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Abstract  

This paper reviews the current researches on the bilingual (Chinese-English) signs in China, from two 
perspectives: research activities and academic research. Nowadays, it’s a trend to translate signs in 
the public places into English in China, and many studies and surveys are done to investigate how 
signs are translated in big cities and explore strategies to sign translation. Public sign related studies 
are new for multilingualism research, as so far what has been done internationally is under the subject 
of Linguistic Landscape1. This study aims to provide the Chinese achievements for the sign research-
es worldwide. After reviewing the current state of sign translation, at the end in the conclusion, some 
suggestions are given to do sign translation and research. 
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Introduction 

It’s often said that public sign is the calling card of a country, the face of a city in China (Pi, 2010). With 
the fast development of economy, China is globally connected and becomes an indispensable part of 
the world. In the process of communicating with other countries worldwide, English skills turn out to be 
an efficient tool for strengthening international cooperation. At the same time, Chinese government 
and people’s consciousness of being internationalized grows stronger and stronger. As a product of 
times, English public sign comes to exist. Those signs aim to provide nice service and make foreign-
ers’ life or travel in China convenient and pleasant. Internationally, the term “Linguistic Landscape” or 
“cityscape” are commonly used (Backhaus, 2007), which appears to have been first used by Landry 
and Bourhis (Landry & Bourhis, 1997). Different from the perspectives taken by other places of the 
world, this study mainly focuses on researches on Chinese-English translation of public signs. 

Definition of public signs 

Sign, according to the Longman Dictionary of Cotemporary English 1987, is a notice giving infor-
mation, warning, directions, etc. A newer edition of the same dictionary in 1995 writes: sign is a piece 
of paper, metal etc in a public space, with words or drawing on it that give people information, warn 
them not to do something etc. A recent search on the Longman Dictionary of Cotemporary English 
website indicates: sign is a piece of paper, metal, or wood with words or a picture that gives people 
information, warning or instructions. The online Oxford Dictionary of English explains that sign is a no-
tice on publicly display that gives information or instructions in a written or symbolic form. The above 
definitions in different time show that the meaning of sign evolves gradually and grows wider and wid-
er. 

The definition of public sign，cannot be found directly in HanYuCiDian (Lin, 2007) , Chinese Phrase 

Dictionary, but three Chinese phrase make up of the general meaning of it, “公示”, “标语” and “标识”. 

The explanations of them are: “publicly displayed notice from government and organizations; propa-
ganda or slogan with concise words and vivid expression; sign with directions”. 

Lü Hefa, a professor of Beijing International Studies University, who has conducted many influential 
research on public signs in China, defined in his article (Lü , 2005) that public sign is publicly displayed 

                                                      

1
 Linguistic Landscape is often used in the study on public signs worldwide, but the current article will not review 

related works here since its focus is on researches done in China, where the English translation of public sign is 
studied much often.  
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 information in written or symbolic form, which is closely related to the public lives, works, and envi-
ronment with directing, prompting, restricting or compelling functions. Here, this study on public sign 
describes it as any form of notice that offers information or service, or give direction or command. Fol-
lowing this definition, this article will go on review the current public sign related social activities and 
academic research in China. 

Research background 

The history of public sign can be traced to 1980’s, although the word “public sign” was not used at that 
time. In 1989, “Discussion on How to Use Pinyin for Place Name in China” appeared in Chinese 
Translators Journal, the leading journal specializing in translation in China. This article introduced how 
to apply generic term of geographical name, which strengthen the importance and seriousness of 
place name translation (Zeng, 1989). In 1990, Duan Liancheng, a leading scholar, the former leader of 
the Foreign Languages Publishing and Distribution Administration, also a translator, published How to 

Help Foreigners Know China，which is regarded as the first academic monograph of international 

communication and established a foundation for the theoretical formation of international communica-
tion. In the book he gave a specific summary of the efforts China had made to build its image through 
different periods, and made it clear that China should improve cross-cultural communication skills to 
build a better image all over the world. In 1990, issue 5 of Chinese Translator’s Journal published 
Duan Liancheng’s “Let’s pay more attention to external propaganda” (Duan, 1990), in which, he indi-
cates mistakes in some scenic spots, direction board in hotels, and instructions to tourists. In 1994, 
issue 3, Xiang Yang’s “On Translation of Road Names” was published. In 2003, the first article, in 
which there is a word related to “sign”, “English Translation of Direction and Reminder Signs for Police 
Use”, appeared in Chinese Translators Journal. It was until 2005, the journal start a column for “Public 
Sign Translation”. Since it is before 2008 Beijing Olympics, it plays an irreplaceable role in appeal the 
public to set a high value on public sign translation. Moreover, attention is also paid on Shanghai Expo 
2010. Focusing on the slogans translation in the Expo, Shu Huijuan (2010) suggests a “Three Dimen-
sion” translation perspective, which is from Eco-translotology. 

