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Preface

This is a course on the main paradigms of Western
translation theories since the 1960s. It adopts a
view of translation that includes interpreting
(spoken translation) but does not give any special
attention to its problems. The book is not primarily
designed to make anyone a better translator; it is
mainly for academic work, although it should be
accessible to anyone interested in arguments about
translation—and most translators are. The basic
story is that all the theories respond in different
ways to one central problem: translation can be
defined by equivalence, but there are many
reasons why equivalence is not a stable concept.
So how can we think about translation beyond
equivalence? The answers to that question have
been more numerous than many suspect, and often
creative and surprising.

The general view taken here is that theory is a field
of struggle for or against particular ways of seeing
translation. There is no neutral description in this.
My mission will have been accomplished whenever
anyone finds importance and perhaps pleasure in
the contest of ideas, or better, whenever the issues
of translation are debated, ideally as part of a
pluralist learning project.

Since the first edition of this book, | have become
acutely aware that these particular theories are
focused on what | call the Western “translation
form.” They concern the kind of translation that a
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client might pay a translator to do in any Western
country, underpinned by a set of unspoken
assumptions about equivalence (see 5.4 below).
However, there are many other cultures and
situations in which notions of translation are not
functionally separate from what we would call
“adaptation” or “rewriting,” and thus do not struggle
with and against equivalence. So there are many
other possible ways of theorizing translation, and
many alternative narratives. | am only telling one of
many possible stories. That said, the Western
translation form has spread out over the world, as a
peculiar traveling companion of modernity, and
readers in all countries will nowadays be familiar
with it, even as we strive to go beyond it.

This revised edition has added a few aspects to the
original survey, particularly with respect to
translation technologies, volunteer translators,
non-lineal logic, mediation, Asian languages, and
process research. But those are not major
changes—ijust some small treats along the way.

This book accompanies some of the best
introductory works in the field. Jeremy Munday’s
Introducing Translation Studies (third edition 2012)
and Franz Po&chhacker’s Introducing Interpreting
Studies (2004) are indispensable guides. My aim
here is to focus more squarely on the main theories
that the other books cover, to leave aside much of
the research and applications, and to make the
theories engage with each other as directly as
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possible. This means presenting more criticisms
than the introductory guides do. It also

means that many fields of research, particularly
those that have not made strong original
contributions to translation theory, have been
sidelined here. Some readers will be surprised to
find no substantial treatment of empirical research
on adaptation, multimedia, or the ways translation
has been dealt with from the perspective of gender
studies, for example. Those areas are very much
part of Translation Studies; they have adopted
many of the concepts and methods of neighboring
disciplines, but they have not played key roles in
debates over the translation form as such. | thus
leave them to the companion volumes. Similarly
absent is analysis of the possible social forces
behind the various paradigms, and why they have
developed historically. That kind of inquiry is also
left for other places (for example, Pym 2011).

This book also accompanies The Translation
Studies Reader (third edition 2012) edited by
Lawrence Venuti, along with The Interpreting
Studies Reader (2001) edited by Franz Péchhacker
and Miriam Shlesinger. Both those volumes are
superb collections of key texts. My aim has not
been to replace those texts: anyone who wants to
know about translation theory must read the
theorists, in context and in all their complexity. Only
with first-hand engagement with the fundamental
texts can you really follow the adventures of critical
thought.

18
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Chapter 1
What is a translation theory?

This chapter explains what | mean by the terms
“theory” and “paradigm,” and how theorization can
be related to translation practice. | also detail the
overall chapter plan of this book, some reasons for
studying translation theory, and the ways the book
can be used as part of a learning process.

