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Abstract

This study aims to discuss the classification and description of current Chinese public signs and the dynamic
adaptability in public signs designing. Based on the survey carried out in Ya Xing Residential Zone Zhengzhou
city and Verschueren’s Theory of Linguistic Adaptation, the author attempts to analyze that public signs language
is a choice-making process in adaptation to the constantly changing communicative context, the main
components of which are changed physical conditions, social relationships and settings, and cognitive and
emotional needs of the public.
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1. Classification of public signs

Public signs play an indispensable part in our everyday life which are defined as words or drawings written on a
piece of paper or metal, etc in public places performing the informing, warning and advocating functions.
Informing type is to provide information and service widely accepted and applied to our life. Warning public
signs perform the function of warning, putting demands and restrictions on the relevant addressees who are
expected to abide by public norms for the sake of the public. Warning signs include three subtypes: forbidding,
requesting and educating which manifest three periodic changes over time. The first period is before China’s
reform and opening-up. The influence of cultural revolution was not totally eliminated. Public signs relevant to
our daily trival lives were also labelled with the Chinese characters like*™*4% and “AN/F”". The second period is
between late 1970s to early 1990s. After the Third Plenary Session of the 11th Central Committee of the
Communist Party of China, the economy of China recovered and grew rapidly. As the living standard of people
in China improved, there emerged a need to develop the spiritual lives of the public. In this peorid, requesting
subtype appeared to replace the forbidding signs. “Z% I and “AN/F were cancelled and additional explanations
were put before the “i&5”. The third period is from early 1990s up to now. With the sustainable development of
economy and people’s living standard, a civilized and harmonious society is being built. In this peorid, linguistic
choices have shown new forms from conventional ones. Educating subtype is taking a higher percentage in
public signs such as “/NEH G #2 {1] Z1” beside the grassland. Advocating type is very Chinese characteristic
calling on people to endeavor for the ultimate goal of building a well-ordered and harmonious society the content
of which generally relate to government or local policies. With the development of society, a lot of attention is
paid to public signs designing especially warning public signs.

2. Public signs analysis based on Verschueren’s Theory of Linguistic Adaptation

Public signs penetrate every corner of our lives. It is impractical to collect them all for investigating the overall
situation of public signs in China. This research, therefore, focuses on one survey done in the Ya Xing
Residential Zone in Zhengzhou city, a mature residential zone of more than 50 acre with 100 apartment buildings
where more than twenty thousand people are living. In this independent close social community seen as
miniature of a society, a set of public signs set by Ya Xing Property Management Company can be used as
separate investigation corpus.

The detailed classification and description of the survey done in Ya Xing Residential Zone disclose to some
extent the current situation of public signs which is undergoing changes: Firstly informing signs performs the
main function of public signs. With the development of society, Chinese informing public signs have accordingly
experienced some changes. These changes include use of bilingual translations and use of graphic symbols with
or without Chinese characters; Secondly warning signs have experienced the continuum of directness to
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indirectness and direct forbidding subtype takes a lower and decreasing percentage while indirect requesting and
educating subtype have a much larger percentage; Thirdly strategic linguistic use such as figures of speech is
adopted in warning signs and advocating signs.

