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ON PROBLEMS OF
TRANSLATION

I must confess that I was a bit hesitant at first
to accept your invitation to come here and speak to you
on the subject of translation. As you all know, trans-
lation is an art, not a science. In science theories or
general principles play a very important role. Not so
in art. I’'m not saying that they don’t count in art. But
I'm sure you will agree with me when I say that trans-
lation is largely a matter of practice. Therefore, it can-
not be taught, or at least cannot be learned just by
listening to a few lectures. Only constant practice will
make a good translator. Then what is the good of my
coming here to speak on the principles or generalities
of translation? Well, frankly I don’t think I can give any
satisfactory answer. But I console myself with the
thought that it probably won’t do any harm to call your
attention to some of the pitfalls in translation. And
perhaps through the specific examples I'm going to cite
you may become more conscious of the challenges to a
translator and sharpen your sense of discrimination in
the use of language, which may stand you in good stead
in your future work. So I finally decided to accept your
invitation and give it a try.

Translation is a tough and sometimes thankless job.
You have probably heard of the old Italian saying,
«Traduttori, traditori” (meaning “Translators — traitors”).
Cervantes once remarked, “Translation from one language
into another . . . is like gazing at a Flemish tapestry




with the wrong side out.” Grant Showerman was even
more vehement in his condemnation. To him, ‘“‘trans-
lation is sin”. Antagonists of translation mostly refer to
the difficulties of rendering literary works of one
language into another. Fortunately, what I'm going to
speak on is different and perhaps less controversial. My
subject is written translation of articles of a political
nature — political in the wide sense of the term, of
course. Evelr in this limited sphere, I cannot pretend to
be exhaustive. Only a few topics can be dealt with
here. I group them wunder three general headings,
namely,
(¢ The importance of political considerations;
(I) The question of the part and the whole; and
(III) Some problems arising from the differences
between the Chinese and English languages.
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(1)

The Importance of Political Considerations

1. A translation must be faithful to the original.
“Fidelity,” says W. Cowper, “indeed is of the very es-
sence of translation and the term itself implies it.” And
it only stands to reason that in political translation fidel-
ity means above all faithfulness to the full political im-
plication of the original. This is particularly so in cases
where philosophical concepts, political theory, Party
policies, strategical and tactical principles, etc. are con-
cerned. Let’s consider some examples.

D*I 2729 FMSEMNERREBEFENIFHNER,
ABANRE SR BB RIEHET B R &,
LW (I) 296.16 The development of the objective
process is one full of contradictions and struggles. The
development of the process of man’s knowledge is
also one of contradictions and struggles.

RA  The development both of the objective process
and of the process of knowing is full of contradic-
tions and struggles. '

*1 272.9: Line 9, page 272, Volume I of the Selected Works
of Mao Zedong in Chinese.

LW (I) 296.16: Line 16, page 296, Volume I of Mao’s
Selected Works in English published by Lawrence & Wishart
Ltd., London.

RA: Revised English version of 1959, unpublished.

IE 307.-14: Line 14 from the bottom of page 307, Volume 1
of the English Translation of the Selected Works published by
the Foreign Languages Press, Beijing.
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IE 307.-14 The development of an objective process
is full of contradictions and struggles, and so is the
development of the movement of human knowledge.

At first sight it seems that the meaning of the Chi~
nese sentence is clear and straightforward and that there
is nothing hard to comprehend. Actually, there is more
in it than meets the eye. The words “iB” must be
weighed carefully, for they signify one of the fundamen-
tals of dialectical materialism, namely, the tenet that mat-~
ter is primary and consciousness or mind is secondary.
The LW version overlooks this primacy of matter over
mind and puts “the process of man’s knowledge” and
“the objective process” more or less on the same plane.
The simplified RA version is even worse in this respect.
The use of the inverted “so is” construction in the newer
translation has set things right, for it implies that the
second part of the sentence is consequent upon the first.
It is essential to give careful thought to the rendering
of a sentence where major philosophical concepts are
involved.

2) 1I567-4 X—ki, X—PHRBAHEREL &
RENTHAREXERHLTRASHNESEPRRA

. B AR E A,

LW (III) 55.11 This peculiarity, a peculiarity of
semi-colonial China, is not found in the history of rev-
olution, led by the Communist Parties in capitalist
countries; in other words, it makes the difference
between China and those countries.

