He paid Ca Celin
twice the usual fare from the station to the edge
of Nagrebcan.

E25. “I am afraid. He may not like me.”

E26. “Does that worry you still, Maria?” my
brother Leon said. “From the way you talk, he
might be an ogre, for all the world. Except when
his leg that was wounded in the Revolution is
troubling him, Father is the mildest-tempered,
gentlest man I know.”

E24 captures Leon’s ability to pay more than he
should, a kind of social tag at the neighborhood’s
entrance. E25 states that Maria has known the
verdict from the beginning, which is why she
remains composed in the Waig; this shows that
Maria’s calmness is not a sign of her innocence.
E26 features the biography of his father within a
subordinate clause—the wound in his leg
received during the Revolution—leaving Leon
with the experience of a fighter in the liberation
war, who now survives in a new colonial system
founded by the same colonizing power that took
his son to Manila, with its roads going past his
house. Thus, the trial he devises is a step by
someone who has already lost one incorporation
war.

E27. “You love Nagrebcan, don’t you, Noel?”

E28. He did not say Maring. He did not say
Mayang. I knew then that he had always called
her Maria and that to us all she would be Maria;
and in my mind I said ‘Maria” and it was a
beautiful name.

E27 is Maria’s question, posed prior to the trial,
and it pinpoints the problem with the marriage
with an exactitude that no other character does:
the enemy is a place. E28 shows a mutual process
of naming—the man refuses to use the Ilocano
diminutives of Maring and Mayang; Maria came
up with Noel from the other way around. The
two do not adopt each other’s names.

5. Discussion

5.1 The Environment as Epistemic Instrument
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The evidence shows that in the narrative of
Nagrebcan, the presence of nature does not
illustrate the storyline but gives rise to the story
itself. This idea is more developed than the notion
of ecocriticism, which is that scenery takes part in
the plot.

Let us consider other possibilities. The father
could have received Maria at home, interrogated
her, watched her behavior, checked her
background, or assigned her household chores,
but he did not do that — he planned the itinerary
instead. While previous behaviors tell what a
person will show, the itinerary shows what one’s
body does when one is not aware of being
observed. The bull can’t be pleased; it is
impossible to charm the blackness, and the stones
under the wheels do not change their rhythm for
a visitor. The father placed the responsibility of
assessment on those who cannot be tricked, and
this is the essence of the trial.

This creates a role for postcolonial eco criticism.
The approach used in the field, which includes
the notion of dispossession, slow violence,
ecological imperialism, and extraction, describes
nature as an object of colonial exploitation and a
place of subaltern suffering. However, this
approach is necessary but incomplete, as it leaves
people to be treated as victims of environmental
processes rather than as full users of
environmental capacity. The example shows that
the peasant family uses its environment to
reproduce socially in the colonial context.
Rahman’s reasonable critique of deep ecology’s
applications in densely populated areas draws
attention to the fact that, in this case, nature
should not be perceived as wilderness to be
preserved; it provides all the mnecessary
information, and people know how to use it.

5.2 Counter-Infrastructure and the Politics of the
Route

Waig's opposition to the Camino Real makes the
Lefebvrian  analysis (Aseguinolaza, 2011;
Lefebvre, 1974) worthwhile. The Camino Real
represents space in its most colonial state, since it
is conceived and given a name in the colonizer’s
language, measured and constructed to connect
points of administration—post, town, home. It
represents the space of the law-maker. The Waig,
on the other hand, is not conceived at all; it is a
watercourse that can become a path in the dry
season, known locally, traversed by local people.
The father establishes an authority over his son-
in-law’s wife that the camino real does not
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recognize.

The following two points arise. The first point is
that the secrecy surrounding the trial (the Waig)
is inherent in counter-infrastructural concepts
rather than an event that merely happened by
chance: routes outside the colonial regime are
also outside its reach of observation. The next
point is that the seasonality of the Waig is
important: it exists only because it is an area of
dry land. This means the father’s authority is
temporary; it exists only at certain points in time,
showing how local authority can function within
colonial regimes. Once again, soon after initiating
his speech, Leon stops explaining the point.

5.3 The Gendered Asymmetry the Story Does Not
Examine

Emphasizing only the aesthetic appeal of the
father’s action would be inaccurate, given the
undeniable contradictory evidence: only Maria
goes through the test.

Leon has left Nagrebcan for Manila, adapted to
the urban lifestyle, married without apparent
consultation, and is back home expecting to ride
in a calesa. He is no longer as connected to his
household as Maria is. He receives no judgment,
nor do people wonder if he is afraid of Labang.
All the father’s inquiries are directed at her solely,
and the whole mechanism- that is, the roads,
animal, darkness, and song is geared towards one
woman who is unaware that she is taking the test
and has expressed her worries about it (E25). The
language wused by the story reflects this
asymmetry: Maria’s voice resembles a gentle
stream connecting with a more powerful one; in
fact, throughout the story she is portrayed
through male perceptions, including Ca Celin’s,
who is mesmerized by her.

The aforementioned point does not denote a flaw
attributable to historical circumstances. Nor is it
a reason to reject the text. It is a discovery.
Arguilla’s ecological experiment is an example of
patriarchal technology. It drags the inanimate
world into the establishment of gender relations,
achieving this even better because the process
remains concealed from the person evaluated.
This assumption must incorporate the referred
characteristic rather than omit it.

5.4 Paratextual Contamination and the Survival of the
Consensus

Many existing variants begin with a head section
containing a brief introduction to the test, its
originator, its goal, and its criterion. The effect
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can then be explained in more precise terms. The
meaning of the story is produced by the disparity
between the information provided by Baldo and
his interpretation on his part (Theme 4), and the
character of that disparity makes it possible for
the reader to be situated at the position of partial
knowledge — somewhere in the middle between
the child and the father, learning the plot as Leon
does in E4. The head destroys this fact. The
reader, informed beforehand of the fact that the
father has created a unique test, will not find E1
surprising, E4 as an illumination, E10 as
revealing the criterion, or E22 conclusive. Every
structural device becomes an illustrative feature,
and only the thematic trace remains now.

We propose a small bibliographic-pedagogical
argument: the continuing acceptance consensus
is due not only to one’s reading habits but also
partly to the text students are given. The solution
is easy to achieve. All that it needs is to eliminate
the headnote (or, preferably, to keep it but also
ask the students to reread the text — first, with the
gloss and then without it and describe how it has
impacted their perception of the text). Servana
(2026) calls for counter-colonial reading practices
and finds a particularly literal expression here:
the first act of colonization to reverse is done by
the anthology apparatus.

5.5 The Strongest Objection

The most substantial problem is that the
proposed reading draws overly strong
conclusions about an uncomplicated text by
assuming that the father acted with clear
intention, while the only certain evidence
consists of two lines of dialogue uttered by a
child.

This study provides three reasons for that. First,
the design is multi-variable since route, vehicle,
traction, and timing are changed together (E1,
E3); such coordination is weak evidence of any
accident. Second, the father’s questioning is
criterion-specific (E10, E19) because it connects to
the bull’s fear and the song, not the journey as a
whole, suggesting he knew beforehand what
could serve as evidence for him. Third, Leon
being an adult who grew up in the family
immediately infers design (E3, E4), which serves
as the internal proof for the account. The
proposed reading of the text does not require an
omnipotent father or any conspiracy, but rather a
father who deliberately chooses a journey.

The second objection asserts that “ecological
trial” is just a new term for rite of passage. This is
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dispelled in section 3, which shows that while
van Gennep et al. (1961) and Turner (2017)
analyzed all aspects of passage in human terms,
this notion deals specifically with how it is
done—by assigning verdicts to non-human
agents out of sight. Some rites of passage do not
involve any assigning of judgment, whereas
some are connected to settings that play a literary
role only.

6. Conclusion

The narrative of Arguilla’s life has been
interpreted for eight decades as an illustration of
acceptance. Yet, it is more appropriate to
characterize it as an illustration of evaluation,
with the evaluative system being ecological. A
parent who is unable to travel —whose leg had
been hurt during an uprising that did not put an
end to colonialism—gives directions for the
message to be sent to his son’s spouse in the dark
through a riverbed with a bull and then asks a kid
two questions. The response he obtains is related
to something other than humans—namely, a
hand that passed through a pair of horns, tired
eyes, and a voice that bounced off rock and
resumed functioning.

