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Foreword 1

Foreword

This book aims to provide a functional approach to translation
studies. It mainly focuses on the techniques of transferring the
metafunctions between English and Chinese. The theoretical bases
of this study are Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL.), the con-
cepts of faithfulness in China, and the concepts of equivalence in
western translation theories.

Systemic Functional Linguistics regards language as one of so-
cial semiotic systems. In terms of SFL, the functions of language
may be categorized into three metafunctions: the ideational func-
tion, the interpersonal function and the textual function. Accord-
ing to functional grammar, meaning can be thoroughly decoded by
functional analysis and this provides an ideal method for under-
standing the source language as well as for comparison between the
original and the target. The former is a prerequisite for a good
translation and the latter is the guarantee for an objective assess-
ment of the translation.

‘Faithfulness” and ‘Equivalence’ both have profound connota-
tions in the plurality of translation theories. The variety of the ex-
planations for these two concepts often leads to confusion, and a

consistent strategy to achieve them has not been fixed yet. Based



on these two concepts in a broad sense, this book puts forward a
functional concept for equivalence, which is also the aim for a
translator to pursue: a metafunctional equivalence between the
source and the target language. It is the highest goal for transla-
tion, for the metafunctions cover all aspects of language in terms of
meaning. If the metafunctions of one language are fully transferred
to another, the translation is deemed to be perfect.

The ideal aim, however, does not necessarily mean that any
good translation must be a perfect three dimensional equivalence of
the source language. As a matter of fact, it is hardly possible to
transfer the metafunctions simultaneously to the target language in
translation practice, for any difference between the two languages
may result in variations in terms of the metafunctions. Translation
is necessary because the languages involved are different, which, in
turn, is bound to lead to the metafunctional variations between the
two languages. This means, in a strict sense, the impossibility for
a three dimensional equivalence.

What we can pursue, as supposed in Chapter Two of this
book, is a practical and attainable equivalence, also in terms of the

metafunctions but not necessarily in an equal priority among them:

(1)If it is impossible to simultaneously transfer the
three metafunctions of the source language, the trans-
lator should, based on the contexts and the purpose of
the translation activity, give priority to a certain func-
tion, while maximally transferring the other two meta-
functions.

(2) This research regards ‘faithfulness’ as the
source language oriented and ‘equivalence’ as the tar-

get language oriented. We propose that the translator
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initiate his work from pursuing ‘a faithful translation’
and complete his work with ‘an equivalent translation’.
And accordingly, we suggest that the translator begin
his work with literal translation and finish his work with
a compromised method between them. As far as the
functional translation is concerned, the translator
should first try to get a formal equivalence in terms of
ideational components, and then properly adjust these
components, if necessary, in order to guarantee the
most prominent metafunction being emphasized. In oth-
er words, he should initiate his work from pursuing a
formal equivalence and complete his work with a func-

tional equivalence.

With this practical aim, the book goes on to explore how to
transfer the metafunctions. And we arrive at the following conclu-
sions:

1. Transferring the ideational function

The ideational function carries the basic messages of language.
Successful translation of the ideational meaning lays an essential
foundation for transferring the other two metafunctions.

Languages have the same or at least similar linguistic core in a
functional point of view (Halliday, 1978). Therefore most basic
structures can find their parallel forms in English and Chinese, and
thus in translation, for pursuing a functional equivalence, we
should first try to create a formal equivalence with all the corre-
sponding Processes, Participants and Circumstances in the target
language, which usually helps to lead to a functional equivalence.

However, the syntactic differences sometimes make it difficult

to get an ideal formal equivalence that carries the equivalent ide-



ational meaning. In such cases, the ®translation shift’ has to be
considered to fit the translation well into the target language. A
mechanical imitation of the original pattern can only lead to some
unnatural translation.

2. Transferring the interpersonal function

More often than not, the interpersonal function is prioritized
in a certain communication. Because of the syntactic differences be-
tween the source and the target language, we sometimes have to
adjust some of the ideational components in translation in order to
fully transfer the interpersonal meaning. This is particularly true
for opera translation in which the interpersonal function plays an
important role in the plot development.

There is no doubt that the transferring of the ideational mean-
ing is the most important in novel translation, for the main content
of a novel is conveyed by the processes and the other ideational
components. However, the subtle interpersonal factors are also es-
sential for a good translation. The personalities are embodied by
the ideational description and the dialogues in the novel.

3. Transferring the textual function

The textual function refers to the mechanism that integrates
the ideational function with the interpersonal function. Properly
transferring the textual function makes a coherent translation.

The thematic structure is one of the aspects on which the
translator should focus. It is actually a dynamic outline of a dis-
course. In a sense, the thematic structure helps to constitute the
writing style of the source language, which is also an important as-
pect for a translator to consider.

Information system helps to give prominence to the key con-
tent of a discourse. Coincidently, both English and Chinese have a

characteristic of end focus(Song, 2002), that is, they both lay the
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new information at the end of the clause. However, there are also
some marked information arrangements in both English and Chi-
nese, and due to the syntactic differences between the two langua-
ges, not all the marked arrangements correspond with each other,
and thus in translation, °focus shift’ is often necessary so as to
guarantee the important information being emphasized.

Developed in different linguistic backgrounds, the cohesive de-
vices of the two languages are not identical. Therefore, a good
translation of cohesive devices does not necessarily mean a mechani-
cal imitation of original ones.

As mentioned above, the three metafunctions are inseparable
aspects of meaning of language. Theoretically, no one is more im-
portant than another. In a certain context, however, there is often
a certain function being more prominent than the other two. As far
as translation is concerned, if it is hardly possible to fully transfer
the three metafunctions at the same time, then the most prominent
one should be transferred in priority, with the other two being
translated to the largest possible extent. This is a feasible principle
for translation practice. It is fully demonstrated with various exam-
ples in this book.

Finally, literal translation and free translation are discussed.
They are closely related to transferring metafunctions. As two
kinds of expressive forms, literal translation and free translation
can convey the same meaning from different angles. Without an ad-
equate context, it is often difficult for us to decide which form is
better.

The essence of literal or {ree translation lies in the delicacy
that the translator chooses to start his work. The higher delicacy
the translation is based on, the more literal the translation will be-

come, and vice versa.



As a whole, this book provides a functional approach to trans-
lation studies. But it does not attempt to cover all translation issues
once and for all. It just provides a framework for this kind of trans-
lation studies. It is expected that a more detailed study be conduc-
ted within the framework of systemic functional linguistics.

Here I want to express my great gratitude to my teacher, Pro-
fessor Li Ji’an from Shanghai International Studies University. It is
his insightful advice and his constructive comments, especially his
painstaking modification of every draft of every chapter, that not
only make my theorization more possible and reasonable, but also
add much to the readability of this book. 1 am especially grateful
for his patience, for his scholarly tolerance, and for the inspiration
1 drew from his philosophic talks whenever 1 was together with him
and also from his optimistic attitude towards life. Without his
guidance and encouragement, the accomplishment of the present

endeavor would be hardly possible.

Zhao Dequan
December, 2006
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