Research activities 

In 2002, Beijing International Studies University founded the “C-E Signs Research Center”, which 
symbolizes the start of teamwork on public sign English translation in China. In 2003, the above re-
search centre established the first sign website, www.e-signs.info, which has systematically promoted 
research on translation of public signs. It does not only provide the newest information on sign transla-
tion, but also present heuristic essays related to sign translation. A forum was formed at the website 
for people to communicate, discuss and exchange opinions on C-E translation of public sign. 

“The 1st Symposium on C & E Signs in a Global Context”, which was co-organized by the Translator’s 
Association of China, China Daily Website, the China Standardization Institute, and Beijing Interna-
tional Studies University, was held on Sep.26-27, 2005, in Beijing International Studies University, 
which attracted more than 100 experts and scholars on translation.  

In 2005, the website www.language.chinadaily.com.cn/herewego/ launched an activity called “Here 
We Go”, which encourages people to find errors in the bilingual signs and then submit the pictures and 
re-rendered text to the website. Experts were also invited by the website to evaluate and make com-
ments. What’s more, on Nov.15, 2006, the Translators Association of Shenzhen opened a special col-
umn on their website in order to put up a platform to exchange the experience of sign translation. As a 
consequence, people got interested in seeking and correcting mistakes, and were motivated to further 
improve the language environment and people’s competence in practical English usage. Other web-
sites also open special columns for public sign translation, like www.bisu.edu.cn, www.china.com.cn, 
and www.tas.org.cn/c80.aspx. 

Academic Research  

An investigation is done to review the publications of articles with respect to English public signs in 
journals all over China. And this survey is based on the statistics provided by China Academic Journal 
Network Publishing Database (CAJD), in which 96% Chinese core journal are included, and academ-
ic, technical, policy instructing, advanced popular science and educational journals are collected main-
ly.  

http://www.e-signs.info/
http://www.language.chinadaily.com.cn/herewego/
http://www.bisu.edu.cn/
http://www.china.com.cn/
http://www.tas.org.cn/c80.aspx
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In CAJD, from the year 2002 to 2011, all together 575 articles about public signs are collected. It’s 
found that in the first few years only a few passages are published: 1 in 2002, 2003, and 2004 respec-
tively, and 5 in 2005. However, the number goes up quickly, from 33 in 2006, 80 in 2007, 89 in 2008, 
and 149 in 2009, all the way to 154 in 2010. So far (until 2011 July 6th), 62 articles have been record-
ed in 2011. Among the 575 articles, 217 researches, 38%, are conducted centering on signs in a cer-
tain place, for example, Beijing, Nanjing, a tourism place, a museum, college campus, and so on. 
Among these researches, 16 articles, 2%, give a general review about the current research situation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Number of articles related to public sign in CADJ 2002-2010 

 

At the beginning, most articles focus on pointing out the mistakes in public signs displayed, and then 
analyze how the “bad translation” results from choice of words (Jin，2005；Yang, 2006; Wang & Yao, 

2006; Ren, 2008 ). Based on these primary studies, researches on public signs start. Following that, 
some articles shift to examine the functions and language features of public sign, analyze how to 
translate public signs through considering the cultural difference between the east and west. Some 
researchers focus on the translation principle, like Pi (2010), who holds the view that translating strat-
egy is decided by the text type and translators should adhere to this as the main principle. Moreover, 
the context, restricting principle, may work as the secondary principle in sign translation. Besides, 
Yang (2009), based on a great many examples, has done research into good and bad public signs in 
China from the perspective of Societal Pragmatics. It has also explored the problems in language use 
concerning public signs translation. Fan (2010), in the light of the theory of intertextuality, analyses a 
number of mistranslated examples and proposes a cognitive paradigm in which the subjectivity of 
translators is given a special stress and target orientation is at a premium. Liao and Du (2011) take as 
example the translation of signs at malls in Changzhou, a key city in the Yangtze River Delta. They 
analyzes the typical problems in the translations of signs and public notices and concludes that the 
problem translations therein result from translators’ lack of consideration of target readers’ responses 
to Chinese cultural contexts. From the perspective of the reader’s response, they attempt to solve the 
cultural problems of translation by indicating the referential meaning of the source text in the transla-
tion of public signs at malls. 