What the story is aware of, and what most of its
pedagogical reception has ignored, is that
belonging to an agrarian society cannot be
conferred by mere declaration. It must be carried
out on the body with witnesses who cannot be
deceived, in an environment that does not change
for visitors. The fact that this knowledge is
applied in an asymmetric way—against the
woman, by the patriarchal society, with the help
of a suitable environment—is not a disadvantage
of this knowledge but rather, its inherent aspect.
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Abstract

In phonological acquisition, word stress is one of the most important suprasegmental features, and
stress misplacement has an impact on the clarity of phonological expressions and the accuracy of
language acquisition. Therefore, studies on stress misplacement in perception and production of
English words by Chinese EFL learners is of great significance for improving English teaching. Among
these studies, stress misplacement in the perception and production of English polysyllabic word stress
is particularly significant. In this study, 39 non-English major sophomores participated in experiments
on the perception and production of word stress. The tendency of stress misplacement in the perception
and production of English polysyllabic words was examined by the author, along with the connection
between the two processes.

The results showed that stress misplacement was affected by the number of syllables and parts of
speech. The frequency of stress misplacement increased with the increase of the number of syllables in
the word, and the frequency of stress misplacement was highest in nouns, followed by verbs and
adjectives. The Pearson correlation coefficient of 0.796 (p=0.01, p<.05) indicated a significantly positive
correlation between stress misplacement in perception and production. The frequency of stress
misplacement was higher than that during production, suggesting that there was an imbalance between
perception and production. This study suggests that more attention should be paid to the teaching of
stress perception, and that perception practice should be combined with production practice.

Keywords: polysyllabic words, stress misplacement, stress perception, stress production

1. Introduction challenge for Chinese EFL learners in both the
perception and production of English word
stress. Stress misplacement, defined as the
phonological displacement of lexical stress from
its canonical position (Gao, 2006), is frequently
observed in these learners’ speech and listening
comprehension, potentially leading to lexical
ambiguity and communication breakdown.

English is stress-timed, characterized by the
regular alternation of stressed and unstressed
syllables at roughly isochronous intervals,
whereas Chinese is syllable-timed, with each
syllable assigned approximately equal duration.
This typological divergence poses a persistent
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Word stress is not merely a prosodic ornament; it
underpins the rhythmic framework of English
and interacts closely with intonation to encode
semantic and pragmatic nuances. Misplacement
disrupts the stress-timing rhythm, fragments the
speech stream, and may alter lexical meaning or
speaker stance, thereby increasing the
interlocutors’ processing load. Accurate stress
acquisition thus remains a central concern in L2
phonology and pronunciation pedagogy.

The present study addresses this issue by
investigating stress misplacement in the
perception and production of English
polysyllabic words among non-English major
undergraduates. Its significance is twofold.
Theoretically, it seeks to delineate error patterns
across modalities and to examine the perception-
production relationship, an empirical question
thus far underexplored in the Chinese EFL
context. Pedagogically, the findings are intended
to inform classroom practice: perceptual training,
such as focused listening, can enhance sensitivity
to stress cues, whereas production drills can
strengthen articulatory accuracy. Crucially, the
study advocates an integrated approach
combining both modalities, augmented by
immediate corrective feedback, enabling learners
to self-monitor and gradually internalize
canonical stress patterns.

The primary objectives of the present study are to
characterize the predominant error patterns in
both perception and production, to identify
potential cognitive and phonological sources of
these errors, and to determine the correlation
between perceptual and productive accuracy,
thereby informing the design of targeted
instructional interventions. Through bridging the
perception-production divide, this research
intends to offer theoretical contributions to L2
prosodic representation and practical guidelines
for pronunciation pedagogy, ultimately
facilitating more effective stress acquisition
among Chinese learners of English.

2. Literature Review

Stress misplacement in the perception of English
word stress has received considerable attention
in both second language acquisition research and
phonetics. A substantial body of literature has
investigated how non-native English speakers,
particularly those without an English major
background, perceive and produce lexical stress,
with a focus on identifying misplacement
patterns and their contributing factors. One line
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of inquiry has established that linguistic
experience significantly shapes stress perception.
Wayland and Guion (2004), in their empirical
study, demonstrated that while adults exhibit
greater overall sensitivity to language speech
than newborns, they encounter heightened
difficulty in perceiving phonetic features absent
from their native phonological inventory. Their
findings further indicated that linguistic
experience functions as a critical determinant in
the processing of suprasegmental features.

In addition to linguistic experience, learners’
language background has been identified as a
key factor influencing stress perception and a
common source of misplacement. Yu and Andrus
(2010) examined whether the language
background of non-native English learners
affects their acquisition process and confirmed its
impact on word stress perception. The
divergence in stress patterns across languages
arises in part from differences in native
phonological systems; speakers habituated to a
particular stress pattern tend to project that
pattern onto a foreign language during
perceptual processing. This phenomenon reflects
negative transfer from the first language, which
may lead to systematic misrecognition of stress
positions in varied linguistic contexts.

Further extending this line of research, Altmann
(2006) conducted an integrated study
incorporating both perception and production
experiments. He found that learners whose
native language exhibits predictable stress
patterns experienced greater difficulty
identifying stress positions in the perceptual
modality, yet performed relatively better in
production. This apparent asymmetry was
attributed to their reliance on familiar first-
language patterns, which impeded accurate
discrimination of L2 stress placement;
concurrently, the same first-language knowledge
facilitated production through positive transfer,
enabling learners to project native stress patterns
onto L2 output, even when such patterns
deviated from target-like norms. To enhance the
robustness of empirical findings, subsequent
studies have incorporated cross-linguistic
participant groups. Archibald (1997) compared
the acquisition of English word stress by native
Chinese and Japanese speakers, revealing that
Chinese participants faced greater difficulty in
stress  perception than their Japanese
counterparts. Notably, neither group attained
native-like competence in stress placement,
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underscoring the persistent challenge posed by
cross-linguistic prosodic distance.

With respect to the production of English word
stress, research has emphasized the interplay of
multiple factors, including first-language
interference, L2  proficiency level, and
instructional support. Gao (2021) defined stress
misplacement as the incorrect repositioning of
primary stress within a word, characterizing it as
a form of interlanguage variation. A consistent
finding across numerous studies is the
prevalence of stress misplacement among
Chinese EFL learners. Gao (2006) examined stress
acquisition patterns in this population and
observed a strong tendency toward erroneous
placement in polysyllabic words, with the second
syllable emerging as the most frequent locus of
error. This difficulty was attributed to the
absence of lexical stress in Chinese, a syllable-
timed language, which renders Chinese learners
largely unfamiliar with the stress patterns of
English, particularly in polysyllabic items where
stress assignment is phonologically crucial.
Limited exposure to authentic input and
insufficient  practice =~ with  multi-syllabic
vocabulary further compound this challenge. In a
subsequent study, Gao and Deng (2009)
confirmed that stress misplacement is pervasive
even among Chinese non-English majors.
Similarly, Luo and Zhang (2006) documented the
considerable difficulties Chinese EFL learners
encounter in acquiring word stress and called for
increased instructional time devoted to stress
pattern training, arguing that enhanced stress
competence not only facilitates accurate
pronunciation but also supports vocabulary
acquisition and communicative clarity.

Beyond the Chinese EFL context, stress
misplacement has also been documented in other
language varieties. Schaetzel and Low (2009)
conducted a series of production experiments
and reported that stress misplacement
constitutes a prevalent concern in Singapore
English, with measurable consequences for
intelligibility. Schaetzel (2010) subsequently
investigated whether Singapore English exhibits
distinct stress placement patterns and confirmed
that such patterns arise from a convergence of
linguistic influences across multiple languages,
resulting in a hybrid stress system that permits
code-switching but simultaneously engenders
misplacement, as speakers transfer first-language
stress rules into English, occasionally impeding
successful communication.

