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English Abstract

This book makes a systematic research on Nida’s translation theory, clarify
some misunderstandings concerning his theory, disclose its true nature and explore
its validity and limitations in literary translations. Examples from Today’s English
Version (TEV) and Today’s Chinese Version (TCV) of the Bible, which were
translated, following Nida's translation theory, demonstrate that Nida's theory,
contrary to some popular wrong assumptions, is applicable to translation practice
between foreign languages and Chinese. A comparative study of Nida’s theory and
Jin Di’s theory is made to reveal the similarities and differences between the two
theories, and the reasons for their discrepancies are also explored. Examples from
Jin’s Chinese translation of Ulysses are examined against the principle of “equiva-
lent effect”. This book also explores the limitations of Nida’s theory in literary
translation, pointing out that his theory fails to address the issue of transference of
aesthetic values of literary work into another language. Attempts have been made
to amend Nida’s theory in respect of transferring aesthetic values of literary work
by means of “formal aesthetic markers” and “non-formal aesthetic markers” , with
the aim of making it more suitable for literary translation between Chinese and

English.
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CHAPTER ONE INTRODUCTION

1.1 REASONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH
ON NIDA’S TRANSLATION THEORY

Eugene A. Nida (1914-) is a distinguished American translation theorist as
well as linguist. His translation theory has exerted a tremendous influence on trans-
lation studies in western countries. His works on translation set off the study of
modern translation as an academic field (Snell-Hornby 1988: 1; Heylen 1993: 4;
Baker 1998 277), and he is regarded as the most influential one among all con-
temporary translation theorists (Newmark 1993: 133).

Nida’s influence upon Chinese translation studies is greater still. Before his
theory was introduced into China in the 1980s, people mainly focused attention on
traditional Chinese translation theories, especially Yan Fu’s three-character princi-
ple of translation, i.e. faithfulness, smoothness and elegance. Since Nida’s theory
was grounded solidly on contemporary developments of linguistics, communication
theory, information theory, semiotics and anthropology, Chinese translation schol-
ars took great interest in his theory. In fact, Nida and his theory have been a hot
topic in China for almost two decades. In the beginning, Nida’s theory was exten-
sively introduced and much discussed among translation scholars, and was given a
high profile for its new perspective on translation. As time went by, his theory was
questioned and challenged. In recent years, his theory was strongly criticized, and
even considered as outdated and having outlived its usefulness (see 2.2).

It is evident that Nida’s translation theory has undergone dramatic ups and
downs since it was introduced into China. This phenomenon is very interesting and
has provoked a series of reflections on the part of the Chinese translation scholars.
Why is there such a big change in Chinese translation scholars’ attitudes towards
Nida's theory? Are the criticisms against his theory justified? What are the demer-
its for which his theory is being severely criticized? Is his theory really useless or

outdated for Chinese translation studies, as some scholars have so argued?
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All these questions about Nida's theory are of great significance in the sense
that, to some degree, they determine how Nida’s theory will be received in the fu-
ture Chinese translation studies. Something cautions us against taking leave of his
theory without further consideration. I think, Nida’s translation theory needs to be
further researched, the reasons being as follows:

(1) The scope of the applicability of Nida’s translation theory needs to be further
discussed.

Nida’s translation theory is closely related to his experience of Bible translat-
ing. Due to this reason, many scholars express doubts about the applicability of his
theory to translation in general. There are mainly three kinds of opinions:

In the first place, some scholars hold that Nida’s theory can only guide Bible
translation, but is of little use to general translation practice. Edwin Gentzler, an
American translation theorist, claims that Nida does not provide a general theory of
translation, and his “dynamic equivalence” is only an outgrowth of religious trans-
lating. In his view, Nida's theory merely serves as “a Bible for Bible translation”
(1993. 55-60; see 2.4.3). Chang Namfung states that Nida’s theory has a special
purpose for Bible translating for evangelism and consequently it is not applicable to
translations of all types of texts. In Chang’s opinion, Nida’s theory is not even fit
to guide other kinds of Bible translating, such as those for literary appreciation or
for historical study (1999: 45). Similarly, Wang Dongfeng asserts that Chinese
translation scholars have exaggerated the significance of the applicability of Nida’s
theory to translation in general. In his view, Nida’s theory is only useful for Bible
translating, but is unsuitable for translations of other types of texts, especially of
literary texts (2000: 203; see 2.2.3).

