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Preface

Skopos theory was first formulated by the German scholar Hans J. Vermeer in
1978. Drawing on the action theory of the Finnish philosopher and logician, cul-
tural critic and essayist Gerog Henrik van Wright (1916-2003), Vermeer devel-
oped his theory of translation as an intentional action guided by its pur-
pose. Another translation scholar investigating translation from a similar perspective
was German-born Justa Holz-Ménttiri in Finland, and the first followers of this
line of thought, who applied skopos theory to translator training ( like Hans
G. Honig and Paul Kussmaul ) were Germans, too. From Germany, the idea
spread to a number of European countries before it was taken up in South Africa
and Latin America, where it fell on fertile ground. It is evident that, although for-
mulated as a general theory of translation, functional approaches have to be regar-
ded as a product of genuinely Western thought, developed and applied in Western
countries to Western languages by Western scholars who did not know or care much
about Asia in general and China in particular, with its long and rich tradition in
theoretical reflections about translation.

Therefore, it is quite surprising that skopos theory and the successive func-
tional applications have been welcomed so warmly in translation-related circles
after they were first introduced to China in the late 1980s. In a way, the phenome-
non reminds me of what happened in South Africa little more than a decade ago
when functional translation was considered to be the only possible way to cope with
translation between eleven official languages. But then, in South Africa the prob-
lem was that nine of the eleven official languages are African languages that have
not yet developed sophisticated terminologies in many areas of society (like bank-
ing or social security), and still the government’s anti-discrimination policies en-
forced translation of all public documents not only into English and Afrikaans but
also into at least two of the African languages used in the respective regional
State. This cannot be said of China, which, moreover, traditionally has had a

strong focus on source-oriented translation strategies.
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Maybe it is just that functional approaches to translation appeal to common
sense? We know that in our daily lives, all our actions are determined by the pur-
pose we want to achieve, and why should translation be an exception? Maybe it is
because translation theorists have finally started to pay more attention to the profes-
sion, where equivalence-based or source-oriented translations very often do not
succeed in achieving the effects or purposes desired by the translator’s cli-
ent. Maybe it is the attraction of something new and different from the traditional
way of looking at translation that rouses the interest of scholars in this fast-develo-
ping part of the world? This last aspect would explain why many Chinese scholars
(similar to quite a few critics in the West) seem to overemphasize the adaptive
tendencies in functional approaches.

Whatever the reasons are, in my first lecture tour through various Chinese
universities at Hangzhou, Beijing, Tianjin and Qingdao in early 2007, I was
overwhelmed by the interest shown by students and teachers. Their questions were
very much to the point and always included the following aspects: Is skopos theory
apt to deal with literary translation? What about preciseness in functional transla-
tion? How do you assess a translation according to functional standards? Does func-
tional translation prefer adaptive strategies? What is the difference between Eugene
A. Nida’s functional equivalence and a functional translation?

In view of these questions it seems absolutely necessary to make the founda-
tions of skopos theory and functional applications more widely known to an interest-
ed Chinese audience who may not always be able or prepared to read the basic
texts in English or even German. The purpose of the present book is precisely to
“mediate” between West and East, to explain how skopos theory came to China
and what happened to it in the process of being sinicised. It is my sincere hope that
this book will contribute to a better understanding and cooperation between transla-

tion scholars in East and West, from which all of this will benefit in the end.

Qingdao, March 2007

Christiane Nord
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