39

Several scholars have further contributed to the
classification of misplacement types. Gao and
Wang (2009) identified three primary categories
of word stress misplacement in the COLSEC
corpus, analyzed from morphological and
phonetic perspectives, with distinctions based on
word form, lexical characteristics, and phonemic
structure. Concurrently, other researchers have
explored factors affecting stress production.
Guion (2003) found that both syllable structure
and lexical category influence stress placement.
Xu and Zeng (2015), through empirical
investigation, observed that the frequency of
stress misplacement decreases as learners’
proficiency attributing  this
improvement to a more precise grasp of
phonological rules accompanying advanced
proficiency. More recently, Li and Grigos (2018)
demonstrated that stress position interacts with
intonational and rhythmic properties in L2
production, further underscoring the complexity
of stress acquisition.

increases,

The limitations evident in the existing literature
underscore the need for further targeted research
on stress misplacement among Chinese EFL
learners. First, the majority of prior studies have
examined perception and production in isolation,
with few adopting an integrated framework that
simultaneously addresses both modalities. A
combined  perceptual-productive  approach
would afford a more comprehensive
understanding of how Chinese learners acquire
English word stress. Second, many researchers
have included both disyllabic and polysyllabic
words in their experimental materials without
differentiation, despite the fact that stress
misplacement is more  pronounced
polysyllabic items. Focusing specifically on
polysyllabic words would yield more refined
insights into the distinct challenges posed by
complex stress patterns. Third, while some
scholars have selected trisyllabic, four-syllable,
and five-syllable words as experimental stimuli
without regard to grammatical category, Gao
(2021) emphasised that part of speech constitutes
a significant factor in stress placement, with
nouns exhibiting the highest incidence of
misplacement among Chinese EFL learners,
followed by adjectives and verbs. Accordingly,
future research should incorporate part of speech
as a criterion in material selection, enabling a
more nuanced examination of how word
category modulates stress misplacement and
enriching the pedagogical implications drawn

in



PARADIGM

e

from empirical findings.
3. Research Methodology
3.1 Research Questions

The present study aims to address the following
three questions:

(1) What is the tendency of stress misplacement
in stress perception of English polysyllabic words
by Chinese EFL learners?

(2) What is the tendency of stress misplacement
in stress production of English polysyllabic
words by Chinese EFL learners?

(3) Is there any relationship between perception
and production of stress misplacement by
Chinese EFL learners?

3.2 Participants

A total of 39 non-English major sophomore
students participated in the experiments. Their
ages ranged from 19 to 21 years, with an average
age of 19.2 years. These participants had
commenced English learning between the ages of
6 and 8 and had received no formal
pronunciation instruction prior to the study.
None of the participants had taken the College
English Test Band 4, and their pronunciation
levels, particularly with respect to stress
acquisition, were considered comparable.

3.3 Materials

For the perception experiment, 24 words were
selected from New Century College English: An
integrated English course book 3. The selection was
based on syllable count, with six disyllabic
words, six trisyllabic words, six four-syllable
words, and six five-syllable words included in
the stimulus set. The inclusion of trisyllabic, four-
syllable, and five-syllable words was motivated
by the study’s focus on English polysyllabic
items, where stress misplacement is most
prevalent. The six disyllabic words served as
interference items to preserve the precision of
experimental results and minimize random
variation. Moreover, selecting all materials from
the same source helped standardize the
interference level across participants and reduce
potential confounding variables.

Within each syllable category, words of three
grammatical categories were represented: two
nouns, two verbs, and two adjectives per group.
This distribution was intended to enable a
comprehensive evaluation across different parts
of speech. The selection of nouns, verbs, and
adjectives was informed by the literature
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reviewed above, in which several scholars have
identified part of speech as a significant factor
affecting stress misplacement among Chinese
EFL learners, with these three -categories
exhibiting relatively higher frequencies of error.
Representative items included evidence (n.),
opponent (n.), intimate (v.), separate (v.),
enduring (adj.), and wonderful (adj.), which
collectively required participants to demonstrate
their knowledge of stress placement in English
pronunciation.

For the production experiment, the same set of 24
words was employed. The use of identical
materials across the two experiments was
intended to facilitate an examination of the
correlation between perceptual accuracy and
production performance, thereby offering
insights into the interrelated nature of these two
modalities in the acquisition of English word
stress among Chinese EFL learners.

3.4 Data Collection and Analysis

The perception experiment was conducted as the
first phase. Participants engaged in a structured
listening task designed to assess their ability to
perceive word stress patterns accurately. They
were provided with audio recordings of the
research materials and were instructed to focus
on identifying the stressed syllable in each word.
For each item, participants circled the syllable
they perceived as carrying primary stress. Each
word was played twice to ensure that
participants had sufficient opportunity to listen
attentively and make informed judgments. This
procedure enhanced the reliability of the test
results and provided a standardized framework
for evaluating participants” perceptual accuracy.

The production experiment was administered
seven days after the perception experiment. This
interval was intended to minimize potential
memory biases while providing an assessment of
participants’ proficiency in stress production. In
this phase, participants were asked to read the
same set of 24 words used in the perception
experiment, with a brief opportunity to skim the
word list prior to reading. Their readings were
recorded using EV Recording in a quiet
classroom setting to reduce external noise
interference and ensure recording clarity, thereby
enabling precise evaluation of stress production
without distortion. The audio files were
subsequently exported in MP3 format for
statistical analysis.

In the final phase, the test papers containing
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participants’” perceptual responses and the
recorded production data were processed to
evaluate stress placement accuracy and to
identify instances of misplacement. The author
summarized the general tendencies of stress
misplacement across  both  modalities.
Additionally, several participants who exhibited
a higher frequency of stress misplacement in the

two experiments were selected for brief
interviews, as their error patterns were
considered representative. These interviews

aimed to explore the reasons underlying their
misplacement and their subjective perception of
stress position. By identifying and categorizing
instances of stress misplacement, this study
contributes to a better understanding of the

challenges inherent in English word stress
acquisition and offers practical implications for
improving stress pattern instruction.

4. Results and Discussion

4.1 Stress Misplacement in Perception of English
Polysyllabic Words

In the perception experiment, participants were
required to identify and mark the positions of
stress within the 24 English words by referencing
the audio recordings. The analysis focused on
how the accuracy of identifying the stress
positions as the experimental instructions
required, by the non-English major students. The
results of frequency of stress misplacement in
stress perception were presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Results of Stress Misplacement in the Perception Experiment

Word Number Frequency of Correct Stress Position of
(Part of Speech) Syllable Misplacement Position Misplacement
attendance(n.) 3 3 Second Third
promotion(n.) 3 12 Second First
qualify(v.) 3 14 First Second
penetrate(v.) 3 12 First Second
productive(a.) 3 4 Second First
prominent(a.) 3 13 First Second
inspiration(n.) 4 20 Third First
transformation(n.) 4 21 Third Second
romanticize(v.) 4 21 Second Fourth
intimidate(v.) 4 12 Second First/Third
intransigent(a.) 4 13 Second First
equivalent(a.) 4 9 Second First
anthropologist(n.) 5 23 Third Second
terminology(n.) 5 19 Third First/Second
individualize(v.) 5 27 Third Second/Fifth
intellectualize(v.) 5 26 Third Second/Fifth
metropolitan(a.) 5 23 Third First/Fifth
sophisticated(a.) 5 19 Second First/Fourth

Table 1 presented the distribution of stress
misplacement observed in the perception
experiment. Among the 39 participants, a total of
291 instances of stress misplacement were
recorded. The word individualize yielded the
highest frequency, with 27 occurrences, followed
closely by intellectualize with 26. The words
anthropologist and metropolitan each registered 23
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misplacements. Other items with notable error
frequencies, reaching 20 or more, included
inspiration, transformation, and romanticize. At the
lower end, attendance exhibited the fewest
misplacements, with only three instances. These
results indicate that stress misplacement becomes
more frequent as syllable count increases, a
pattern consistent with Gao (2021), who observed
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that stress placement in English polysyllabic

words is relatively unfixed and broadly
distributed. The phonological divergence
between Chinese and English presents

substantial difficulty for Chinese EFL learners in
determining stress positions, particularly when
confronting ~ polysyllabic  items, = where
misplacement is more prone to occur.