1.1 From Theorizing to Theories

Translators are theorizing all the time. Once they
have identified a translation problem, they usually
have to decide between several possible solutions.
Let's say you have to translate the English term
“Tory,” employed to designate the Conservative
Party in Britain. According to the situation, you
might consider things like using the English term
and inserting information to explain it, or adding a
footnote, or just giving a word-for-word equivalent
of “Conservative Party,” or naming the
corresponding part of the political spectrum in the
target culture, or just leaving out the problematic
name altogether. All those options could be
legitimate, given the appropriate text, purpose, and
client. Formulating them (generating possible
translations) and then choosing between them
(selecting a definitive translation) can be a difficult
and complex operation. Yet translators are doing
precisely that all the time, in split seconds.
Whenever they do it, whenever they decide to opt
for one rendition rather than others, they bring into

20



play a series of ideas about what translation is and
how it should be carried out. They are theorizing.

The word “theory” probably comes from the Greek
thea, view + -horan, to see—to theorize is to look at
a view (the word theater has the same origins). A
theory sets the scene where the generation and
selection process takes place. Translators are thus
not only constantly theorizing, but they are doing it
in various kinds of conceptual scenes.

This private, internal theorizing becomes public
when translators discuss what they do. They
occasionally theorize out loud when talking with
other translators or with clients, and sometimes with
students or instructors. This out-loud theorizing
might involve no more than a few shared terms for
the things we are dealing with. For example, here |
shall refer to the “start text” as the one we translate
from, and to the “target text” as the translation
produced. By extension, we can talk about the
“start language” and the “target language,” or the
“start culture” and the “target culture.” “Translating”
would then be a set of processes leading from one
side to the other.

Do these words mean that | am already using a
theory? Such interrelated names-for-things do tend
to form models of translation, and those models
are never neutral—they

often conceal some very powerful guiding ideas,
which may form a scene coherent enough to be
called a “theory.” For instance, here | am saying
“start text” where others say “source text,” not just

21



because it agrees with the possibilities of a few
European languages (Ausgangstext, texte de
départ, texto de partida, testo di partenza) but more
importantly because it says something about other
views of translation: How can we blithely assume
that the text we translate from is not itself made up
of translations, reworked fragments of previous
texts, all tied up in never-ending translational
networks? Why assume some kind of pristine or
natural “source,” somehow like a river bubbling up
from the earth? Hence “start,” as a word that can
say something on the level of theory. But then, why
stop there? Why, for example, should our terms
reduce translation to an affair of just two sides
(“start” and “target”)? Surely each target is only a
link toward further actions and aims, in further
cultures and languages? For that matter, texts
usually contain traces of more than one language
and culture. In all these aspects, there are usually
more than just two sides involved. And then, when
we put the “start” and “target” ideas next to the
“trans-" part of “translation,” we see that the terms
build a very spatial scene where our actions go
from one side to the other. The words suggest that
translators affect the target culture but not the
source, thanks to a transitivity that happens in
space. Is that not a strange assumption? The words
are certainly starting to look like a theory.

Compare that scene with “anuvad,” a Sanskrit and
Hindi term for written translation that basically
means, | am told, “repeating” or “saying later” (cf.
Chesterman 2006; Spivak 2007: 274). According to
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this alternative term, the main difference between
one text and the other could be not in space, but in
time. Translation can then be seen as a constant
process of updating and elaborating, rather than as
some kind of physical movement across cultures.

Our interrelated names-for-things form scenes, and
those scenes become theories about what a
translation could be or should be.

This does not mean that all our inner theorizing is
constantly turned into public theories. When
translators talk with each other, they mostly accept
the common terms without too much argument.
Straight mistakes are usually fixed up quickly,
through reference to usage, to linguistic knowledge,
or to common sense. For instance, we might
correct a translator who identifies the term “Tory”
with extreme left-wing politics. Any ensuing
discussion could be interesting but it will have no
great need of translation theory. Only when there
are disagreements over different ways of
translating does private theorization tend to
become public theory. If different translators have
come up with different renditions of the term “Tory,”
one of them might argue that “translation should
explain the source culture” (so they will use the
English term and add a long footnote); another
could say “translation should make things
understandable to the target culture” (so they will
just put “the main right-wing party”); a third might
consider that “the translation should re-situate
everything in the target culture” (so they would give
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the name of a conservative target-culture party);
and a fourth will perhaps insist that since the start
text was not primarily about politics, there is no
need to waste time on an ornamental detail (so they
might calmly eliminate the term).

