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Preface to 1* Edition

This study is the outcome of a growing personal concern over the theoreti-
cal foundations of translation. As a member of the Summer Institute of
Linguistics (SIL), I have become closely involved with matters of transla-
tion. My linguistic work in Ethiopia under the Institute of Ethiopian Studies
of the Addis Ababa University from 1976-1978, 1978-1982, and 1983-1987,
and the attempt to deal with a trilingual situation in my own family (Eng-
lish, Finnish, and German) provided much practical experience in translation
and its problems. :

It was in 1981 that I first tried to formulate some of my concerns about
the nature of the principles, rules, and methods advocated in translation and
especially about their validity; much of the methodology seemed to make
sense, some of it seemed questionable — but the worrying thought was that
it remained unclear what reality, if any, these reactions reflected and how
they could be dealt with objectively. Initially I tried to express my concerns
in a textlinguistic framework, but the results were not satisfactory.

During my studies for an MA degree at University College London in
1982-83 | was introduced by Deirdre Wilson to the relevance theory of com-
munication, which she was developing together with Dan Sperber (cf.
Sperber and Wilson 1986a). The cognitive basis of the theory combined
with its concern for both comprehensiveness and explicitness appealed to
me, and in the years that followed 1 began to apply relevance theory to a
few aspects of translation (Gutt 1985, 1986, 1987, 1988). The results were
very encouraging, but it became quite clear that the complex nature of the
issues involved required a prolonged period of concentrated research. So in
1987 I had the opportunity to return to University College London for doc-
toral studies under the guidance of Deirdre Wilson.

The results of my research surprised me; I had expected that relevance
theory would help me to formulate a general theory of translation. However,
within a year it became increasingly clear that relevance theory alone is
adequate — there seems to be no need for a distinct general translation theory.
Accordingly, the main thrust of this study, which is a revised version of my
doctoral dissertation (Gutt 1989), is to explore a range of translation
phenomena and show how they can be accounted for in the relevance-
theoretic framework.

Chapter 1 begins with a sketch of the status quo and a critical evalua-
tion. Chapter 2 introduces basic notions of relevance theory as found in
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Sperber and Wilson (1986a), and goes on to explore further what is gener-
ally involved when utterances are used interpretively to represent other
utterances. .

Chapters 3 to 7 examine various views of translation, and at the same .

time show how relevance theory can handle various translational phenom-
ena involved. Chapter 3 deals with instances of ‘translation’ where the
relationship to the original seems incidental rather than crucial to the com-
munication process. Chapter 4 examines the idea that translations should
preserve the meaning of the original. Chapter 5 argues that much of transla-
tion can be viewed adequately as ‘interlingual interpretive use’, noting,
however, that on this view the notion of translation would cover a very
wide range of phenomena. Chapter 6 examines the possibility of a much
narrower view of translation designed to preserve also stylistic features of
the original. For this purpose, the notion of ‘communicative clue’ is intro-
duced. Chapter 7 rounds off the discussion by showing that both the wide
and the narrow view fall out naturally from the relevance-theoretic frame-
work; it also investigates prerequisites for successful communication by
translation. :




Preface to 2™ Edition

After one reprint, this book was out of print for a few years. However, re-
quests for copies kept coming, and so I was glad when St. Jerome Publishing
approached me and asked for permission to re-publish the book.

Developments since the original writing of the book did not seem to
warrant a major revision, so the first seven chapters are essentially the same
as in the original version, except for some minor corrections and updates.
The changes in relevance theory introduced by Sperber and Wilson (1995)
do not affect the core of the argument in this book, but they have been
commented on in the notes at appropriate points.

However, a new chapter has been added in the form of a ‘Postscript’ to
take up and respond to points of general interest raised in reviews and peer
comments on the original publication. (For the convenience of the inter-
ested reader, the references to reviews and other peer comments of which I
have become aware have been compiled in a separate listing; see the sec-
tion ‘Reviews and literature with comments on Gutt 1991°, pp. 240-2.)

Ernst-August Gutt
October 1999
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1. The State of the Art — Some Critical Observations

It is becoming commonplace for works on translation theory to acknowl-
edge that there is a vast body of literature on translation, offering a wealth
of observations and views on the subject.' Almost equally commonly this
acknowledgement is followed by some sort of a caveat - expressed with
varying degrees of candour — to the effect that the volume of the literature is
not necessarily indicative of the degree of understanding reached. Steiner
(1975:238) expressed this in the following words:

Despite this rich history, and despite the calibre of those who have
written about the art and theory of translation, the number of origin-
al, significant ideas in the subject remains very meagre.

Discontent seems to focus in particular on the lack of a comprehensive
approach to translation that is both systematic and theoretically sound. For
example, back in the sixties Levy observed:

Only a part of the literature on the problem of translation moves on
the theoretical plane. Until today most studies and book publications,
especially on literary translation, have not gone beyond the limits of
empirical deliberations or essayistic aphorisms. (Levy 1969:13, trans-
lation my own)

By the end of the 1970s, the situation seemed to have changed little,
because Kelly introduces his history of translation theory and practice with
the recognition that *‘a comprehensive theory of translation has proved elu-
sive” (1979:1).

And so it has continued into the 1980s; in Bassnett-McGuire’s view,
“the systematic study of translation is still in swaddling bands” (1980:1);
drawing an analogy to literary studies, Wilss (1982:11) sees the literature
on translation as amounting to a “mass of uncoordinated statements” :

Slightly modifying the phrase used by Bertold Brecht to describe
literary scholarship as ‘a mass of opinions’, it could be said that the
many views expressed on translation in the past centuries amount to

' For extensive reviews see e.g. Kléepfer( 1967), Steiner (1975), Kelly (1979), Bassnett-
McGauire (1980), Koller (1983). For bibliographies cf. e.g. Bausch, Klegraf and Wilss
(1970/2, 2 vols), and Lehmann (1982).