With respect to trisyllabic words, promotion,
prominent, penetrate, and qualify displayed
relatively higher error frequencies. Notably, the
correct stress for prominent, penetrate, and qualify
falls on the first syllable, yet participants
frequently misplaced it to the second syllable.
This  tendency  toward  second-syllable
misplacement aligns with Gao and Wang (2009),
who examined stress errors in the COLSEC
corpus and reported a notable prevalence of
stress misplacement on the second syllable,
particularly in nouns and adjectives. In contrast,
promotion bears correct stress on the second
syllable, but some participants erroneously
placed it on the first syllable during perception.
The words attendance and productive, both
correctly stressed on the second syllable, showed
lower misplacement frequencies, with errors
tending to shift to the first and third syllables,
respectively.

Among four-syllable words, stress misplacement
occurred frequently in romanticize, transformation,
and inspiration. The appropriate stress positions
for qualify and penetrate are on the third syllable,
yet participants showed a tendency to misplace
stress to the first and second syllables,
respectively. For intimidate, inspiration, equivalent,
and intransigent, stress was commonly misplaced
to the first syllable. This finding echoes the
observation of Jangjamras (2011), who similarly
reported that Thai learners of English tended to
identify the initial syllable as the stressed
position. Furthermore, a comparison between

trisyllabic and four-syllable words reveals that
misplacement occurs more frequently and
exhibits greater positional variability
four-syllable items, suggesting that increased
syllable complexity heightens perceptual
difficulty.

in

In terms of five-syllable words, the frequency of
stress misplacement was substantially higher,
ranging from 19 to 27 occurrences per word,
compared with trisyllabic and four-syllable
items. For individualize, terminology, intellectualize,
anthropologist, and metropolitan, the correct stress
position uniformly falls on the third syllable;
nevertheless, participants produced diverse error
patterns. For instance, the stress of individualize
was commonly shifted from the third to the
second or fifth syllable, while ferminology tended
to be misplaced to the first or second syllable.
Participants often erred by placing the stress of
intellectualize on the second or fifth syllable, that
of anthropologist on the second syllable, and that
of metropolitan on the first or fifth syllable. In
addition, the stress of sophisticated was frequently
shifted to the first or fourth syllable. The analysis
of stress misplacement across these five-syllable
items demonstrates that misplacement is highly
prevalent and that error types are diverse,
indicating that the number of syllables exerts a
notable influence on misplacement patterns. This
observation corroborates Gao (2021), who
pinpointed that syllable count affects stress
misplacement and noted that frequency
decreases when word length exceeds eight
letters. The frequent occurrence of errors in
longer words underscores the complexity of
English phonological rules and the particular
challenges they pose for Chinese EFL learners.
Such variability highlights the importance of
identifying and addressing stress misplacement
to facilitate effective communication
English-speaking contexts.

in

Table 2. Tendency of Stress Misplacement in the Perception Experiment

Word Correct Position Misplace Misplace Misplace Misplace Misplace
of Word Stress  to S1 to S2 to S3 to S4 to S5
Attendance Second 0 0 3
Promotion Second 12 0 0
Qualify First 0 14 0
Penetrate First 0 12 0
Productive Second 4 0 0
Prominent First 0 13 0
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Inspiration Third 18
Transformation Third 0
Romanticize Second 0
Intimidate Second 9
Intransigent Second 11
Equivalent Second 8
Anthropologist  Third 0
Terminology Third 5
Individualize Third 0
Intellectualize ~ Third 0
Metropolitan Third 15
Sophisticated Second 14
Total 96

20

21
14
20
20

136

0 0

0 1

2 19

3 0

0 2

0 1

0 2 0
0 0 0
0 0 7
0 0 6
0 0 8
0 5 0
8 30 21

Table 2 further reveals the patterns of stress
misplacement in the perception experiment. A
prominent tendency observed among Chinese
EFL learners is the misplacement of stress onto
the second syllable. Conversely, when a word
carries correct stress on the second syllable,
learners frequently shift it to the first. This
bidirectional pattern aligns with the findings of
Gao and Wang (2009) and Gao and Deng (2009).
The prevalence of second-syllable misplacement
may be attributed to the rhythmic properties of
English, where main stress frequently falls on the
second syllable, prompting learners to adopt this
position as a default. The presence of diphthongs
and syllable-final consonant clusters further
reinforces this tendency. The opposite pattern
reflects what has been termed the “Initial Stress
Preference”, a phenomenon whereby learners
place primary stress on the initial syllable of
polysyllabic words, likely due to its perceptual
salience within the English phonological system.

The results also demonstrate that as syllable
count increases, the frequency of stress
misplacement rises accordingly, and the range of
error positions becomes more diverse. This
observation supports the conclusion that syllable
number constitutes a significant factor affecting
stress perception. Gao (2006) reported a similar
finding, noting that syllable count influences
stress placement. This is explicable in terms of
English stress rules: in monosyllabic and
disyllabic words, stress tends to fall on the first
syllable, whereas in polysyllabic words, stress
placement varies according to syllable structure.
As the number of syllables expands, the potential
stress positions multiply, thereby increasing the
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likelihood of misplacement.

Part of speech emerges as another influential
factor in perceptual stress misplacement. This
observation is consistent with Guion ef al. (2003),
who emphasized the role of lexical class in
English stress acquisition. The present data
indicate that nouns and verbs exhibit relatively
higher error frequencies, whereas adjectives
show the lowest. This hierarchy corroborates Gao
(2021), who found that Chinese EFL learners
were largely unaware of the relationship between
morphological structure and primary stress
position, with misplacement most pronounced in
nouns, followed by verbs and adjectives. The
greater complexity of syllable structure in nouns
and verbs, together with context-dependent
stress variation, poses particular difficulty for
learners. Adjectives, by contrast, display more
predictable stress patterns, facilitating more
accurate placement.

Finally, the perception experiment reveals that
the frequency of stress misplacement increases
with syllable count, with nouns and verbs
consistently outperforming adjectives in error
rates. This pattern, also documented by Gao and
Wang (2009), indicates that both syllable number
and grammatical category jointly influence stress
perception. In trisyllabic words, misplacement
predominantly occurs on adjacent syllables, for
instance, from the first to the second. In
four-syllable words, errors extend to syllables
one or two positions apart. The greatest diversity
of misplacement patterns emerges in five-syllable
words, where erroneous stress assignments are
observed on multiple non-adjacent syllables,
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underscoring  the  heightened  perceptual
challenge posed by longer, phonologically more
complex items.

4.2 Stress Misplacement in Production of English
Polysyllabic Words

In the production experiment, participants were
instructed to read the identical material utilized
in the perception phase. The production task

enabled the author to assess stress misplacement
by analyzing the recordings of participants. It
was conducted to investigate how Chinese EFL
learners produce word stresses, particularly in
relation to the number of syllables and the lexical
classes of words. The results of frequency of
stress misplacement in stress production are
presented in Table 3.

Table 3. Results of Stress Misplacement in the Production Experiment

Word (Part of Speech) Number Frequency of Correct Stress Position of
Syllable Misplacement Position Misplacement
attendance(n.) 3 2 Second Third
promotion(n.) 3 0
qualify(v.) 3 0
penetrate(v.) 3 4 First Third
productive(a.) 3 2 Second First
prominent(a.) 3 5 First Second
inspiration(n.) 4 10 Third First
transformation(n.) 4 11 Third Second/First
romanticize(v.) 4 12 Second Fourth
intimidate(v.) 4 13 Second First/Third
intransigent(a.) 4 13 Second First/Fourth
equivalent(a.) 4 3 Second First/Fourth
anthropologist(n.) 5 20 Third Second/Fifth
terminology(n.) 5 19 Third First/Second
individualize(v.) 5 20 Third Second/Fifth
intellectualize(v.) 5 22 Third Second/Fifth
metropolitan(a.) 5 20 Third First/Fifth
sophisticated(a.) 5 23 Second First/Fourth

In Table 3, 39 participants encountered a total of
199 instances of stress misplacement while
producing word stress. It demonstrates that the
frequency of stress misplacement in production
experiment is relatively lower than that in
perception experiment. Researchers such as Flege
(1995) got a similar result, which suggested that
non-native speakers may perform better in terms
of stress production, but there were some
challenges in terms of stress perception.

