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Abstract

This research endeavors to take translational variation as the starting
point for translation investigation and aims at constructing a theoretic
framework accounting for its operation. By “translational variation” , we
mean both different types of inevitable changes, necessary and
justifiable, deviated from the ST as an action on different translational
levels, and varieties of translation products that result by means of
transformation with adaptation to a certain translational context in the
process of translation. As we know, translational variation is a
ubiquitous phenomenon in translation activities. It is not a contingent
phenomenon or an ill performance by the translator but an essential
nature of translation and thus a serious topic in Translation Studies
which, however, has long been neglected. We believe that translation
studies without a systematic and holistic study on variation would be a
theoretical deficiency. Translational variation is understood herein as a
process, a strategy and a product of the translational operation. As the
process of translation, variation takes place at different translational
levels, ranging from the micro linguistic elements to the macr levels of
propositional content, text types, styles, and cultural aspeits. As a
strategy, variation is where creative methods are involved to overcome
various types of intercultural communication obstacles. Besides,
variation is the product which results from the variational pricess with

creative translation strategies. The unity of these three aspects constitutes
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the whole profile of a translational activity.

The present research is to argue that translation is in fact an
adaptive variation. For this purpose, a theoretic framework accounting
for translational variation is constructed on the basis of Verschueren’s
Adaptation Theory and his general pragmatic perspective. This
framework is employed in the present research as a new general
functional perspective on translational variation and will, hopefully,
help perform a holistic study on translation.

It is easy to understand that the ultimate goal of translation is to
achieve a successful communication in another language culture.
However, in the process of translation, the translator is sure to come
across various language and cultural barriers that block a successful
communication due to different language systems and cultures. In order
to overcome those barriers, the translator has to use the variational
strategy to bridge the communicative gaps and satisfy the communicative
needs in the target culture. In this sense, translational variation is
motivated by adaptation to the translational context. Therefore, we can
safely say that there is no translation without variation, or simply say:
“no variation, no translation” .

In this research, translation is promoted as a living organism that
intends to adapt itself to the translational context and survive in the
changed situation. In this sense, translation is motivated by adaptation.
Therefore, translational adaptability is regarded as a universality of
translation. We find that there are two types of adaptation: obligatory
adaptation and optional adaptation. The former refers to the mandatory
adaptation to the basic rules and principles of the target language
system. The translator has no freedom to violate the baseline of those
rules and principles, but just observes them. However, those rules and

principles are flexible and various. The translator has freedom to choose
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Abstract

some rules and principles instead of others with adaptation to the
translational context. The latter refers to the selective adaptation to the
physical,” social, cultural and cognitive contextual correlates in the
translational context in terms of the degree of salience to a particular
translator at a particular time and place in the process of translation.
Therefore, translational variation is understood as a necessary means and
creative strategy for the realization of adaptation.

Under this translation-as-adaptive-variation framework, translational
context is a pivotal notion and a cognitive concept with a dynamic nature
that includes all the potential linguistic and extralinguistic factors.
However, not all possible factors can become the contextual correlates in
the translational context; only those that enter the “line of vision” of the
translator and are processed by him can be considered as contextual
elements. Furthermore, the contextual correlates do not occupy an equal
position in the process of translation. In a particular situation, some
factors play very crucial roles, some play less important roles and some
play no role at all. The importance of contextual factors in a specific
situation depends largely on the mechanism of cognitive salience of the
translator. These factors are not in a static hierarchical order but of a
dynamic nature, that is, none of them can occupy the top position in
the translational context at any time. Some factors that are usually
considered less important may ascend to play decisive roles in a specific
situation. It is these dynamic contextual factors that call for translational
variation.

This approach to translation is a translator-centered one in which
the translator is put at the center of translation activity. For one thing,
the translator is the only agent who participates directly in the whole
translation process. Other agents involved can only function indirectly

through the translator. For another, the contextual factors influencing

3
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the translation process will be processed by the translator. Those factors
most salient to the translator in a particular translational context will
affect the translator’s decision making of translation strategies and
translational choices, and other less salient or non-salient factors will be
automatically filtered. Therefore, the translator has enormous freedom of
making decisions, though his action of choice making is constrained by
the translational context.

Under this approach to translation, three general guiding principles
of translation are proposed, i. e. Adaptation Principle, Conditioning
Principle and Variational Principle. The so-called controversial topics
such as literal versus free, semantic versus communicative, formal
versus dynamic equivalence, documental versus instrumental, covert
versus overt, foreignization versus domestication are no longer theoretic
problems of translation, but the optional strategies which can be adopted
by the translator to overcome translation difficulties in different
situations.
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