According to Verschueren (2000, pp.66-67), language use is a process of making linguistic choices and this
choice-making is motivated by the driving force of making adaptation to context for the benefit of satisfying
communicative goals. Contextual correlates of adaptation include all the ingredients of the communicative
context with which linguistic choices have to be interadaptable: language users (utterer and interpreter), physical
world (such as time, space, bodily postures, physical appearance, physical conditions, biological property,
material conditions of speech, etc.), social world (such as social settings, institutions, culture, social relationship,
etc.) and mental world (such as personality, emotions, beliefs, desires or wishes, motivations or intentions, etc.).
Those factors can be considered as the language-external reasons affecting linguistic choice. Public signs
language, like other instances of language use, is also driven by adaptation for the sake of satisfying the public
signs designer’s communicative goals so as to create a more favorable environment for his/her survival.
Grounded on the theoretical interpretation, public signs language is interpreted as a dynamic process of
adaptation to the communicative context. Specifically, as for adaptation to language interpreters, in public signs
designing, the totality of persons including direct addressees and side participants who are present before public
signs should be considered. That is why warning public signs have undergone the process of adopting forms of
expression to interpreter roles such as the avoidance of imperative sentence structures and use of figures of
speech in educating subtype because it is assumed that the majority of interpreters are good citizens. It is
contrary to the forbidding subtype all the intrepreters of which are those who disobey and violate the public
norm which to some extent might disrespect and hurt good citizen’s feeling; As for the adaptation to changed
physical conditions: use of bilingual signs adapts to the current China which is embracing more and more
foreigners and having a closer and closer connection with the outside world. Use of graphic symbols with or
without characters gets adapted to the positioning of public signs and the public in the physical world the
phenomenon of which is frequently seen in road signs; As for the adaptation to social relationships, direct
warning signs are adaptable to the power relationship while requesting warning type and advocating type
maintain the solidarity relationship. There are many ways to minimize imposition in public signs designing such
as apologizing, admitting impingement, indicating reluctance, giving compelling reasons, begging forgiveness to
build a better relationship; Public signs belong to public communication addressed to a certain anonymous public
to fulfill the purpose of conveying information and persuading the public to practice the public norm. In order to
successfully increase the possibilities of achieving the effects as intended, public signs should be designed in
adaptation to the cognition and emotion of the public psychologically. If the public signs designer knows how to
adapt to the public’s way of thinking and care about the emotional needs of the public in public signs making, the
public signs might achieve the communicative goal of informing and persuasion for the better. From the survey,
it is drawn clearly that strategies catering to the emotion and cognition of the public such as use of figures of
speech are employed to reinforce the power of persuasion which is a good way to attract attention as well as to
stir beautiful imagination. Personification, antithesis, pun and humor are all found in public signs language.

3. Conclusions and suggestions

The survey done in Ya Xing Residential Zone to some extent is the miniature of the overall current situation of
public signs in China. Verschueren’s Theory of Linguistic Adaptation provides a more comprehensive and
explanatory approach to study the dynamic process of language use from physical, social and mental
perspectives, which can better illustrate the subtlety and complexity of linguistic choice-making in public signs
designing. Analysis based on the conclusions drawn from the survey and theoretical interpretation proves that
public signs designing is a dynamic process of adaptation to the changing communicative context. It is hoped
that this research can arouse the awareness of the importance of studying Chinese public signs, for either the
public signs designer or the linguist or the translator.
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Table 1. Detailed survey of Ya Xing Residential Zone

Types Public signs Location
Informing L TR 2 N/ NN
(directing) | 2. fa BT K e 2 S S5
3. PR ST S
AT R SR
5. RIGH PSS
6. 7 A Kl ST
7052 RO RTE S
8.t 11 A1 ENTRANCE EXIT R VE R OK T
NXT I
9. BIRAT mIlEpie ANAT e H-HLICHE R
Informing LHSIAH dEgs Bt L
(prompting) | 2AICHACHIAR : VR LA /Nl Bic H
3RENAT HERATA % H
4R T I P 5

5.REPR: MBI G U, TR, PR | 5 S ChE AT
HiL BRI, BAR KK

Warning IRENLE: I SNCN B L
(forbidding) | 2. FAZKZEFET 11T 2510152 bR
-
3, A Sk EN A
AWKV AR K TR
504 missak// W H
6. U4 bt N /A ?@Fﬁ I‘] M
Warning L& 2EK ViS4
(requesting) | 2. AILZEM, T 77 BRI L%Wji‘?
3IE R IKFM

4RI (P N RO [ T R A0 2 4y B DY J\_E%Wiﬁ
WAL NG “HUBNGE N A 1 A
P TR0 /N X P S TR A A TEOD LB 2400, T T K 42
(1) AR Y VA8 () N =S 77 L e (5
Warning LI/ AR b}
(educating) | 2.3 2147 Wi /N B IR R IS B
3R AR e ) ST S TR A bl
A AT AN 5B F 1
STCEAEC, BiEEEA b}
6. L L T KRR R J‘E%Wi%
iE
iE
B
iH

7R HE AR
8/NHG N B2 AT 2L
O.LR R I R4
1005 RFEIE 0 KAK
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WA RN A £ AE ST TE % P 5%
12.85E /N FHIEITRAR TH I P 5%
13 /NEEATER A —AE TE K W 5%
144 fE AR Kz AR TE PR M 5%
15552 U fedl T i P 5
16. 23 3k Rk TH I P 55
Advocating | 1R =% EHED:, PP @ ml 5ok R4
2ALDCRIFRITORG RS, FRPIAL DT o KIUrEITH
3K RANRK, REERK TE % 55
4 LR G M, AIETI, SO A | TP 5
JEAEBE
SEL RS RAXL WAL, SO R TE K 5%
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