The data suggests that participants have
encountered difficulties in accurately placing
stress on words sophisticated, intellectualize,
anthropologist, individualize and metropolitan.
Meanwhile, the words promotion, qualify,
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attendance, productive and equivalent show the
lower frequency of stress misplacement in
production experiment. The rate of stress
misplacement in the production experiment is
consistent with the findings of the perception
experiment, suggesting a consistent pattern in the
perception and production of stress. This result
had been founded in the study of Cutler and
Otake (1999), which explored the relationship
between speech perception and production,
including the perception of stress and the role of
production language processing. This
similarity between perception and production
processes suggested there existed some
underlying relationships between the two
processes.

in



e

wmgy  Journal of Linguistics and Communication Studies

Among the trisyllabic words, the frequency of
stress misplacement in all words is relatively low,
but several participants tend to misplace the
stress from the first syllable to the second syllable
more frequently when producing the word
prominent and from the first syllable to the third
syllable when producing the word penetrate,
which is similar to the result of the perception
experiment.

In terms of four-syllable words, participants tend
to misplace the correct stress position of

romanticize from the second syllable to the fourth
syllable when producing it. The stress of the
word transformation and inspiration, is misplaced
from the third syllable to the second or first, and
first syllable, respectively. But the frequency of
stress misplacement when producing the word
equivalent is quietly low than other four-syllable
words, only occurring four times. According to
the table, the frequency of stress misplacement in
five-syllable words greatly increases. The
frequency of stress misplacement in sophisticated
and anthropologist accounts for a high proportion.

Table 4. Tendency of Stress Misplacement in the Production Experiment

Word Correct Position Misplace Misplace  Misplace = Misplace Misplace
of Word Stress to S1 to S2 to S3 to S4 to S5

Attendance Second 0 0 2

Promotion Second 0 0 0

Qualify First 0 0 0

Penetrate First 0 1 3

Productive Second 2 0 0

Prominent First 0 5 0

Inspiration Third 10 0 0

Transformation Third 2 9 0 0

Romanticize Second 0 2 10

Intimidate Second 9 0 4 0

Intransigent Second 12 0 0 1

Equivalent Second 2 0 0 1

Anthropologist  Third 0 16 0 0 4

Terminology Third 7 12 0 0 0

Individualize Third 0 17 0 0 3

Intellectualize Third 0 14 0 0 8

Metropolitan Third 16 0 0 4

Sophisticated Second 20 0 3 0

Total 80 74 11 15 19

Through analyzing Table 4, the tendency of stress
misplacement is generally the same with that in
the perception experiment. But the data collected
in the production experiment indicates that the
tendency of misplacing word stress to the initial
syllable is more salient, which is in concordance
with Maria’s study (2008). The reason for this
tendency is that the position of stress is crucial for
differentiating word meanings in production. As
a result of the impact of language acquisition,
individuals may erroneously place word stress
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on the initial syllable during word production, as
it aligns more closely with their language
learning background. Additionally, accentuating
the first syllable may serve to lessen cognitive
burden, given that the initial syllable marks the
onset of a word and is typically more easily
retained in memory. Therefore, placing the stress
on the initial syllable is easier to achieve during
production. It can be concluded that the number
of syllable and the parts of speech are also
significant factors which affect the stress
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misplacement in the production of English word
stress by Chinese EFL learners. Similar to the
perception experiment, as the number of
syllables increases, the frequency of stress
misplacement also increases. The results of the
perception experiment diverge in that while
various parts of speech play a role in the
misplacement of stress during the production
process, verbs exhibit the most frequent
occurrences of stress misplacement, with nouns
and adjectives following closely behind. In the
perception experiment, the frequency of stress
misplacement in nouns has higher frequency of
occurrence, with the less occurrence in verbs and
adjectives.

4.3 Relationship Between Stress Misplacement in
Perception and Production

Since the tendency of stress misplacement and
influencing factors in perception and production
were generally similar, it implied a certain
connection between them. This connection
indicated that the two processes involved similar
language processing mechanism. This result was
in agreement with Chen (2015), who explored
Motor Theory and concluded that the mechanism
of speech perception is closely related to that of
speech production, that is, speech perception and
production share one motor model.

Initially, there exists a commonality in the
language processing mechanisms involved in
stress perception and production, as stress
misplacement in both processes is impacted by
factors such as syllable count and grammatical
category. The tendencies of stress misplacement
exhibited in these two processes are substantially
similar. For instance, when perceiving word
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stress, participants tended to misplace the stress
of individualize from the correct third syllable to
the second and fifth syllable. Then in production,
they identically misplaced the stress to the
second and fifth syllable. Meanwhile, stress
misplacement during production stands at 199,
which is lower than the corresponding figure of
291 observed in perception. This suggests that
Chinese EFL learners exhibit a superior
proficiency in oral expression compared to stress
perception.  These learners  demonstrate
proficiency in accurately producing stress
patterns when mimicking and rehearsing English
vocabulary, yet encounter challenges
accurately discerning stress placement when
listening to others speak passively. These
learners may be better at improving their
pronunciation skills through imitation and
practice, and have difficulty accurately
perceiving stress during passive listening. This
finding was consistent with the research of
Altmann (2006), which pointed out that stress
perception and production shared common
language processing mechanisms, but they
differed somewhat in terms of executive control.
Perception focused more on comprehension and
recognition, while production required more
executive control and motor coordination.
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To display the relationship between stress
misplacement in perception and production
more intuitively, the author used SPSS to
conduct scatter diagram analysis on the scores of
each word in the perception and production
experiments. Figure 1 showed that there was a
positive correlation between stress misplacement
in perception and production.
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Figure 1. Scatter Diagram of Score in Perception and Production

Then the author conducted correlation analysis to
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further explore the correlation, and used Pearson
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correlation coefficient to represent the strength of
the correlation. The detailed examination
revealed a correlation coefficient of 0.796 between
scores in perception and production. This result
demonstrated a significant positive correlation
(p=0.01, p <.05) between stress misplacement in
perception and production.

In addition, this study showed that the frequency
of stress misplacement in perception of
polysyllabic words was higher than that in
production. This is because the teachers typically
adopt the traditional teaching method when
teaching vocabulary, such as recitation and
repetition to instruct students to fully grasp the
spelling and pronunciation of words. However,
this teaching method overlooks the acquisition of
syllables and stresses in words. Even if Chinese
EFL learners acquire word stress in this language
environment, this acquisition is achieved
through stress markers and phonetic symbols. If
prompts for stress markers are not provided to
these learners and only complete words are
given, they are still unable to accurately identify
the appropriate stress placement. In this
situation, teachers wusually use recording
machines or personally lead the reading of
words, through which learners can use their
learning experience to produce stress positions
with relatively high accuracy in production
process. Therefore, the frequency of stress
misplacement generated by participants when
perceiving word stress is higher than when
producing it.

Moreover, through interviews with some
participants, the author found that when
conducting perception experiment, they were
able to make judgments of stress position of
trisyllabic or four-syllable words more accurately
according to the recordings. But when judging
the stress position of five-syllable words, they
were affected by the secondary stress and the
length of the words, and could not accurately
judge stress positions, thus the misplacement of
the stresses occurred. During the production
experiment, certain participants noted a
decreased focus on stress position when
articulating words, with their primary method
for determining stress position being the
emulation of the teacher or the listening
materials. This also provides some insights into
stress teaching. Teachers should adopt diverse
teaching methods when teaching stress, instead
of just adopting the traditional teaching method
of repetition and imitation. In the process of
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teaching, teachers can provide learners with
plenty of listening materials to improve the
ability of stress perception, and can help students
accurately grasp the pronunciation rules and
techniques of stress through systematic
phonological training. Additionally, they can
design a variety of forms of exercises such as
combining speaking, listening and reading
exercises.

