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THE LANGUAGE BARRIER 

Anna STEA RNS, Montréal. 

When we speak of a language barrier, it is commonly understood to 
r efer to matters of vocabulary, or syutax, not to mention a certain lack 
of familiarity with certain idiomatic expressions. Unfortunately, for both 
the newcomer<1

) and the social worker eager to assist him, there is a lot 
more to the linguistic barrier that what meets the grammarian 's eye ! 
W ere it only a matter of sheer Zingua why would people with qui te a good 
mastery of either English or French complain that their English or 
French neighbors are unable to understand them ~ 

How many times did I have to intervene to iron out misunderstand
ings that arose when both sides claimed that the correct word or phrase 
had been used ! Sometimes, I managed to clear away mutual grievances 
of newcomer and native by the simple expedient of letting the n ewcomer 
tell me the sentence in his native language : and there was the culprit, no 
more than a misplaced emphasis. Nothing bigger than a subtlety of 
"emotional weighting", difl'er ent in the case of the speaker from that 
given to it by the listener . 

In this connection, I came to a point where I dreaded dictionary-wise 
correct translations. Lexicographers of every kind have one fault in 
common : they pretend that words of one language have an absolute 
equivalent in another. They seem to forget that '' word images'' (if 
nothing else) vary from country to country. Because word images are 
linked to a culture, a way of life. 'l'hey often r efer to very specific (for 
one country ) conditions with r egard to political rule or set-up, geograph
ical characteristics, etc. <2J 

I This a rtic le is a n ex t ract from a book on the in tegrati on proble ms of Neo 
Canadia n s, w h ich Dr. St earns is prepa ring at present . The a u t h or is c u rrently 
t eac hing tra nsla t ion at t h e Univer s ity of Montreal (De partment of Sla vic Studies) ; 
sh e is a gra dua t e of the Facu lty of Letters of t h e sam e institution. For a n oth er 
article on t h e same s ubjec t., bearing t h e sa m e ti t le, see Alexander, H enry, "Breaking 
the La.nguage Barrier", St1~clia Var-ia, Royal Society of Cana da , U. of Toronto Press, 
1957 : 116-120. NDLR. 

2 In t h e 1920' s , a w itty Fre nchman a nd a fin e lin g uist, Félix Boill ot wrote a 
m a nua l for tra nsla t ors : L e Vrai arrii du tracl1wteur anglais-français et f rançais
anglais ( "The True Frie n d of the T ran slator ... "). And it is in this boo!{ t h a t Boillot , 
- in a humorous v ein - m akes a poin t con cernin g diffe r ent "word-images ',' a point 
tha t to m e appeared, in my da ily dealings with n ew com ers , fra u g h t with tra gic 
potentia l. One of Boillot's best ch a pters in t h e book is t h e one on fu el used in 
automobiles; P etrol (In British I s les u sage ) is wha t French m en call essence (Je gaz, 
au Canada fran çais ). If you say pétrole in Fra n ce, it m ea ns parciffine. And p a ra ffin e, 
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Neither are the misunderstandings between newcomer and native 
restricted to the field of concrete meanings, to words of daily usage. But 
they are apt to crop up disastrously when the conversation turns to sub
jects like loyalty, decency, idealism, ideologies or politics. Some Europeans 
have been brought up in environments where such abstract terms had a 
specific and ernotionally weighted meaning J 

Linguistic quarrels assumed further complicating aspects if the n ew
comer getting involved in them was the parent of a youthful native (or, 
an adolescent who although not born in this country still has the great 
facility of children to take over, in every detail and colloquialism, the 
language and customs of the new country ). 

I r emember one of my r efugee-friends, a physician from Vienna, who 
flew into a rage because when he asked his young daughter : '' Do you 
intend to go in slacks to the party f" She'd answered laughing : " Daddy, 
don 't be silly ! '' 'l'he English Canadian landlady who happened to be 
present was aghast about the " lack of control" in "those r efugees". And 
it would have talœ11 me much too long to explain that the word silly -
t ranslated into Viennese usage meant 'you're a moron' (or, if you will, a 
perfect idiot ) . And never mind the Canadian landlady; how was I to 
save my friend from Vienna from thinking that his own daughter had 
turned against him in utter contempt when he did what we all do at times, 
namely : endowing words with a "private meaning" formed of our 
individual , past experience ~ 

'l'ake a simple, little word like '' silly ' ' : Americans and Canadians 
all across the continent use it daily in everyday, bantering speech. Or, 
colloquially for different occasions. I have . heard them say, "don 't be 
silly" there where a Britisher will say "not at all" (when somebody 
thanks thern for a favor or service ) . 'l'he Frenchman ( from Europe ) 
murmurs "de rien" iu a bit of stilted politeness. While both the French 
and English Canadian will say, '' you 're welcome'' if they prefer to be 
politely serions. (The German, from many parts of Germany proper, will 
say '' nothing worth thanking for'' - nichts zu danken, while the easy 
going Austrian and Bavarian '11 say, "gern gescheh'n'', - gladly done.) 