IIE 287.18 The specific feature peculiar to semi-
colonial China is not present, or is mot present in
the same way, in the history of the revolutions led
by Communist Parties in the capitalist countries.
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Between the two versions there is a difference in
meaning. So much is clear, The difference is not a
minor one. It concerns the role of armed struggle in
capitalist countries, which was a major issue in the
polemics between the Marxists and the revisionists in
the international communist movement in the early six-
ties. The LW interpretation clearly departs from the
text and excludes the possibility of armed struggle as the
principal form of struggle in any phase of the revolu-
tion in capitalist countries.

3) I1703. TIL5 * PA-Sh4oR P 45 UM 454 , KU R R B 45

Ejggt’ ......

LW (III) 194.II1.9 Solidarity is realized through

struggles and destroyed through concessions.

RA Unity is achieved by struggle and destroyed by

compromise.

IIE 422-9 If unity is sought through struggle, it will

live; if unity is sought through yielding, it will perish.

Here, the word that needs careful handling is “3B1ik".
To translate it into ‘“concessions” or ‘compromise” is
theoretically unsound. For as long as the fundamental
interests of the people are not impaired, the proletariat
and its party may in principle make whatever conces-
sions or compromises that are necessary. The correct
rendering of the word “j&iL” is key to the proper under-
standing of the whole sentence, which gives expression
to a strategic principle in maintaining and developing
the united front with the bourgeoisie. “Yielding” is a
much better translation than either “concession” or “com-
promise”, which mean “ibk#” and “%Z{}” respectively
in Chinese. Although the newer version may seem a bit
wordy, in fact it comes much closer to the original not
only in meaning but also in style.

* 111.5: Line 5 of paragraph III.




4) II 740.-2, IV 1024.-6 fﬁ%j%%#ﬁ'@‘ﬂﬁ#%

LW (III) 238  wage a tit-for-tat struggle
IVE 14. IIL.3  give him tit for tat

“4-#£18%)” as a principle in waging struggles against
the enemy is not easy to translate. Some comrades
think “tit-for-tat” a bit trivial and therefore not good
enough. The objection is not entirely groundless. But
for lack of a better version this has been used as the
best possible one so far. In Volume IV of the Selected
Works of Mao Zedong the use of “tit-for-tat” is quite
apt in the following sentences, “How to give tit-for-tat
depends on the situation. Sometimes, not going to nego-
tiations is tit-for-tat; and sometimes, going to negotia-
tions is also tit-for-tat”” (IV E 56.6) In the sixties we
found “a blow-for-blow struggle” in Beijing Review and
“head-on struggle” in a Xinhua News Release. The lat-
ter, I must say, was not wholly free from a taint of adven-
turism. Politically, I think “tit-for-tat” has stood the
test over the years,

5) II 741.1, IV 1052.I11-3 HEAEFE

LW (III) 238  struggle be marked by justifiability,

expediency and restraint

IVE 49.-3 to wage struggles with good . reason,

with advantage and with restraint (1969 edition) on

just grounds, to our advantage, and with restraint

(latest edition)

This is a very important tactical principle, and we
should try to do it justice in translation. I'm afraid
the LW version is pretty bad. “Justifiability” simply
isn’t the right word. You can find all sorts of reasons
to justify your action, but that doesn’t mean that justice
is on your side. “Expediency” is even worse, for it is
often used in a derogatory sense, as in the sentence, “He
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acts from expediency, not from principle”. To change
“justifiability’”” into “good reason” by no means solves
the problem, for the phrase is purely subjective. A school
boy who plays truant may have a very good reason for
doing so. The latest version, “on just grounds, to our
advantage, and with restraint” is- faithful to the
original. To compare the merits or demerits of the
various versions, we must first of all grasp the meaning
of this tactical principle. To this end I'm going to quote
at some length from the article, “Current Problems of
Tactics in the Anti-Japanese United Front”:

First, the principle of seli-defence. We will not
attack unless we are attacked; if we are atiacked, we
will certainly counter-attack. That is to say, we must
never attack others without provocation, but once
attacked we must never fail to return the blow.
Herein lies the defensive nature of our struggle. , . .
Second, the principle of victory. We will not fight
unless we are sure of victory; we must never fight
without a plan, without preparation, and without
certainty of success. We must know how to ex-
ploit the contradictions among the die-hards and
must not take on too many of them at a single time,
but must direct our blows at the most reactionary
of them first. Herein lies the limited nature of the
struggle. Third, the principle of a truce. After
repulsing one die-hard attack, we should know when

to stop and bring that particular fight to a close.

