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Translation Theories Explained

Translation Theories Explained is a series designed to respond to the
profound plurality of contemporary translation studies. There are many
problems to be solved, many possible approaches that can be drawn from
neighbouring disciplines, and several strong language-bound traditions
plagued by the paradoxical fact that some of the key theoretical texts have
yet to be translated.

Recognizing this plurality as both a strength and a potential shortcoming,
the series provides a format where different approaches can be compared,
their virtues assessed, and mutual blind spots overcome. There wiil also be
scope for introductions to specific areas of translation practice. Students
and scholars may thus gain comprehensive awareness of the work being
done beyond local or endemic frames.

Most volumes in the series place a general approach within its historical
context, giving examples to illustrate the main ideas, summarizing the most
significant debates and opening perspectives for future work. The authors
have been selected not only because of their command of a particular approach
but also in view of their openness to alternatives and their willingness to
discuss criticisms. In every respect the emphasis is on explaining the essential
points as clearly and as concisely as possible, using numerous examples
and providing glossaries of the main technical terms.

The series should prove particularly useful to students dealing with
translation theories for the first time, to teachers seeking to stimulate critical
reflection, and to scholars looking for a succinct overview of the field’s
present and future.

Anthony Pym
Series Editor
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Introduction

Translating as a purposeful activity... isn’t that stating the obvious? Aren’t
all human activities aimed at some purpose or other? What does it mean to
say that translating (which here will always include interpreting unless stated
otherwise) is a purposeful activity?

The title is not meant to tell you something you didn’t know before; it’s
simply stating the aspects of translating that will be focused on in this book.
The main title is evaluative rather than referential in function (these terms
will be explained in chapter 4); the referential part is the subtitle ‘Function-
alist Approaches Explained’. This book thus explains functionalist ap-
proaches to translation. ‘Functionalist’ means focusing on the function or
functions of texts and translations. Functionalism is a broad term for vari-
ous theories that approach translation in this way, although what we will
call Skopostheorie has played a major role in the development of this trend;
anumber of scholars subscribe to functionalism and draw inspiration from
Skopostheorie without calling themselves anything like ‘skopists’. We shall
thus be looking at functionalism as a broad approach, trying to distinguish
between its parts wherever possible and necessary.

Our title emphasizes that translating is an activity. This means that a
theory of translation can be embedded in a theory of human action or activ-
ity. The parameters of action theory may help to explain some aspects of
translation.

Human actions or activities are carried out by ‘agents’, individuals play-
ing roles. When playing the role of senders in communication, people have
communicative purposes that they try to put into practice by means of texts.
Communicative purposes are aimed at other people who are playing the role
of receivers. Communication takes place through a medium and in situa-
tions that are limited in time and place. Each specific situation determines
what and how people communicate, and it is changed by people communi-
cating. Situations are not universal but are embedded in a cultural habitat,
which in tumn conditions the situation. Language is thus to be regarded as
part of culture. And communication is conditioned by the constraints of the
situation-in-culture.

Example: If you ask a policeman for a particular street in Jakarta, he will
give you an elaborate and very detailed description, even though he doesn’t
have the faintest idea where that particular street is. He just cannot say
Sorry, 1 don’t know , because that would mean losing face.



Translating as a Purposeful Activity

In translation, senders and receivers belong to different cultural groups in
that they speak different languages. Non-verbal forms of behaviour may be
different as well. Senders and receivers thus need help from someone who is
familiar with both languages (and cultures) and who is willing to play the
role of translator or intermediary between them. In professional settings,
translators don’t normally act on their own account; they are asked to inter-
vene by either the sender or the receiver, or perhaps by a third person. From
an observer’s point of view, this third party will be playing the role of ‘com-
missioner’ or ‘initiator’; from the translator’s point of view, they will be the
‘client’ or ‘customer’. Initiators may have communicative purposes of their
own or they may share those of either the sender or the receiver. Translating
thus involves aiming at a particular communicative purpose that may or
may not be identical with the one that other participants have in mind.

Example: Suppose you are in Jakarta and you want to know how to find a
particular street. You don’t speak Indonesian; the policeman doesn’t speak
your language. So you ask your Indonesian friend to speak for you. Your
friend turns to the policeman and after listening to his elaborate explana-
tions where to turn right behind the next bus-stop, left at the level crossing,
and then right again opposite the filling-station, she tells you, He doesn’t
know the way. we should ask someone else. (Your friend is familiar with the
culture-specific non-verbal or verbal markers giving away the policeman’s
ignorance.) Or she tells you, ‘You have to turn right behind the next bus-
stop, left at the level crossing, and then right again opposite the filling-
station, and there you will be in the street you are looking for™. (She interprets
the policeman’s behaviour as that of somebody who really knows the way.)
In both cases your friend has clearly interpreted the policeman’s utterance
in situation-in-culture; she has translated the function, not the wording.

Although functionalist approaches draw on practical experience of the trans-
lation profession, they are not just descriptive; they do not merely describe
what can be observed in the process of translation or the results of this
process. As we will see later on, functionalism makes use of descriptive
methods (for example, parallel text analysis) to locate and compare the com-
municative norms and conventions valid in various culture communities.
Since functionalist approaches have been developed mainly within univer-
sity translator-training institutions, they are normative or evaluative to the
extent that they include the evaluation of translations with regard to their
functionality in a given situation-in-culture; future professional translators
must be trained not only to produce ‘good’ (that is, functional) translations
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satisfying their customers’ needs, but also to find good arguments to defend
their products against unjustified criticism from clients and users. For ex-
ample, your Indonesian friend might be reproached for not having told you
exactly what the policeman said, since you have seen the policeman point-
ing in some direction and using many more words than would have been
necessary just to say ‘I don’t know!’. What concepts should your Indone-
sian translator use to defend her decision?