When those kinds of arguments are happening,
practical theorizing is turning into explicit theories.
The arguments turn out to be between different
theoretical positions. Sometimes the initially
opposed positions will find they are compatible
within a larger theory. Often, though, people remain
with their fixed positions; they keep arguing. Or
worse, they decide that everyone else is crazy: they
stop arguing.

1.2 From Theories to Paradigms

As theorizing turns into theory, some theories
develop names and explanations for multiple
aspects of translation, including names for the
presumed blindness of other theories. When that
stage is reached, it makes sense to talk about
different “paradigms,” here understood as sets of
principles that underlie different groups of theories
(cf. Kuhn 1962). This particularly occurs when we
find general ideas, relations, and principles for
which there is internal coherence and a shared
point of departure. For example, one set of theories
uses the terms “source,” “target,” and
‘equivalence.” They agree that the term
‘equivalence” names a substantial relation between
the “source” and the “target”; their shared point of
departure is the comparison of start and target
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texts. People using those theories can discuss
translation with each other fairly well; they share the
same vague concepts and general ideas about the
aims of a translation; they can even reach
consensus about various kinds of equivalence.
They are theorizing within the one paradigm.

On the other hand, we sometimes find people
arguing about translation problems and reaching
nothing but constant disagreement. In such cases,
the terms are probably working within quite different
paradigms, with different points of departure. For
example, one kind of description works from
comparisons between translations and
non-translations (both in the same language).
People engaged in that activity come up with
results that could be of interest to psycholinguistics
(the language used in translations is different from
the language found in non-translations). But that
finding seems almost totally irrelevant to anyone
working within the equivalence paradigm. If the
language in translations is different, the theorist of
equivalence can still serenely argue that it should
not be different. Each side thus continues the
discussion without entertaining the other side’s
perspective. The paradigms enter into conflict. The
outcome may be continued tension (debate without
resolution), revolution (one paradigm wins out over
the other), or mutual ignorance (people choose to
travel along separate paths). My aim is to overcome
some mutual ignorance.

1.3 How This Book is Organized
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This book is structured in terms of paradigms rather
than individual theories, theorists, or schools. | will
be talking about paradigms based on equivalence,
purposes, descriptions, uncertainty, localization,
and cultural translation. Equivalence is broken
down into two sub-paradigms, corresponding to
“natural” and “directional” flavors. | do this in order
to underscore the complexity of equivalence, since
some current theorists tend to dismiss it as naive
and outdated.

The order of the paradigms is very roughly
chronological, starting around the 1960s and
reaching the present day, except for the
“‘uncertainty” paradigm, which was present all the
way through. The fundamental conflict between
uncertainty and equivalence would be the basic
problem to which all the paradigms respond, each
as a partial resolution.

This order does not mean the newer theories have
replaced the older ones. If that were true, you
would only have to read the last chapter. On the
contrary, | spend a lot of time on equivalence
precisely to indicate its complexity and longevity—a
lot of equivalence theory lives on within the
localization paradigm and in our technologies.
Theories can, of course, become more exact in
their descriptions and wider in their predictions, in
accordance with an accumulation of knowledge.
This sometimes happens in the field of

translation, since the newer theories occasionally
try to accommodate the perspectives of the older
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ones. For example, German-language Skopos
theory can embed the equivalence paradigm as
being appropriate to a “special case” scenario. That
kind of accumulation is not, however, to be found
with respect to the uncertainty paradigm (here
including deconstruction), which would regard both
equivalence and purpose as indefensible
essentialisms. In such cases, we must indeed talk
about quite different paradigms, without trying to fit
one inside the other. Those paradigms differ right
from the very basic questions of what translation is,
what it can be, and how a translator should solve
problems. When the paradigms clash, people are
often using the word “translation” to refer to quite
different things. Debate then becomes pointless, at
least until someone attempts to go beyond their
initial paradigm. Only then, when an attempt is
made to understand a new view of translation, can
there be productive public theorizing.

So you might have to read more than the last
chapter.