But there's mnch more to the language barrier than small-talk differ
ences. 'l'ake cases of sickness, for instance : I would get frantic calls from 
r efugee friends, at all hours, day or night<3l, with complaints about the 
Canadian physician 's '' callous indiffer ence' ' to a patient 's misery. 

in turn, is called solicl varaffin in En g la nd. In Ge rma n y, "essence" is B enzin. in 
Fre n c h ben zin e is som ething diffe r e nt agai n, a nd in Amel"ican Englis h, ·'essence" is 
gasoli n e, - gas for s h ort , which is no gas ! Surprised that there are so m a n y acci
dents ? Mon s ie ur Baillot ask s a t the e nd of this para g-ra ph. [Nous a von s so uve nt 
parlé des travaux de M . B oillot, qui écri t réguli èrem e nt da n s le J o1ir nal so us le 
p seudony m e de F é lix de Gra nd 'Combe . L e livre d ont il s'agit ici vi e n t cl é tre réédité 
et considé r ablement a ugmenté (Paris, Olive n , 1956). NDLR.] 

3 I woulcl leave m y t e lephone number to r efugee famili es wit h th e in jun::: t ion 
(n ot iu s t a pe rmiss ion) to call m e if a n .v cl iffi c ult.v a r ose involving " hu man r e la
tions" with their ne w e nvironme nt . It was m ea nt as a safegua.rd to forestall trag ic 
diffic u lties originating from many a trivia l beginning as I'd see n it h a ppc n so o ften 
in the beginning. "\Vhen I fir s t went to m eet t he boat-tra in from Que b ec carry ing 
r efu gees from Europe, in the first year of the last war, I ha rdly r ealized how m 1w h 
social work ha.s to be clon e tch en .IJOtt are askecl to be an i ntervreter ! 
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Physicians with experience in treating soldiers from differ ent lands 
ar e aware that each of us falls back, sometimes without r ealizing it, into 
his mother-tongue when he or she is sick or very excited. (A fac t so 
familiar to playwrights and movie producer s that they have made it into 
a 'trick of their trade' to indicate the fact that the per son in question is 
a foreigner who r everts to his native language at times when " he isn 't 
qui te himself " ! ) . But in the cases I'm r eferring to here, the doctor 's 
dilemma was even more precarious : the white-haired, gentle professor 
from Mannheim - to whose bedside I 'd been summoned by the frantic 
call of his daughter - - was explaining· his symptoms to the Canadian 
doctor in a language composed of English roots and German suffixes (and 
vice versa ). The patient has a high fever. And the physician was greatly 
hamper ed in r eaching a diagnosis by the fact that he believed the patient 
to be delirious. Seemingly, a whole lot of differ ence in the diagnosis hinged 
on the presence of delirium. I understood that much although, by this 
time, all those present, including the doctor, were cross and very upset . 
I hurriedly went to work "translating" to the doctor what the old man 
had been telling him ever since he 'd started to examine him. Trying to 
make it clear that the patient was saying perfectly rational things in 
linguistically garbled fashion ! 

This doctor, one of the older medical men in this city, later became a 
personal fri end of mine to whom I turned with many a baffling case of 
" sickness-cum-refugitis " . But that time, he showed no particular grat
itude for my interference in spite of the fact that it did help him to make 
his diagnosis instead of sending the patient to an isolation ward for pa
tients down with typhoid. " \Vhy do these people bother calling a phy
sician", he said gruffly, " you're doing nicely without having an M. D. 
obliging you to make correct diagnoses . .. " 

It was Anatole France, in his political satire, L'Ile des Pingoilins I 
think, who said, " the finest words in the world are but vain soiinds i f you 
don 't understand thern ! " And an English bishop of the 18th century t ells 
us that, " words may be either servants or master . " . \Vith most n ewcomers 
I lmew - words were the trivial cause of heartbreaking unpleasantness in 
their r elations with natives. And I can honestly say that there 's a lot more 
to the language barrier than sociologists dream of. 
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