5. Conclusion
5.1 Major Findings of the Research

This study investigated the tendency of stress
misplacement in the perception and production
of English polysyllabic words by Chinese EFL
learners, as well as the relationship between the
two processes. Based on the two experiments and
subsequent data analysis, the major findings are
summarized as follows. First, the perception
experiment revealed that Chinese EFL learners
experienced considerable difficulty in accurately
identifying the correct stress position of English
polysyllabic words. The frequency of perceptual
misplacement was influenced by both syllable
count and part of speech: misplacement
increased with the number of syllables, occurred
more frequently in nouns and verbs, and was
least frequent in adjectives. A prominent
tendency observed in perception was the
misplacement of stress onto the second syllable;
conversely, when words carried correct stress on
the second syllable, learners frequently shifted it
to the first. Second, the production experiment
yielded generally similar patterns. The frequency
of stress misplacement in production was
likewise affected by syllable number and
grammatical category. However, a notable
difference emerged: in production, stress
misplacement occurred most frequently in verbs,
followed by nouns, with adjectives again
showing the lowest error rates, and the initial
stress preference was more pronounced than in
perception. Third, the mechanism underlying
word stress perception was found to be related to
that of production, as the error tendencies and
influencing factors were broadly comparable
across the two modalities. A Pearson correlation
coefficient of 0.796 (p = 0.01, p < .05) indicated a
significantly ~ positive  correlation between
perceptual and productive stress misplacement.

5.2 Implications of the Research

The findings demonstrate that Chinese EFL
learners encounter challenges in both perceiving
and producing stress in polysyllabic English
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words, while exhibiting relatively better
proficiency in production than in perception.
These results carry several pedagogical
implications. First, given that conventional
teaching approaches tend to prioritize segmental
instruction, additional classroom time should be
allocated to suprasegmental features, among
which stress constitutes a foundational element.
It is advisable to incorporate stress assessment as
a regular component of evaluating learners’
mastery of pronunciation. Second, teachers
should diversify practice activities by combining
listening and  speaking  exercises  to
simultaneously enhance learners’ perceptual and
productive abilities. Such practice should ideally
be conducted in contexts that approximate
authentic communicative situations, enabling
learners to acquire stress patterns and
pronunciation that more closely resemble the
target language. Third, teachers are encouraged
to provide systematic instruction in phonetic and
phonological knowledge, thereby equipping
learners with a comprehensive understanding of
English stress rules and enabling them to identify
the underlying causes of their misplacement and
develop personalized strategies for
improvement.

5.3 Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

Despite its contributions, the present study has
certain limitations that should be acknowledged.
One limitation concerns the experimental
materials: the interference items consisted of only
six disyllabic words, and future studies could
incorporate monosyllabic or hexasyllabic words
to enrich the stimulus set. Another limitation
relates to the interval between the two
experiments, which was relatively short. It
cannot be guaranteed that participants had fully
eliminated the influence of the perception
experiment when they undertook the production
task, potentially introducing a confounding effect
on the results.

The findings suggest that comparable processing
mechanisms may underlie stress misplacement
in perception and production, as evidenced by
the similar error tendencies and influencing
factors observed in both modalities. Future
research could further investigate these shared
mechanisms and explore their pedagogical
implications more comprehensively. In addition,
the present study focused exclusively on non-
English majors; subsequent research could
examine stress misplacement patterns among

English majors and compare the two
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populations,  thereby  illuminating  the
relationship between language proficiency and
stress acquisition.
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Abstract

Internet slang has become increasingly common in brand communication, especially on social media
where brands are expected to appear informal, responsive, and culturally aware. Yet the meaning of
slang is rarely stable or self-contained. It is often tied to a particular group, moment, tone, or
interactional setting. When brands move these expressions into commercial discourse, the original
context may no longer hold, and the result can be a change in tone, meaning, or social position. This
paper examines contextual misalignment and meaning distortion in brand use of internet slang. It
focuses on the relationship between brand identity, the original social context of slang, and the
commercial purposes that reshape its meaning after recontextualization. Particular attention is given to
cases in which shared humor becomes promotional formula, ironic or attitudinal meanings are
weakened, and community-based expressions are turned into marketing resources. The paper argues
that the effectiveness of internet slang in brand communication depends less on whether a brand uses
fashionable language than on whether the expression remains appropriate to the speaker, audience, and
communicative situation. Misalignment can make brand language appear forced or intrusive, while
careful recontextualization may preserve the social meaning that gives slang its communicative value
in the first place.

Keywords: internet slang, brand communication, contextual misalignment, meaning distortion,
recontextualization, digital discourse

1. Introduction Yet internet slang is strongly dependent on
context. Many expressions carry meanings
shaped by a particular group, event, tone, or
shared experience. A phrase that works naturally
in peer interaction may sound different when it is
used by a commercial organization. The words
remain recognizable, but the speaker, purpose,
and relationship with the audience have
changed. This shift can affect how the expression
is understood.

Brand communication on social media has
become increasingly informal. Internet slang,
memes, abbreviated expressions, and
conversational language now appear frequently
in promotional posts and brand-consumer
interaction. This style is often used to reduce
distance and make brands appear more familiar
with  online culture, especially when
communicating with younger audiences.

The problem becomes more visible when brands

51



e

wmgy  Journal of Linguistics and Communication Studies

adopt popular language without fully
considering its original social meaning. Some
expressions may conflict with an established
brand voice; others may lose their irony or
become overly promotional once they enter
advertising discourse. What appears to be a
simple attempt at informality can therefore
produce contextual misalignment or even change
the meaning of the slang itself.

This paper examines these problems through the

concepts of contextual misalignment and
meaning distortion. It focuses on how internet
slang  is recontextualized in  brand

communication, why certain uses appear natural
while others seem forced, and how commercial
purposes can alter the attitudinal and social
meanings carried by online expressions. The
central argument is that effective use of internet
slang depends less on following linguistic trends
than on understanding the context in which those
expressions originally gained meaning.

2. Internet Slang
Communication

as Context-Dependent

Internet slang is often treated as a set of
fashionable words or phrases, but its meaning
usually depends on much more than vocabulary.
Many expressions become meaningful because
users share a particular context, including a
recent event, a popular meme, a subcultural
reference, or a familiar way of speaking within a
group. Without that background, the expression
may still be understandable at the surface level,
but part of its tone and social meaning is lost.

This is especially clear in expressions based on
irony, self-mockery, exaggeration, or playful
imitation. Their communicative effect does not
come only from what is said. It also depends on
who says it, to whom, and under what
circumstances. A phrase used among peers may
signal solidarity because both sides recognize the
same joke. The same phrase can sound awkward
or even condescending when it is used by a
speaker who occupies a different social position.

Internet slang also carries identity meanings.
Certain expressions become associated with
particular age groups, online communities,
occupations, or shared experiences. Using them
can signal familiarity with a community, but that
familiarity is not automatically created by
repeating the words. A speaker who adopts the
vocabulary without understanding the attitudes
attached to it may appear to be imitating the
group rather than participating in it.
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The short life cycle of online language makes this
dependence on context even stronger. A phrase
can move quickly from a niche community to
wider circulation, then lose its original meaning
or become associated with a new event. Some
expressions remain recognizable after their
popularity fades, while others become outdated
almost immediately. Meaning is therefore shaped
not only by social setting but also by timing.

For brand communication, these features make
internet slang a difficult linguistic resource.
Brands often encounter slang after it has already
developed meaning through user interaction.
When the expression is moved into advertising,
customer service, or promotional content, it
enters a different communicative environment.
The commercial purpose becomes part of the
message, whether the brand acknowledges it or
not.

This is why the use of internet slang cannot be
evaluated only by asking whether a word is
popular or grammatically  appropriate.
Contextual appropriateness matters just as much.
The social position of the brand, the relationship
with consumers, the original tone of the
expression, and the moment in which it is used
all influence how the message will be interpreted.
These conditions provide the basis for
understanding why contextual misalignment
occurs in brand communication.