1.4 Why Study Translation Theories?

Why study these theories? Instructors and trainers
sometimes assume that a translator who knows
about theories will work better than one who knows
nothing about them. As far as | know, there is no
empirical evidence for that claim, and there are
good reasons to doubt its validity. All translators
theorize, not just the ones who can express their
theories in technical terms. In fact, untrained
translators may work faster and more efficiently
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because they know Jess about complex
theories—they have fewer doubts and do not waste
time reflecting on the obvious. On the other hand,
awareness of different theories might be of practical
benefit when confronting problems for which there
are no established solutions, where significant
creativity is required. The theories can pose
productive questions, and sometimes suggest novel
answers. Theories can also be significant agents of
change, especially when moved from one
professional culture to another, or when they are
made to challenge endemic thought (think about
the idea of translation as “saying later”). And public
theories can help make people aware that
translation is a very complex thing, hard enough to
be studied seriously at university, thus enhancing
the public image of translators and interpreters.

Awareness of a range of theories might also help
the translation profession in a more direct way.
When arguments occur, theories provide translators
with valuable tools not just to defend their positions
but also to find out about other positions. The
theories might simply name things that people had
not previously thought about. If a client complains
that the term “Tory” has disappeared from the
translation, you could say you have achieved
‘compensatory correspondence” by comparing the
British party with a target-culture party two pages
later in your target text. The client will probably not
be entirely convinced, but they might start to realize
that not everyone can solve problems the way you
can. In fact, that bit of theory might be of as much

28



practical use to the client as to the translator. The
more terms and ideas you have, the more you and
your client can explore the possibilities of
translation.

Some knowledge of different theories can also be
of assistance in the translation process itself. At the
beginning of this chapter | presented a simple
translation scene: a problem is identified, possible
solutions are generated, and one solution is
selected. That is a model (a set of related
names-for-things), not a transcendent truth. In
terms of my model,

a plurality of theories can widen the range of
potential solutions that translators think of. On the
selective side, theories can also provide a range of
reasons for choosing one solution and discarding
the rest, as well as defending that solution when
necessary. Some theories are very good for the
generative side, since they criticize the more
obvious options and make you think about a wider
range of factors. Descriptive, deconstructionist, and
cultural-translation approaches might all fit the bill
there. Other kinds of theory are needed for the
selective moment of translating, when decisions
have to be made between the available
alternatives. That is where reflections on ethics, on
the basic purposes of translation, can provide
guidelines. Unfortunately that second kind of
theory, which should give reasons for selective
decisions, has become unfashionable in some
circles. That is why | indulge in plurality, to try to
redress the balance.
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1.5 How Should Translation Theories be Studied?

Since all translators are always theorizing, it would
be quite wrong to separate the theory from the
practice. The best uses of theory are in active
discussions about different ways of solving
translation problems. You can promote that kind of
discussion on the basis of translations that you and
others have already done. You will find that, at
some points, one group of translators will disagree
with another. If you are an instructor, get those
groups to debate the point, then you suggest
appropriate terms and concepts, once the students
have found that they actually need those things. In
this way, students come to theories only when they
want to. Classes on individual theories or
paradigms can then build on that practical basis.

Unfortunately our educational institutions tend to
separate theory from practice, often demanding a
separate course in “translation theory.” If
necessary, that can be done. However, the theories
and their implications should still be drawn out from
a series of practical tasks, structured as discovery
processes. This book has been designed to allow
such use. Toward the end of each chapter we list
some “frequently had arguments,” most of which
do not have any clear resolution, and many of
which are not really as frequent as we would like
them to be. Then, at the end of each chapter we
suggest some “projects and activities” that can be
carried out in class or given as assignments. No
solutions are given to the problems, and in many
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cases there are no correct solutions. Discussions
and further suggested activities are available on the
course website. Of course, the examples should
always be adapted for use in a particular class.
More important, the activities should be integrated
into the learning process; they should probably
come at the beginning of a class, rather than be
used as appendage at the end.

In a sense, the challenge of this book is to work
against its fixed written form. The real learning of
theory, even for the self-learner, should be in
dialogue and debate.

