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Introduction 1

Introduction

The use of regional dialects has been a recur-
rent- phenomenon in literature both in English
and Chinese. In the early days of a nation’s civili-
zation, when there was no standard speech, or e-
ven no written form of its language, every mem-
ber of society was a dialect speaker. Writers were
no exception. While writing, they would use the
dialect of the part of the country where they hap-
pened to have been brought up or to live. In fact,
the works they produced can all be classified as
dialect literature. In English, the use of dialects
in literature first appeared in a poem in Chaucer’s
Canterbury Tales in the fifteenth century. From
then on, various dialects of the English language
have been frequently employed in literature.
From the fifteenth century to the eighteenth cen-
tury, there was a gap during which very little
English literature was written in dialects. (Pot-
ter, 1981: 19) The writing of dialect literature
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then began to revive in the eighteenth century.
In the nineteenth century, dialect literature
flourished, especially in the north of England,
because it satisfied the needs of the new industri-
al communities that were then coming into exist-
ence. In modern times, even though English has
long been standardized, and has developed a rath-
er mature form of literary language, dialects are
still a favorite medium of literature for some
great writers, who use them in order to achieve
some artistic effects. All through history, dia-
lects have played an undeniable role in both Eng-
lish and American literature.

When turning our attention to Chinese litera-
ture, we find the same situation. Chinese litera-
ture from its very beginning has made use of dia-
lects. In the pre-Qin period, when the Chinese
langunage was not standardized, dialects were
widely used in poetical works. In The Book of
Songs ((F £ )), the earliest anthology of 305 po-
ems, and the first monument in Chinese poetic
tradition, we find many instances of dialect use,
especially in the section of Songs (( X)), which
are mainly folk-songs from various vassal states.

In Qu Yuan’s poems, which were developed from
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folk songs of the Chu kingdom in the Yangtze Riv-
er area, we also find many instances of dialect
use. Later in the Tang Dynasty, and from then
on, novels and dramas began to flourish in Chi-
nese literature. Dialects were frequently used in
both these two genres. In modern times, dialects
are used with even quicker frequency in Chinese
literature. The use of them can be easily found in
many literary works with a certain “flavor”, such
as Lao She’s Beijing-flavored novels and plays (&
B H RN RRRRED .

Thus, we can see that dialects have always
been a useful medium frequently employed in lit-
erature both in Chinese and English. Sometimes
as an important stylistic feature, dialects can pro-
duce very wonderful artistic effects if masterly
used. Though readers may fail to notice these
effects in a literary work, critics rarely do. In the
U. K. and the U.S., many books have been pub-
lished on the use of dialects in works of such great
writers as, Thomas Hardy and Mark Twain. In Chi-
na, though we have not seen a profusion of books
of this kind, we do sometimes come across in
books and periodicals critical articles on the use

of dialects in literary works. For instance, the
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use of dialects in A Dream of Red Mansion ({ £I #
%)) has long been hotly debated among some crit-
ics. Generally speaking, however, it is believed
that dialects in literature are an artistic merit.
The use of them is supported by many people.

To translators, however, dialects in literary
works often prove to be a hard nut to crack. They
often present serious, sometimes even insupera-
ble, difficulties in translation. To translate this
non-standard form of language, none of the trans-
lation principles currently adopted seems to be
fully applicable. For theories such as “dynamic e~
quivalence”, the translation of dialects affords
great challenges. They can hardly give a satisfac-
tory account for the loss which is inevitable in di-
alect translation. “Translating,” as Nida belicves,
“consists in reproducing in the receptor language
the closest natural equivalent of the source lan-
guage, first in terms of meaning, secondly in
terms of style.” (Nida, 1969: 12). In translating
dialects, however, the translator finds that not
only some of the stylistic significance of the dia-
lects must be lost, but also the meanings of them
at times turn to be difficult to be conveyed into