3. How Contextual Misalignment Occurs in
Brand Communication

3.1 Mismatch Between Brand Identity and Slang Style

Internet slang carries assumptions about who
normally uses it and in what kind of relationship.
When a brand adopts such language, consumers
do not respond only to the words themselves.
They also judge whether the expression fits the
identity and social position of the brand.

The popularity of dagongren (“4T 1. \”) illustrates
this point. The term became widely used online
as a form of self-mockery among workers,
combining fatigue, frustration, and a degree of
collective humor. BMW China later used the
expression in an official Weibo post that
addressed users as dagongren. The wording itself
was not difficult to understand, but the post
attracted criticism because a luxury automobile
brand was speaking from a very different
position from the people who had originally used
the term about themselves.

The change in speaker altered the pragmatic
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effect. Self-mockery usually works because
speakers place themselves inside the experience
being joked about. Once the same expression is
used by an outside commercial voice, the humor
can sound less shared and more distancing. The
problem is therefore not lexical accuracy but the
relationship between brand identity and the
social meaning of the slang.

McDonald’s use of dagongren provides a useful
contrast. Its related campaign placed the
expression within familiar scenes of work, food,
tiredness, and everyday consumption. The slang
was connected to situations already associated
with its original use, which made the transition
into brand discourse less abrupt.

These cases show that slang style cannot be
separated from brand voice. A fashionable
expression may be widely understood and still
feel inappropriate when it conflicts with the
position from which a brand usually speaks.
Contextual fit depends not only on what an
expression means, but also on what it means
when a particular brand chooses to say it.

3.2 Mismatch Between Original Context and

Commercial Context

Some internet expressions depend less on who
uses them than on the interaction in which they
originally make sense. Phrases built around self-
mockery, frustration, or shared hardship often
work because speakers understand that they are
joking from within the same experience. Once
such language is moved into commercial
communication, the relationship changes. A
brand is not simply another participant in the
conversation; it is also trying to sell something.

The 2025 controversy surrounding Taoli Bread’s
mooncake advertising offers a clear example.
One elevator advertisement stated that people
who disliked five-nut mooncakes were still too
young and had not yet “suffered the blows of
life.” The phrase “ 3% ) # ] ” had long
circulated online as a humorous way of talking
about work pressure, setbacks, and adult life.
Used among peers, it often carries a self-
deprecating tone. In the advertisement, however,
the expression was directed by a company
toward consumers. Many responses interpreted
the wording as didactic or condescending rather
than humorous, and the advertisement was
removed shortly after the controversy emerged.

The difficulty came from the change in
interactional position. Online users saying that
they have been “beaten by life” are usually
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making themselves part of the joke. A brand
telling consumers that they have not yet
experienced such hardship does something
different. The phrase shifts from shared self-
mockery toward an evaluation of the audience.
Its lexical form remains familiar, but its
pragmatic force is altered by the commercial
setting.

Taoli Bread’s later apology continued to use
expressions such as “H %" and “H#R L 1E,”
keeping the same informal internet style. Some
users accepted the humorous response, while
others felt that the apology itself still resembled
marketing. This reaction shows how difficult it
can be to preserve the original tone of slang once
commercial intent becomes highly visible.

The case is useful because the problem was not
simply that the brand chose an unpopular
phrase. The expression was already recognizable
and widely used. What changed was the
relationship between speaker and audience.
Internet slang that depends on shared experience
can lose that sense of equality when it is
transferred  into  advertising.  Contextual
misalignment appears when a brand retains the
surface form of informal language but changes
the social relationship that originally made the
expression acceptable.

3.3 Temporal Misalignment and Outdated Slang

Internet slang is closely tied to time. Many
expressions become popular because they are
attached to a recent event, meme, or shared
online mood. Their communicative value may be
strongest during a short period, after which the
same phrase can quickly feel overused or
outdated. Brands face a particular difficulty here
because commercial communication usually
moves more slowly than ordinary online
conversation.

A meme can spread across social media within
hours, while a brand message may pass through
planning, copywriting, internal review, legal
checking, and final approval before publication.
By the time the content appears, the expression
may already have lost part of its novelty. In some
cases, users have moved on to a new joke; in
others, the original slang has acquired a different
meaning. The brand may technically be using a
familiar phrase, but it is entering the conversation
too late.

Timing also affects how audiences judge
authenticity. Early use can suggest that a brand
understands the language environment in which
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consumers are communicating. Late use often
produces the opposite impression. The slang
begins to look borrowed rather than shared,
especially when it has already become common
in advertising. What once functioned as a sign of
cultural awareness can then become evidence of
distance from the culture being imitated.

This temporal problem is not solved simply by
using newer expressions more quickly. Excessive
speed creates another risk, since a brand may
adopt a phrase before its meaning, origin, or
possible connotations are fully understood. The
relevant issue is whether the expression still
belongs naturally to the communicative moment
in which the brand intends to use it.

Temporal misalignment shows that contextual
appropriateness has a time dimension as well as
a social one. Internet slang does not remain
equally meaningful throughout its circulation.
Brands that treat it as stable vocabulary may
preserve the form while missing the moment that
gave the expression its value.

4. Meaning Distortion in the Commercial
Recontextualization of Internet Slang

4.1 From Shared Humor to Promotional Formula

Internet slang often gains its force through
repetition within a community, but that
repetition is not originally commercial. Users
repeat a phrase because they recognize the joke,
the tone, or the cultural reference behind it. The
pleasure comes partly from shared recognition.
Once brands begin to adopt the same expression,
however, repetition serves another purpose. The
slang is no longer only a way of participating in a
joke; it becomes a resource for attracting
attention, naming products, or increasing
engagement.

The 2025 popularity of “FgFEKFgILLK & offers a
useful example. The expression developed
through online remixes and short-video culture,
where its unusual sound and repeated use
gradually turned it into a recognizable meme.
Jiuyang Soymilk later incorporated the phrase
directly into the name of a new green-bean soy
drink and extended the meme across packaging,
short videos, livestreams, related
promotional language. The product quickly
attracted attention and sold strongly after release.

and

What is interesting here is not simply that a brand
used a popular meme. The expression changed
function once it became part of a product name.
Among users, “MHKFIIELE” had circulated
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largely because of its absurdity, rhythm, and
capacity for endless remixing. In commercial
communication, those qualities were retained,
but they were attached to a clear promotional
object. A shared joke became something that
could identify a product and make it easier to
remember.

This kind of transfer can be effective, but it also
changes the conditions under which humor
works. Repeated brand use may gradually turn a
flexible meme into a recognizable formula: a
popular phrase is identified, connected with a
product, and then reproduced through
packaging, slogans, livestream interaction, and
social posts. The original humor does not
necessarily disappear, yet part of its openness is
reduced. What users once reshaped freely begins
to carry a more fixed commercial association.

The shift from shared humor to promotional
formula is therefore a form of meaning change
rather than simple linguistic borrowing. The
slang still looks familiar, and consumers may
continue to participate in the joke, but the
communicative purpose has become more
explicit. Its value now lies partly in its ability to
convert cultural recognition into brand visibility.
This is one of the clearest ways in which
commercial recontextualization can alter internet
slang without changing its surface form.

4.2 The Loss of Irony and Attitudinal Meaning

A large part of internet slang cannot be
understood through literal meaning alone. Irony,
exaggeration,  self-mockery, and playful
negativity are common features of online
interaction. An expression may sound critical or
pessimistic on the surface while actually
signaling solidarity, humor, or emotional release.
Its attitudinal meaning depends on shared
knowledge between participants and on their
ability to recognize that the words should not be
read literally.

Commercial recontextualization can weaken this
layer of meaning. Brands often borrow the most
recognizable part of a popular expression, but the
social relationship that supported its irony is
harder to reproduce. The earlier example of “4=
G 1 2 4T~ illustrates the problem. Among
internet users, the phrase commonly functions as
exaggerated self-mockery about adult pressures
and setbacks. When used by a brand to address
consumers, the ironic distance becomes less clear.
What was originally a way of laughing at one’s
own situation can begin to sound like a judgment
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made about someone else.