If anyone needs more, the website associated
with this course (http://usuaris.tinet.cat/apym/
publications/ETT/index.html) presents video
lectures, supplementary materials, and links to
social media where you can participate.

31



32



Chapter 2
Natural equivalence

This chapter begins from the idea that what we say
in one language can have the same value (the
same worth or function) when translated into
another language. The relation between the start
text and the translation is then one of equivalence
(“equal value”), where “value” can be on the level of
form, function, or anything in between. Equivalence
does not say that languages are the same; it just
says that values can be the same. The many
theories that share that assumption can be fitted
into a broad “equivalence paradigm,” which can be
broken down into two sub-paradigms. Here | focus
on the sub-paradigm where the things of equal
value are presumed to exist prior to anyone
translating. In principle, this means it makes no
difference whether you translate from language A
into language B or vice versa: you should get the
same value both ways. That “natural” equivalence
will be opposed to what | will call “directional”
equivalence in the next chapter. Natural
equivalence stands at the base of a strong and
robust body of thought, closely allied with Applied
Linguistics. It is also close to what many translators,
clients, and end-users believe about translation. It
should be appreciated in all its complexity. On the
one hand, theories of natural equivalence were an
intellectual response to the structuralist concept of
languages as world-views. On the other, they have
produced lists of equivalence-maintaining solutions
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that try to describe what translators do. In this
chapter | cover in some detail the list of translation
solutions proposed by Vinay and Darbelnet (1958/
1972). Such lists were, in their day, a substantial
response to an important problem within
structuralist linguistics.

The main points covered in this chapter
are:

m Equivalence is a relation of “equal
value” between a start-text segment and a
target-text segment.

m Equivalence can be established on
any linguistic level, from form to function.

m Natural equivalence is presumed to
exist between languages or cultures prior
to the act of translating.

m Natural equivalence should not be
affected by directionality: it should be the
same whether translated from language A
into language B or the other way round.

|

Structuralist linguistics, especially of the kind
that sees languages as world-views, would
consider natural equivalence to be
theoretically impossible.
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m The equivalence paradigm solves this
problem by working at levels lower than
language systems. This can be done by
focusing on contextual signification rather
than systemic meaning, by undertaking
componential analysis, by assuming
reference to a tertium comparationis, by
assuming that deverbalization is possible,
or by considering value to be markedness.

m Following Vinay and Darbelnet, there
are several categorizations of the solutions
by which equivalence can be maintained.

m The sub-paradigm of natural
equivalence is historical, since it assumes
the production of stable texts in languages
that allow equal expressive capacity.

The term “equivalence,” in various European
languages, became a feature of Western translation
theories in the second half of the twentieth century.
Its heyday was in the 1960s and 1970s, particularly
within the frame of structuralist linguistics. The term
roughly assumes that, on some level, a start text
and a translation can share the same value
(“equivalence” means “equal value”), and that this
assumed sameness is what distinguishes
translations from all other kinds of texts. Within the
paradigm, to talk about translations is to consider
different kinds of equivalence. In the course of the
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1980s, however, the equivalence paradigm came to
be regarded as naive or limited in scope. Mary
Snell-Hornby, for example, jettisoned equivalence
as presenting “an illusion of symmetry between
languages which hardly exists beyond the level of
vague approximations and which distorts the basic
problems of translation” (1988: 22).

Here | take the unpopular view that the equivalence
paradigm is richer than such quick dismissals would
suggest. It merits a place alongside and within the
more recent paradigms. This is because, if you look
closely, the theorizing of equivalence has involved
two competing conceptualizations, which here | call
“natural” as opposed to “directional” equivalence.
The intertwining duality of those notions allows for
considerable subtlety in some past and present
theories. It also creates confusion, not only in some
of the theories of equivalence themselves but also
in the many current arguments against equivalence.