before another attack is made on us. ... On no
account should we fight on day after day without
cease, or be carried away by success. Herein lies the

temporary nature of each struggle. Only when the:

die-hards launch a new attack should we counter
with a new struggle. In other words, the three
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principles are to fight “on just grounds”, *to our
advantage” and “with restraint”, (Il E 426.~7)

2. Political considerations are not confined to im-
portant words and expressions. Faithfulness in transla-
tion demands that we give consideration to the con-
notations and political implications of ordinary words
and expressions as well. According to Stalin, language
serves all classes alike. There is no such thing as class

language, for the basic word stock and grammar are com- A
mon to the whole nation. But the words we use are

often affected by the attitude we take. For instance, a w
person may be careful with his money. If you approve .

of this, you call him thrifty; if you don’t, you brand him
as stingy. There are similar pairs of words like eloquent,
garrulous; childlike, childish; liberty, licence; ete. Some
words are used in a good sense. Others are always
pejorative. Many more are neutral. These are what
some scholars call “bias words”, or to quote Matthew
Arnold, words ‘“touched by emotion”. Samuel Taylor
" Coleridge once said, “there are three classes into which
all the women past seventy that ever I knew were to
be divided: (1) That dear old soul; (2) That old woman; (3)
That old witch.”* We have to keep our eyes wide open
in the choice of words if political errors are to be avoid-
ed. Here are some examples.

6) 1224 - HRAMEAAN/EABLERL, B ‘
F, BEH, |

LW (I) 33.I1.8 85 per cent of the poor peasant leaders ‘
have now turned out to be quite reformed, etc.

IE 342 ... have made great progress and have

proved themselves capable and hard-working.

* Quoted in Introductory Readings on Language, 1963, p. 191.
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The word “reform” used in connection with people
always has an unpleasant flavour. The definition given
in ALD (1974) is: “make or become better by removing or
putting right what is bad or wrong”. And the illustra-
tive examples cited in the Longman Dictionary of Con-
temporary English (1978) are: ,We should try to reform
criminals rather than punish them.” “Harry has complete-
ly reformed / is a completely reformed character now —
he’s stopped taking drugs and got a regular job.” It is
therefore not felicitous to say that “the poor peasant
leaders have now turned out to be quite reformed”.

T 12141 TEWRT, TRRRE.

LW (1) 244.23 Fight when we can win and run eaway
when we cannot.

IE 241.-17 Fight when you can win, move away
when you can’t win. ‘

The inadequacy of the phrase “run away” is obvious
and needs no further comment,

B) I 4429 - JLTAERAKWER AW T RS o

LW (II) 197.-9  For several thousands of years. . . ,
man'’s life has been filled with wars

RA . . . man’s life has been cursed by war
IIE 148.-1 For several thousand years. . . , the life
of mankind has been full of wars '

‘ It’s difficult to see why the translator (or probably
the polisher) should use the word “cursed”, which is def-
initely not in the Chinese, except that he may have been
obsessed by bourgeois pacificism. The Marxists make
a point of distinguishing between just and unjust wars.
A translation should not be a commentary. This is one
thing a translator shouldn’t do.
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9 I 714-4 XTFHHFRTHAK. KFAK. 2FEE.
FYEALE, RERITAZ, o

LW (III) 208 Our members should infiltrate exten-
sively into the Pao and Chia organizations, . . .

“Infiltrate” means going into or among (people or
things) quietly and with an unfriendly purpcse. The
pejorative sense is a bit too strong in the context.

10) 111 7778 BT - W MATISN BB RRGH—40

CTPTITGRHR? , o

LW (IV) 36.11.4  a phrase to which they are paying
daily lip service

ITIE 42.-16 ... there is a muddled idea among many
comrades about “linking theory and practice”, a
phrase they have on their lips every day.

“Paying lip service” to something means supporting
something in words, but not in fact, or expressing loyalty,
interest, etc. verbally, while thinking quite the oppo-
site. This is surely not the meaning of the Chinese text.
We are not referring to hypocrites, but to those comrades
who still have got some muddled ideas about “linking
theory and practice”.

1) V472 BAIGEZNR LIS L TR EAREA
REBAREH AN,

67 pamphlet Our writers have not studied hisory
to ascertain who were the enemies. ...

VE 57.-1 Our writers do not bother to study his-
tory and learn who were the enemies. ...