This change is important because irony depends
heavily on positioning. Users who joke about
their own exhaustion, financial pressure, or
unsuccessful experiences place themselves inside
the situation being described. The humor often
communicates something close to “we know
what this feels like.” A commercial speaker does
not automatically occupy the same position. Even
when the vocabulary is identical, consumers may
read the message more literally because the
brand has different interests and a different
relationship with the audience.

Attitudinal meaning can also be reduced when a
meme is repeated mainly for recognition.
Expressions that originally carried frustration,
resistance, embarrassment, or self-deprecation
may be retained because their form is familiar
while the emotional stance behind them becomes
less important. In this sense, commercial use can
flatten slang. A phrase that once allowed users to
express a complicated attitude is turned into a
general sign of being humorous, young, or
“online.”

This does not mean that brands are incapable of
using irony. Some brand accounts develop a
stable conversational voice in which humorous
and self-deprecating language feels consistent
rather than borrowed. The difficulty appears
when irony is treated as a property of particular
words rather than a relationship between
wording, speaker position, and audience
knowledge. Copying an ironic phrase does not
guarantee that the irony will survive.

The loss of attitudinal meaning is therefore less
visible than obvious semantic misunderstanding.
The expression may still be recognizable,
grammatically appropriate, and connected with
the correct meme. What changes is the stance
carried by it. Once that stance is weakened,
internet slang can retain its surface familiarity
while losing much of the social meaning that
made it communicatively effective.

4.3 From Community Expression to Commercial
Appropriation

Some internet slang carries more than humor or
attitude. It also marks participation in a
particular community. Expressions may develop
inside fan cultures, gaming communities,
workplace groups, or short-video subcultures
before they spread to a wider audience. Using
them can signal familiarity with a shared
experience. Once brands adopt these expressions,
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however, the language moves from community
interaction into a commercial setting.

The circulation of “F§#EK” shows this shift quite
clearly. Before brands began using the term, it
had already gone through several rounds of
remixing and reinterpretation online. Its meaning
was not fixed, and much of its appeal came from
repeated participation by users who understood
the sound, references, and absurd humor
surrounding it. When commercial actors later
used related expressions in product naming and
promotional content, the meme became attached
to a more specific purpose: attracting attention
and creating brand recognition.

This does not automatically make commercial
use inappropriate. Internet language often moves
between communities and wider public culture,
and brands are part of that circulation. The
tension appears when a brand treats a
community expression as if it were simply a free-
standing linguistic resource. The phrase may still
be recognizable, but the sense of shared
ownership can weaken once it is repeatedly used
for sales, product launches, or promotional
campaigns.

The change is especially noticeable when a term
originally used to signal participation begins to
function mainly as a marker of trend awareness.
A brand may appear to understand the language
of a community while engaging only with its
most visible surface. Consumers who know the
expression well may then read the commercial
use differently from audiences who encounter it
only as a fashionable phrase. What looks like
successful localization from one perspective may
look like appropriation from another.

Commercial appropriation therefore changes not
only where internet slang appears but also what
it does. A community expression can move from
signaling belonging to signaling market
relevance. Its cultural value is not necessarily
erased, but it becomes entangled with
promotional intent. The more clearly this
commercial purpose dominates, the greater the
risk that the expression loses the social
relationship that originally gave it meaning.

The key issue is not whether brands should avoid
community language altogether. It is whether
they understand that such language already
carries histories of use, group associations, and
expectations about who has the right to speak in
a particular way. Recontextualization becomes
problematic when these social meanings are
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ignored and only the recognizable form is
retained.

5. Communicative Consequences for Brand-
Consumer Relations

The use of internet slang can make brand
communication feel more immediate, but
informality does not automatically create
closeness. Consumers still judge why a brand is
using a particular expression, whether the tone
fits the situation, and whether the language
sounds natural coming from that speaker. When
these conditions are not met, an attempt to
appear familiar can expose the distance between
the brand and the audience instead of reducing
it.

One consequence is a loss of credibility in brand
voice. Consumers usually encounter a brand
across different forms of communication, and
over time they develop expectations about how it
speaks. If highly informal language appears only
when a meme becomes popular, the change can
look temporary or strategic. The brand may seem
to be borrowing a style rather than developing a
recognizable voice of its own. This is especially
noticeable when the slang is disconnected from
the brand’s usual tone or from the situation in
which it is used.

Contextual misalignment can also change how
consumers interpret communicative intention.
The Taoli Bread controversy is useful here. The
phrase “4: 35 )2 ]” was intended as humorous
advertising, but many consumers read it as a
judgment directed at them. Once that
interpretation emerged, attention shifted away
from the product and toward the brand’s
attitude. The problem was no longer whether the
advertisement was funny. It became a question of
how the brand positioned itself in relation to its
audience.

Similar problems appear when brands rely too
heavily on slang to create intimacy. Repeated use
of memes, trendy phrases, and exaggerated
conversational language may initially make
communication feel less formal, but it can also
weaken informational clarity. Consumers may
remember the joke while paying little attention to
what the brand is actually trying to say. In this
situation, informality becomes a style in its own
right rather than a means of improving
communication.

Brand-consumer relations are also affected by
the perception of motive. Internet slang often
develops through spontaneous interaction, while
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branded use is usually tied to visibility,
engagement, or sales. Consumers are aware of
this difference. A brand does not need to hide its
commercial purpose, but slang becomes less
convincing when the promotional intention
overwhelms the social meaning of the expression.

The effect is not always negative. Informal
language can support a sense of familiarity when
it is consistent with the brand voice and
appropriate to the communicative moment. The
broader point is that closeness is relational rather
than lexical. A brand does not become more
approachable simply by choosing more casual
words. What matters is whether the language fits
the speaker, the audience, and the situation well
enough to be understood as participation rather
than imitation.

6. Reconsidering the Use of Internet Slang in
Brand Communication

The problems discussed above do not mean that
brands should avoid internet slang. Informal
language can make communication more flexible
and can help a brand participate in conversations
that already matter to consumers. The question is
less about whether slang should be used than
about how a brand enters the context in which the
expression has meaning.

Adidas’s response to the 2026 “i3§ 7 4” meme
offers a useful contrast to the earlier cases. The
phrase originated from an awkward Chinese
rendering of “errands around town” on a
product page. Users noticed the wording first
and began turning it into jokes and variations
such as “fi it/ K $.” Instead of introducing a
prepared slogan and asking users to accept it,
Adidas responded to an interaction that had
already developed around its own content. The
brand joined the comment thread, produced
further variations, and later released a “i3 3 75
1" T-shirt. The movement of the expression was
largely user-led before it became part of official
brand communication.

This distinction matters. In many unsuccessful
cases, a brand identifies a popular phrase outside
its own communicative setting and inserts it into
advertising. The Adidas example moved in the
opposite direction. Consumers first created a new
meaning around an accidental phrase, and the
brand then responded within that emerging
context. Its participation did not require
pretending that the expression had always
belonged to the brand. Much of the humor
remained visible as a shared joke about the
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original wording.

Timing also helped. The brand responded while
users were still developing the meme and
extended it through comments, product
references, and a quickly produced T-shirt rather
than returning to it after the joke had already
faded. Reports at the time noted that these posts
generated substantially more interaction than
routine product content. This does not provide a
universal formula for successful meme
communication, but it shows why contextual
participation is different from simply borrowing
fashionable vocabulary.

A more careful approach to internet slang
requires attention to brand voice, speaker
position, timing, and the social history of an
expression. Some slang will fit naturally into a
brand'’s existing style; other expressions may lose
their humor as soon as they are spoken from a
corporate position. Community language also
deserves more caution when its meaning
depends on experiences or identities that the
brand does not share.

The broader issue is one of linguistic judgment.
Brands do not need to sound exactly like their
consumers in order to communicate with them.
In fact, trying too hard to reproduce user
language may make the commercial voice more
obvious. Internet slang works best when the
brand understands what kind of relationship the
expression originally created and whether that
relationship can still make sense after commercial
recontextualization. The aim is not to imitate
online speech as closely as possible, but to know
when participation is appropriate and when
leaving the language to its original users may
communicate more effectively.
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