This short introduction into the functionalist view of translation has
already touched on the main aspects to be presented in the book. After a
brief historical overview of how Skopostheorie and the general function-
oriented concepts came into being (chapter 1) we will look at the main ideas
of functionalist approaches. The agents and conditions of translational action
will be explained and defined (chapter 2). The next step will be an analysis
of the basic concepts of Skopostheorie, such as ‘Skopos’/*purpose’,
“function’, ‘culture’, ‘equivalence/ adequacy’ and ‘text-type’ (chapter 3).
Then we will look at how the approach is applied in the training of pro-
fessional translators, dealing with text functions, a functional typology of
translations, norms and conventions in functional translation, a categorization
of translation problems, functional translation units and some aspects of
evaluation (chapter 4). Since some critics claim this model is not suited to
the translation of literary texts, a further chapter will look more closely at
functionalism in literary translation (chapter 5). The last chapter in this
‘main ideas’ part of the book will deal with functionalism in simultaneous
interpreting (chapter 6).

Although some critical reactions to functionalism will be mentioned as
we look at the main ideas, the main criticisms will be bundled together and
discussed systematically in chapter 7. Being involved in functional transla-
tion teaching myself, my own attitude toward this approach will probably
show through, despite all attempts at objectivity. So as not to hide anything,
my personal version of functionalism will be presented quite briefly (chap-
ter 8) before dealing with the current trends and future perspectives in func-
tionalist theory (chapter 9).

The book concludes with a list of references including a commented bib-
liography of the main functionalist texts.



1. Historical Overview

The following pages describe the development of modern functionalism in
translation studies. Of course, since functionalism didn’t suddenly appear
overnight, a brief description of early functionalist views of translation is
needed in order to sketch the situation from which the more recent theories
and methodologies emerged. We will then outline the landmarks of what is
now often referred to as the ‘German School’ of functionalist translation
theory: Katharina Reiss and functionalist translation criticism, Hans J.
Vermeer’s Skopostheorie and its extensions, Justa Holz-Minttéri’s theory
of translational action, and a number of works oriented toward the use of
functionalist methodology in translator training. The basic concepts of trans-
lational action and Skopostheorie will be analyzed in detail later on; this
chapter is merely designed to give a chronological overview of authors and
works.

Early Views

Functional approaches to translation were not invented in the twentieth
century. Throughout history we find translators — mainly literary or Bible
translators — observing that different situations call for different renderings.
However, ‘translation proper’ is frequently associated with word-for-word
fidelity to the source text, even though the result may not be considered
appropriate for the intended purpose. Cicero (106-43 B.C.) described the
dilemma as follows:

If 1 render word for word, the result will sound uncouth, and if com-
pelied by necessity I alter anything in the order or wording, I shall
seem to have departed from the function of a translator. (De optimo
genere oratorum v.14)

Many Bible translators have felt that the process of translating should in-
volve both procedures: a faithful reproduction of formal source-text qualities
in one situation and an adjustment to the target audience in another. Jerome
(348-420) and Martin Luther (1483-1546) held the view that there are pas-
sages in the Bible where the translator must reproduce “even the word-order”
(St. Jerome, Letter to Pammachius) or keep “to the letter” (Luther, Circular
Letter on Translation, 1530); in other passages they believed it was more
important “to render the sense” (St. Jerome) or to adjust the text to the target
audience’s needs and expectations.

In a similar vein, Eugene A. Nida (1964) distinguishes between formal

4
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and dynamic equivalence in translation, ‘formal equivalence’ referring to a
faithful reproduction of source-text form elements and ‘dynamic equiva-
lence’ denoting equivalence of extralinguistic communicative effect:

A translation of dynamic equivalence aims at complete naturalness of
expression, and tries to relate the receptor to medes of behavior rel-
evant within the context of his own culture; it does not insist that he
understand the cultural patterns of the source-language context in or-
der to comprehend the message. (Nida 1964:159)

In ‘A Framework for the Analysis and Evaluation of Theories of Translation’
(1976), Nida places special emphasis on the purpose of the translation, on
the roles of both the translator and the receivers, and on the cultural impli-
cations of the translation process:

When the question of the superiority of one translation over another is
raised, the answer should be looked for in the answer to another ques-
tion, ‘Best for whom?. The relative adequacy of different translations
of the same text can only be determined in terms of the extent to which
each translation successfully fulfills the purpose for which it was in-
tended. In other words, the relative validity of each translation is seen
in the degree to which the receptors are able to respond to its message
(in terms of both form and content) in comparison with (1) what the
original author evidently intended would be the response of the origi-
nal audience and (2) how that audience did, in fact, respond. The
responses can, of course, never be identical, for interlingual commu-
nication always implies some differences in cultural setting, with
accompanying diversities in value systems, conceptual presupposi-
tions, and historical antecedents. (1976:64f)

Nida calls his approach ‘sociolinguistic’. However, when trying to apply it
to translation in general, he suggests a three-stage model of the translation
process. In this model, source-text surface elements (grammar, meaning,
connotations) are analyzed as linguistic kernel or near-kernel structures that
can be transferred to the target language and restructured to form target-
language surface elements (cf. Nida 1976:75, also Nida and Taber 1969:
202f). This basically linguistic approach, whose similarity with Noam
Chomsky’s theory of syntax and generative grammar (1957, 1965) is not
accidental, had more influence on the development of translation theory in
Europe during the 1960s and 1970s than did the idea of dynamic equivalence.

A general focus on straight linguistics rather than dynamic functional-
ism is reflected in the importance Nida’s work has been given in recent