The '67 version is just a simple statement of fact.
But the implication of the Chinese sentence is that our
writers have not done what they ought to have done long
ago. There is a shade of reproach in the tone, This is
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brought out in the later version by the use of “do not
bother to”. A faithful translator should always be on
the lookout for such nuances in meaning.

12) V 239.-3 P YHERES, AHET, e
&i%%&kﬁ{?@ﬂ?%’s\%u Zahf, Bl T,

SR* Those individuals among them whose level of
socialist consciousness is high and who are fair-
minded and competent and respected by . . .

VE 256.19 A few well-to-do middle peasants, who
are well thought of by the majority of cooperative
members for their higher level of socialist con-
sciousness, fair-mindedness and competence, may
serve as cadres.

In the first version “respected’ is used, which is
out of place in the context. The main thing is to estab-
lish the dominant position of the poor peasants in the
agricultural producers’ cooperatives. The well-to-do mid-
dle peasants are the upper-middle peasants in the wvil-
lages, whose class status cannot possibly earn them much
respect. But those among them who are “well thought
of” by their fellow villagers should not be barred from
serving as cadres. Incidentally, the juxtaposition of the
who and whose clauses in the frst version is also a bit
clumsy. The changed construction in the second ver-
sion is quite compact and much neater.

3. To be faithful to the original the translation
must not add or subtract, It should not be stronger or
weaker than the original. We should strive to find le
mot juste, although we cannot expect the attempt will
always succeed. There are plenty of cases where not
enough effort has been spent on comprehending the text

* English Translation of Selected Readings From the Works
of Mao Zedong, Beijing, 1971.




to be translated or choosing the right word, with the
result that the idea conveyed is not right politically.
Let’s take up some specific examples.

13) 11 569-4¢ X AT RERFBIREST B, B LK
Stk R —HIETHT, REDEED.

LW (III) 57.-11 Owing to its economic and political
flabbiness, the Chinese national bourgeoisie is likely
to vacillate and become a turncoat under certain
historical circumstances.

IIE 289.4 In other historical circumstances, the
Chinese national bourgeoisie will vacillate and defect
because of its economic and political flabbiness.

Modal words in Chinese such asii%, %0, 8Ei%, etc
should be handled with care. “Is likely to” is weaker
than “#<” in the original. The question here is not
_one of possibility or probability, but one of certainty.
The author was summing up the experience of eighteen
years of revolutionary struggles since the founding of the
Party, and the vacillation and defection of the national
bourgeoisie after the failure in the First Great Revolution
of 1927 was already a fact. The choice of word is im-
portant in this case, because what is involved is a proper
evaluation of the character of the national bourgeoisie
and the Party’s policy towards it in the united front.

14) 11 606.13 F7CTEAENS S MR HEEXE A NS
&, FEMBBERHEEN,

RA  They can not only join the anti-imperialist re-
volution and the agrarian revolution, but also
embrace socialism.

IIE 323.-6 Not only can the middle peasants join
the anti-imperialist revolution and the Agrarian
Revolution, but they can also accept socialism.

10




Like the preceding example, the RA version is much
stronger than what the Chinese warrants. The word
“embrace” means “accept eagerly”’, which does not sound
right in the case of the middle peasants. The section in
which this sentence appears deals with the different at-
titudes taken by the various strata of the peasantry to-
wards the new-democratic revolution. It points out that
while the middle peasantry is a reliable ally of the pro-
letariat, the poor peasantry is its natural and most relia-
ble ally and forms the semi-proletariat of the country-
side. If the middle peasants accept socialism so eagerly,
what word are we going to use in the case of the poor
peasants?

15) II 719.11 m3F E 3 AR S T 8 B M AR 3 7= B IO LIS 15
PN EN, BLATIRESEREEGNRE,

LW (III) 213.-15  The extremely grave political and
economic crises brought about by the imperialist
war will inevitably lead to revolutionary outbreaks
in many countries.

IIE 439.1  will inevitably cause revolutions to break

out in many countries.

Which expression is the right one — revolutionary
outbreaks or revolutions? The Chinese is open to either
of the two interpretations. Its exact meaning has to be
decided by historical context and according to Marxist
theory. A world-wide imperialist war signifies the grave
crisis confronting world capitalism. Later developments
have shown that revolutions did follow in the wake of the
Second World War and led to the birth of the socialist
camp in the late forties. “Revolutionary outbreaks” is
definitely too weak.

16) V179-3 HEMIEHOKRSAOEESA, BH
REAE, WHNERWZN, LILFES
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