the target language. On certain occasions, a writ-
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er may have to use some dialect words to describe
something that is peculiar to a region and has no
equivalent expressions in the standard speech. In
such cases, what a translator can do is at best to
paraphrase, but rarely to translate. Dialects more
often than not put the translator into a predica-
ment. On the one hand, he is expected to strive
for a translation as close to the original as possi-
ble; while on the other hand, on many occasions
he has to resign to the loss in translating dialects.
This undoubtedly is not an easy situation to deal
with. As can be seen from many instances, the
difficulty in translating dialects often leads to
failures in translation. The translator either has
no theoretical guidance while translating, so as to
get a clear idea of the role dialect translation
plays in the translation of the whole text, or can-
not be certain what translating methods should be
taken. Dialects, so we can see, pose great challen-
ges to both translation theory and translation
practice.

It is quite curious, however, that these chal-
lenges seem to receive so little attention from
translation theories. Both in China and the West,

theoretical discussions about dialect translation
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are rather scarce. Most theorists tend to treat dia-
lect translation under the category of the transla-
tion of style, and devote very small a proportion of
their discussions to it. What’s more, their treat-
ment is usually no more than just some random re-
marks. Detailed discussions of dialect translation
are quite rare. Only in Newmark (1988, 194) have
we found several paragraphs particularly devoted
to “translation of dialect” in the chapter of “short
item”. Besides, what is discussed in these ran-
dom remarks is almost always centered on the
translatability of dialects in literature. This is
especially the case in the discussions of some Chi-~
nese theorists. In this book, however, the author
holds that it is too simplistic to discuss the trans-
latability of dialects only. To put forth any claims
about translatability, the scholars have to offer
their theoretical backings to justify their claims,
which most of their discussions fail to do. Fur-
thermore, it is to no avail to make such discus-
sions. Dialects are there in a literary work, some-
times even as an important element of style. To
translate the work, there is no way for the trans-
lator to circumvent them. Whether translatable
or not, he has to translate them. With this reali-
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zation, we can say that while talking about trans-
lation of dialects, our main focus should not be on
their translatability, though it is also very impor-
tant, but should be on: how can we find some
ways to translate them to work out a satisfactory
translation? and why should they be translated in
these ways? To answer these two questions, we
have to get some knowledge about the characteris-
tics of dialects in general, and those in Chinese
and English in particular, and about how dialects
are used in literature both in Chinese and Eng-
lish. Random remarks or claims with little theo-
retical justification are not enough for a translator
or theorist to deal with the complicated situation
in dialect translation. Present discussions just
cannot suffice the needs in actual translation.
This book is a tentative effort of the author to
bridge the gap between the theoretical explora-
tion and the actual practice of dialect translation.
The author intends to make a brief study of dia-
lects, especially dialects in literature in Chinese
and English, and to search for some methods for
translating them in literary works. To come to
this end, features of dialects and dialect use in

literature in general are examined, and compari-
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sons will be made between their characteristics
and literary uses in Chinese and English. On such
a basis, methods currently adopted in dialect
translation will be analyzed, and what the author
believes to be good dialect translating methods
will be proposed.

As to the criterion of dialect translation, we
hold that none of the criteria currently adopted in
the translation of standard language is fully appli-
cable to the translation of dialects. The loss in di-
alect translation would fail any criteria, be it
“faithfulness” or “equivalence”. Mostly as a delib-
erate stylistic feature, dialects in a literary work
sometimes demand to be represented in the target
language, which of course is very difficult. How-
ever, as is commonly acknowledged, translation,
especially literary translation, is actually a mat-
ter of compromise. In dialect translation, we have
to make do with the loss, on the condition that
the semantic meaning of the dialects is conveyed,
and that the stylistic significance of them is im-
possible to be represented in the target Ianguage
in certain cases. “Faithfulness”, or “equivalence”
has some limitations in the translation of this

sub-standard variety of language. Only on some