Leading Journals like Chinese Translators Journal and Shanghai Journal of Translators provide a plat-
form for public sign research, in which many articles are published, for instance, C-E Signs Research 
Certer (2007), “C-E Translation of Signs in China”; Dai Zongxian and Lu Hefa (2005), “On C-E Trans-
lation of Public Signs—A Case Study of London, the City Holding 2012 Olympic Games”; Shu Huijuan 
(2010): “An Eco-Translatology Perspective to the Translation of Public Signs——A Case Study of the 
Slogan of Shanghai EXPO”, to mention a few. From May 2006, the public sign research center of Bei-
jing International Studies University has been conducting an empirical study to investigate to what ex-
tend the foreigner is satisfied with the English public signs displayed in China and their need for Eng-
lish public signs. In the report, the differences between China and western countries in using signs are 
indicated. In this study, the functional and pragmatic problems in public sign translation and usage are 
discussed, and solutions are also given. This investigation provides useful reference for China to es-
tablish a standard for public sign translation. 
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Moreover, the first English sign translation dictionary, A Chinese-English Dictionary on Signs, was ac-
complished by Lü Hefa and Shan Liping in 2004. The publish of the book, Chinese-English Translation 
of Signs, written by Wang Ying and Lü Hefa in 2007 is a symbol of opening a new field for translation. 

Conclusion 

Noticeably, great achievements have been made in public sign translation researches in China. More 
people and organizations have participated in it, either by holding an activity, which call for people in a 
city, a province, even the whole country to support, or by conducting investigations and surveys to 
summarize and further analyse the current state of public sign translation. However, although lots of 
studies have been done, some disadvantages in those researches still exist. Based on that, the au-
thor, here, intend to give some suggestions for further study on public signs. First, research on the 
basic theories of translating public sign should be strengthened. The language structure of public sign 
is relatively concise, and the linguistic features are also obvious. Because of its special request in 
function, public sign translation work becomes complicated. The guidance of theories and principles in 
translation should be adopted into it. Secondly, more attention should be paid to pragmatic translation. 
Public sign studies are included in socio-pragmatics. Pragmatics helps explain public signs by provid-
ing a new perspective and new model of translation theories. Thirdly, unifying the terms in translating 
public signs. Terms are the symbols of language, which combines the form and meaning (Fang, 
2004). Disunity in public sign English translation lead the research in this field into a mess, and also 
becomes the obstacle in studying sign translation and constructing translation subject.  

References 

Backhaus, P. (2007). Linguistic landscapes: A comparative study of urban multilingualism in Tokyo. 
Clevedon: Multilingualism Matters. 

Beijing Sign Translation Research Center. (2007). C-E Translation of Signs in China. Chinese Transla-
tors Journal, 5, 62-67. 

Dai Z. & Lü H. (2005). On C-E translation of public signs. Chinese Translators Journal, 26, 38-42.  

Dua, L. (1990). Let’s pay attention to external propaganda together. Chinese Translators Journal, 5, 2-
10. 

Fan, G. (2010). Translation of public signs: An intertextual perspective. Chinese Science & Technolo-
gy Translators Journal, 4, 47-50. 

Fang, M. (2004). A dictionary of translation studies. Shanghai: Shanghai Education Press. 

Jin, L. (2005). Ten problems of public sign translation in beihai park. Advertising Panorama, 11, 29-31. 

Landry, R., & Bourhis, R. (1997). Linguistic landscape and ethnolinguistic vitality. Journal of Language 
and Social Psychology, 16(1), 23–49. 

Liao, S., & Du, C. (2011). Promoting Communication efficiency in the translation of signs at malls. 
Chinese Science & Technology Translators Journal, 2, 50-52. 

Lin, Q. (2007). A commentary on the public signs translation research in China. Journal of Putian Uni-
versity, 4, 66-71. 

Lü , H. (2005). On Functional features and Chinese-English translation of the expressions on public 
signs. Terminology Standardization & Information Technology, 2, 21-26. 

Pi, D. (2010). On public sign and the translation principles. Foreign Language Research, 2,131-134. 

Ren, F. (2008). Public sign C-E translation—A case study of Nan Jing. Journal of Inner Mongolia Agri-
cultural University (Social Science Edition), 3, 422-423.  

Shu, H. (2010). An eco-translatology perspective to the translation of public signs---A case study of 
the slogan of Shanghai Expo. Shanghai Journal of Translators, 2, 39-42. 

Wang, M. &, Yao, G. (2006). Existing Problems and their Solutions on Chinese-English Translation of 
Public Signs. Terminology Standardization & Information Technology, 4, 19-21. 

Yang, F. (2006). On the Chinese-English Mistranslations of Beijing’s Public Signs. Journal of 
Dongguan University of Technology, 5, 65-68. 

Yang, Y. (2009). Research into Public Signs in China: A Societal Pragmatics Perspective. Foreign 
Language Research, 6,117-120. 



The Internet Journal of Language, Culture and Society  

ISSN 1327-774X 

© LSC-2012 Page 11 

Issue 35 

 Zeng, S. (1989). On Place Name in PinYin in China. Chinese Translators Journal, 2, 48-52. 

 


