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Preface

This book is the outgrowth of the first author’s years of ex-
perience in lecturing on translation theory and practice at Nankai
University and the Foreign Languages Institute of Tianjin, Chi-
na. His personal experience as a translator and translation con-
sultant has enriched the presentation with significant examples
of translation problems and solutions. The second author has
contributed the theoretical framework, as reflected in a number
of his books and technical articles. .

The primary purpose of this volume is to provide a theoreti-
cal orientation and practical help to translators dealing with the
numerous difficulties involved in translating from English into
Chinese and from Chinese into English. In addition, this material
can be useful to persons concerned with the broader implications
of interlingual communication, since the underlying basis for the
principles and procedures is essentially sociosemiotic in that the
concept of dynamic equivalence in translating focuses on the
meaning for receptors.

The pinyin system is followed in this book in the translitera-
tion of Chinese words, but for the convenience of people not
familiar with the system, usually a hyphen is placed between
syllables (e.g., pin-yin).

The first author wishes to express his special thanks to the
United Board for Christian Higher Education in Asia for making
possible his research and study in the United States. He is also
indebted to Drexel University, the University of Pennsylvania,
and Yale University for making academic facilities available to
him.

He is also grateful to the Warden and Fellows of All Souls
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College, Oxford University, for the Visiting Fellowship they
offered him just at the time when this work was being com-
pleted. It gave him an opportunity to discuss the problems in-
volved with many scholars in England, particularly Sir William
Empson, Mr. Rom Harre, Dr. David Hawkes and Professor
Rodney Needham, who read the typescript and made valuable
suggestions for improvement. Likewise, he is deeply indebted
to Professor and Mrs. Hans H. Frankel of Yale University for
reading and commenting on the typescript as well as offering
him their generous hospitality in their house while he was
working on it.

A special word of appreciation is due tbose colleagues and
friends who read and commented on various parts of the work
before the final, co-authored stage, without whose kind en-
couragement it might never have reached it.

A word of thanks is also due Dr. Louis Dorn and Mrs.
Leila Wright who have provided so much valuable help in the
editing and typing of the manuscript.

Jin Di Eugene A. Nida
Tianjin, China Greenwich, Ct., USA
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CHAPTER ONE
MORE FREEDOM FOR THE TRANSLATOR
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A delightful Chinese parable of twenty-four centuries ago
is perhaps the most vivid and effective account of the intimate
relationships of skill, theory, and art:

Once Lord Wen-hui had a cook cut up a bullock for him.

So rhythmical were his movements — the thrust of his hand,
the heave of his shoulder, the stamp of his foot, and the
movement of his knee — and so well did they harmonize with
the swish of his knife, that the whole performance was like
the graceful dance of the Mulberry Grove or the sublime
music of Jing-shou.



“Ha! Bravo!” cried the Lord Wen-hui. “How did you
attain such skill?”

“My lord,” replied the cook, laying down his knife, “I
devote myself to dao, which is something more than skill.
When 1 first began my work, I had my eyes riveted on the
carcass; after three years I was no longer concerned about
the body of the animal in its entirety. Now instead of using
my eyes, I depend upon my spirit, which remains active
while my senses are virtually idle. Following the law of
nature, I strike at wide crevices and pierce through large
openings. I always guide myself by what is intrinsic to the
nature and constitution of the ox, and never force a knotty
joint, still less the big bones.

“A good butcher changes his knife once a year: he cuts.
An ordinary butcher, once a month: he hacks. But I have
had this knife of mine for nineteen years and have cut up
thousands of oxen, and yet its edge is as sharp as if fresh
from the whetstone. How is that possible? Well, the edge
of the knife has no thickness, but a joint always has spaces
within it, and if you insert an object without thickness into
a space which is empty, you will naturally have plenty of
room in which to turn it about. That is how 1 have man-
aged through nineteen years of use to keep my knife always
as sharp as if fresh from the whetstone.

“Even so, when I come to a complicated place and find
it hard to deal with, I have to be very cautious. I fix my
eye on it and stay my hand, until at a slight movement
of my knife the whole thing yields and flops to the ground
with a thump. Then I look around, knife in hand, but not
without a sense of pride, before I wipe my knife and sheathe
it.”

“How wonderf{ul!” said Wen-hui. “What you have said
is really a lesson in the art of life.”

The clumsiness of a beginner, with his eyes “riveted on the



carcass,” is overcome when he acquires sufficient skill through
years of practice, but it is only when he becomes devoted to dao,
which is “something more than skill,” that he is able to do his
job so expertly. What ancient Chinese philosophers generally
meant by dao may be open to debate, but in this context there
seems to be no doubt that it refers to the law of nature and
man’s mastery of it. The author of the parable, the famous
mystic Zhuang-zi, was explicitly advocating the importance of
following this law of nature — in other words, adding to man’s
skill a theoretical mastery which would ultimately lead to art.

The nobleman, Wen-hui, readily saw the implications of this
parable for the art of life. The translator’s deduction can be far
more modest, but it does suggest that, in any activity, there must
be certain underlying principles which relate to the nature of
the task, and that an integrated set of such principles constitutes
an underlying theory, which can assist translators in doing a
more expert piece of work. Such a theory can provide a means
of doing something not only with skill ,but also with artistic com-
petence, since one can far more readily see the way in which all
the parts fit together in a harmonious manner. The study of
theory can, indeed, be harmful, if it is not based on the reality of
practical experience. If, however, one understands the theory
of translation as essentially a description of those principles
which are intrinsic to the task, then only the lack of a theory
can really be harmful to a translator.

There is no doubt about the fact that the truly effective use
of language involves skill, resulting usually from years of prac-
tice. Most ordinary uses of language are automatic., A speaker
is normally only aware of certain thoughts and then the sounds
which come out of his mouth. The processes of encoding
thoughts into sounds are largely automatic, but in contrast with
intralingual communication, translation (which is simply a form
of interlingual communication) requires concentrated attention
and awareness. One must see the whole of a discourse, as well
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