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1 Introduction

Linguistics and translation studies have had a long and productive relationship, going
back at least to the late forties/early fifties, when scholars first began to discuss the
possibility of developing theoretical and pedagogical models of translation in a modern
academic context. In recent years, this longstanding tradition of approaching the study of
translation {rom a linguistic perspective has been the subject of some criticism within the
discipline. Some of this criticism has been justified, and more recent studies have begun to
take much of it on board. However, it is also fair to say that much of the criticism that
continues to be leveled against linguistically-oriented work is arguably misinformed, based on
a view of linguistics that was dominant in the sixties and seventies but is no longer

representative of linguistics or of linguistic approaches to the study of translation. This
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article will trace the development of linguistically-oriented approaches from the early fifties
to the late nineties, in an attempt to place the achievements and pitfalls of linguistic research
on translation in perspective and to address some of the criticism that has been leveled against
it. Fawcett (1997a) offers a detailed and balanced overview of linguistic theories of
translation which also attempts to trace the progress of these approaches and to weigh their
shortcomings against the achievements that have been made during the past few decades.

The following overview distinguishes between, on the one hand, linguists who have
been primarily interested in trying out their favourite linguistic theory on translation because
“the fact of translation is a main challenge both to linguistic theory and to philosophy”
(Firth, 1956a, p. 77) and, on the other, scholars of translation whose main concern has been
to promote the study of translation and who have simply looked to linguistics to provide
reliable tools of analysis for achieving this end. Examples of the former include Firth
(1956a; 1956b), Haas (1962/1968), Catford (1965; 1994), Halliday (1964) and de
Beaugrande (1978) and of the latter Nida (1964; 1969; 1975a; 1975b), Delisle (1980;
1993), House (1977/1981; 1997), Blum-Kulka (1981; 1986), Wilss (1977/1982), Hatim
and Mason (1990; 1997), Mason (1994), Bell (1991), Baker (1992; 1993; 1995; 1996b),
Neubert and Shreve (1992) and Harvey (1998; 2001), among many others.

2 Translation as a challenge to linguistic theory

Generative linguists such as Noam Chomsky have never shown much interest in
translation. Linguists working within the Firthian tradition, by contrast, have often devoted
entire articles, and in the case of Catford (1965/1980) an entire book, to theoretical
discussions of translation. Firth himself wrote a number of articles in which he expressed an
interest in translation as a communicative event, pretty much along the lines of current
communicative models of translation such as Hatim and Mason (1990; 1997) and House
(1977/1981; 1997). In “Linguistic Analysis and Translation,” for instance, he rejects the
notion of “naked ideas” as a measure of equivalence or a reference point for determining
whether meaning has or has not been transferred in translation, suggesting that there is “no
profit in the effort to state the total meaning of a word” (Firth, 1956a, p. 78). He expresses
his position on the issue of translation in general as follows:

I want to make it clear that the linguistic systems and structures are related to
the systems and structures in the events, relevant objects and people and what they
are doing. You have the option of connecting structures and systems of language
with structures and systems of thought or with structures and systems in situations
comprising the human participants, their non-verbal behaviour, the relevant objects
and other events and of these two alternatives, I suggest—difficult though as it may
appear—that the situational matrix is the more manageable one and more easily
related to problems of translation. (Firth, 1956b, p. 91)
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Firth consistently talks about modes or levels of meaning—namely phonological ,
grammatical and situational (cf. Catford, 1965/1980)—and makes it clear that it is the
situational level that is relevant and likely to prove productive in any attempt to account for
translational behavior. Thus the emphasis on translation as a communicative event goes back
all the way to the mid-fifties as far as linguistic approaches are concerned. And it continued
to feature in the literature during the sixties and seventies, though this fact is hardly
acknowledged today. In 1962, for instance, Haas reiterated the position outlined by Firth,
though he did not explicitly refer to Firth. “What we abstract from different expressions as
‘similarity of sense’,” Haas tells us, “is a correspondence between their functions. Unless
we succeed in thus explaining translation, the mystery of bare and neutral fact will continue
to haunt us” (Haas, 1962/1968, p.104). Not only does Haas reject the notion of
“correspondence of meaning” as a productive way of approaching translation, but he also
explicitly states that “the translator chooses what units to translate,” (emphasis in original)
that “the translator dealing with free constructions’ constructs freely” and “the language he
works in is the translator’s clay. ” (Haas, 1962/1968, pp. 107 — 108) l.ater approaches which
developed in the eighties and nineties within frameworks such as skopos theory and cultural
studies have criticized linguistics for adopting a simplistic notion of “meaning” and for
denying translators the freedom of choice, among other things. Such criticism, as can be
seen from the work cited here, has been highly selective in its review of the literature and has
failed to take account of important discussions of the nature of translation which originated
within linguistics and which, at least for their time, were highly sophisticated.
Notwithstanding her later criticism of linguistic approaches (Lefevere/Bassnett, 1990, p.4),
Bassnett-McGuire (1980/1991, p. 21) is one of the few scholars in translation studies to
acknowledge the complex and essentially social view of meaning held by linguists such as
Firth,