Secondly, some people state that Nida’s theory can be applied to non-literary
translation, such as technical translation, but not to literary translation. Some ar-
gue that Nida puts too much emphasis on content and meaning, and ignores the
significance of form and style, which play a decisive role in literary translation { Liu
Yingkai 1997; Wang Dongfeng 2000} . Some insist that the concept of “translation
equivalence” in Nida's theory is too rigid to be applied to literary translation, for
literary translation has no absolute rule to follow and depends on the creativity of
the translator (Gao Jian 1994; Luo Xinzhang 1994; Wu Yicheng 1998) . Still oth-
ers maintain that Nida's theory of “readers’ response” is very subjective so that it is
not practicable for literary translation (Qian Linsheng 1988; Lin Kenan 1988; see
2.2.2).
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Thirdly, some Chinese scholars argue that Nida’s theory may be fit to guide
translation practice among Indo-European languages, but is useless for translation
between Chinese and English ( Wu Yicheng 1994; Liu Miging 1994; Luo
Xinzhang 1994 and Sun Zhili 1997). In their opinion, Nida's theory is useful for
translation among Indo-European languages because it is based on these languages,
but it is not applicable to translation between Chinese and English, for the Chinese
{anguage is quite distinct from Indo-European languages and has its special charac-
teristics (Sun Zhili 1997 11; Wu Yicheng 1997: 72; see 2.2.3).

From what is cited above, we can see that translation scholars hold divided
opinions about the scope of the applicability of Nida’s translation theory. This situ-
ation is very disappointing, for it discourages translators from applying Nida’s theo-
ty to translation practice. There is a real need for the study of the scope of the ap-
plicability of Nida’s theory.

(2) Some hot debates over other aspects of Nida's theory are still going on without
getting to a satisfactory end.

In addition to disagreements listed above, there are some controversies over
other aspects of his theory. Whether Nida’s theory of * readers’ response” could be
regarded as a translation criterion, for example, has been argued about for a long
time among translation scholars. Some insist it is workable (Jin Di 1998 ; He Wei
1999 Qin Hongwu 1999), while others proclaim it is impracticable (Qian Lin-
sheng 1988; Lii Jun 1998). The proponents believe that the reader in the receptor
language plays a crucial role in determining whether a translated text is adequate or
not, and the opponents argue that when reading a translated text each reader’s re-
sponse is so different and subjective that his response cannot be used as a translation
criterion.

Another example is the debate about Nida’s naturalization method in translat-
ing. Some scholars claim that Nida’s preference for naturalization is a cultural hege-
monism ( Venuti 1995; Wang Dongfeng 2000; see 2.2.3 and 2.4. 3), and his
theory has had a negative effect on the study of Chinese translation {Liu Yingkai
1997, see 2.2.3). In their view, the main purpose of translation is to make cul-
ture exchange across different languages and, therefore, Nida's emphasis on natu-
ralization would prevent new language expressions and foreign cultural elements
from entering into the receptor language. Other scholars hold that Nida’s natural-
ization method is legitimate and adequate, for it shows Nida’s consideration for re-

ceptors and his respect for the receptor language (Qin Hongwu 1999; Chang
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Namfung 1999) .

Among all these debates, some criticisms of Nida’s theory are justifiable, but
some are not. [For instance, Chang Namfung has convincingly proved that the
criticism against Nida's naturalization method is untenable (1999)]. Furthermore,
quite a few arguments are fragmentary and incomplete, and tend to impede us from
understanding some fundamental translation problems from the correct perspective.
Although attempts have been made by scholars to further explore these debates, no
agreement has been reached up to now. By further discussing these aspects of
translation involved in the debates, not only can we see clearly the strength and
weakness of Nida’s theory, but also clarify some essential translation problems,
such as criterion and method of translation.

(3) There are some misunderstandings and misconceptions concerning Nida’s theo-
ry, which have led to confusions and fruitless contentions among Chinese transla-
tion scholars.

Many Chinese translation scholars are familiar with Nida’s theory, but this
does not mean that his theory is correctly and fully understood. As a matter of fact,
there are quite some misunderstandings and misconceptions about certain aspects of
his theory. In an article " Value Judgments in Chinese Theoretical Translation
Studies: As Reflected in the Reception of Nida’s Principle of Equivalent Effect”
(1999), Chang Namfung summarizes four kinds of misunderstandings regarding
Nida's theory in China:

“Dynamic equivalence” is only an ideal translation criterion.

Nida’s theory is unfit to guide translation practice between Chinese and English be-
cause it grows out of translation experience among Indo-European languages.

Nida takes “readers’ response” as a translation criterion in evaluating translation.
Nida does not respect the cultural factors in the source language and his mainte-
nance of complete naturalization in translating is a kind of cultural hegemonism.

Chang’s arguments indicate how seriously Nida's theory has been misunder-
stood in China. In fact, misunderstandings in connection with Nida’s theory are
not merely restricted to these four aspects given by Chang. There are also miscon-
ceptions concerning “dynamic equivalence”, “science of translation” ; and the rela-
tionship between Nida’s “kernel sentence” /" deep structure” and Chomsky’s trans-
formational generative grammar (TG grammar) , etc.

Take “ dynamic equivalence” for example. Some Chinese scholars regard

Nida's “dynamic equivalence” the same as the concept of “equivalence” in western