Nevertheless, it is fair to say that many linguists, even those working with the Firthian
tradition, started out with similar assumptions to those of Firth and Haas in the sixties and
seventies but ultimately failed to take up the challenge posed by Firth in practice. They seem
in some cases to have been distracted by a self-imposed requirement to construct watertight
linguistic categories for every type of translational behaviour, if need be at the expense of the
validity of the emerging theoretical models. Catford (1965/1980) who, unlike Halliday
(1964), attempts to account for translation as a linguistic phenomenon rather than as a
method of language teaching, is a case in point. Catford’s is in fact the best known linguistic
theory of translation and the one that has been widely cited to discredit linguistically-oriented
discussions of translation. Even among linguists, it is now generally agreed that “Catford’s
‘theory of translation’ stands as an allegory of the limitations of linguistics” at a particular
moment in time (de Beaugrande, 1978, p. 11).

Like many linguists who wrote on translation during the sixties and seventies, Catford

essentially saw translation as an operation on languages, an operation which involves the
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replacement of textual material in one language with textual material in another language.
His emphasis throughout is on exploring the potential of language as such. Thus he relates
types of translation to. on'the one hand, the levels of language (resulting in the well-known
categories of total tnranslation and restricted translation, with the latter being further
subdivided into grammatical, lexical, phonological and graphological translation) and on the
other to the grammatical rank at which (he assumed) translation equivalence is established
(leading to categories such as bounded and unbounded translation). This kind of emphasis
on potential rather than actual translational behaviour is no longer favoured among
linguistically-oriented scholars, and yet it would be unreasonable to dismiss it altogether. Examples
of phonological translation do exist and demonstrate the relevance of at least some of Catford’s
categories (see in particular humorous collections such as Mots D’Heures: Caussess Rames. The
d’Antin Manuscript and N’ Heures Souris Rames. The Coucy Castle Manuscript).

Catford also developed a typology of translation shifts which proved attractive to a
number of scholars, some of whom later developed their own, more meaningful typologies of
shifts (see in particular Popovie, 1970 and Leuven-Zwart, 1984; 1989; 1990). Indeed, one
of the most prominent figures in translation studies in the eighties and nineties, Gideon
Toury, has made extensive use of the notion of shifts in his own work (see in particular
Toury, 1980; the notion resurfaces again in the analysis of individual case studies in Toury,
1995). Catford is credited with being the first to discuss the notion of shifts explicitly and to
elaborate it in some detail. However, if we do not restrict “shifts” to changes at the
structural level, as Catford chose to do, it becomes clear that the notion is implicit in any
kind of comparison of source and target texts and is therefore central to practically all
product-oriented descriptive work in translation studies, including work that does not adopt a
linguistic perspective, The only exception is perhaps recent work done on comparable
corpora, discussed later in this entry, which compares original and translated language
rather than original and translated text and therefore makes no use of the notion of shifts as
such. At any rate, one of the many weaknesses of Catford’s model is that it does not
differentiate between obligatory and optional shifts (a distinction later made by other
scholars such as Toury). This is precisely because Catford—notwithstanding the title of his
book—is representative of a generation of linguists who have been more interested in using
translation as a tool of formal linguistic analysis than in accounting for translation as a
linguistic and social phenomenon.

Though heavily criticized within translation studies, it is important to remember that
Catford’s work represents the first ever attempt to elaborate a coherent theoretical account of
linguistic aspects of translation at large—rather than just literary translation or Bible
translation, for instance. Divorced from the realities of translation activity in many respects
and unduly restricted to the sentence as the uppermost unit of analysis, Catford’s theory
nonetheless has a certain elegance which derives from its own internal consistency and

definitional rigour.
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