2.1 Natural Equivalence as a Concept

Most discussions of equivalence concern typical
misunderstandings. For instance, Friday the 13th is
an unlucky day in English-language cultures but not
in most other cultures. In Spanish, the unlucky day
is Tuesday the 13th. So when you translate the
name of that day, you have to know exactly what
kind of information is required. If you are just
referring to the calendar, then Friday will do; if you
are talking about bad luck, then a better translation
would probably be “Tuesday 13th” (actually “martes
13,” or “martes y 13” in some varieties). The world
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is full of such examples. The color of death is
mostly black in the West, mostly white in the East.
A nodding head means agreement in western
Europe, disagreement in Turkey. That is all
textbook stuff.

The concept of equivalence underlies all these
cases: they all presuppose that a translation will
have the same value as (some aspect of) its
corresponding start text. Sometimes the value is on
the level of form (two words translated by two
words); sometimes it is reference (Friday is always
the day before Saturday); sometimes it is function
(the function “bad luck on 13” corresponds to Friday
in English, to Tuesday in Spanish). Equivalence
need not say exactly which kind of value is
supposed to be the same; it just says that equal
value can be achieved on one level or another.

Equivalence is a very simple idea. Unfortunately it
becomes quite complex, both as a term and as a
theory.

As for the term, it seems that the first uses of
‘equivalence” in technical translation theory
described the kind of relation that allows us to
equate, more or less, the English “Friday the 13th”
with the Spanish “martes 13.” When Friday
becomes Tuesday, the two terms are equivalent
because they are considered to activate
approximately the same cultural function. This is
the sense in which Vinay and Darbelnet used the
term équivalence in 1958, and Vazquez-Ayora
referred to equivalencia in 1977. That is, for the
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initial period of equivalence theories, the term
referred to only one kind of translation option (I
shall soon look at the many alternative relations
described by Vinay and Darbelnet). Equivalence
was determined by function (the value “bad-luck
day” in our example), which is precisely the
opposite to what Snell-Hornby supposes when she
talks about a “symmetry between languages.” In
this initial period, equivalence referred to what
could be done at points where there was no
symmetry between linguistic forms. Hence
confusion.

Other theorists, particularly the American Bible
scholar Eugene Nida, were soon formulating other
kinds of equivalence. Nida might look at the
Spanish “martes 13” and agree that there are two
ways of rendering it: either as “Tuesday the 13th” or
as “Friday the 13th.” The first option would be
“formal equivalence” (or “formal correspondence,”
since it corresponds to the form of what is said in
Spanish), the second would be what Nida calls
“‘dynamic equivalence’ (or “functional
equivalence,” since it activates the same or similar
cultural function). As soon as theorists started
talking about different kinds of equivalence, the
meaning of the term “equivalence” became much
broader, referring to a relation of value on any level.

On the level of practice, things are scarcely simpler.
Consider for a moment the television game shows
that are popular all over the world. English
audiences usually know a show called The Price is
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Right. In French this becomes Le juste prix, and in
Spanish El precio justo. Equivalence between the
names is not on the level of form (four words
become three, and the rhyme has been lost), but it
might operate on the level of function. In German
the show became Der Preis ist heiss, which
changes the semantics (it back-translates as “The
price is hot,” as in the children’s game of rising
temperatures when you approach an object). The
German cleverly retains the rhyme, which could be
what counts. It could be getting very warm in its
approach to equivalence.

If you start picking up examples like this and try to
say what stays the same and what has changed,
you soon find that a translation can be equivalent to
many different things. For example, in the game
show Who Wants to be a Millionaire? the
contestants have a series of ‘“lifelines” in English,
“‘jokers” in French and German, and a “comodin”
(wild-card) in Spanish. Although those are all very
different images or metaphors, they do have
something in common. More intriguing is the fact
that the reference to “millionaire” is retained even
though different local currencies make the amount
quite different. Given that the show format came
from the United Kingdom, the American version
should perhaps translate the pounds into dollars.
This might give Who Wants to Win $1,516,590?
—the title is decidedly less catchy. Equivalence
was never really about exact values.
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This is the point where it makes some sense to talk
about what is “natural” in equivalence. Why does no
one calculate the exact sum of money to be won?
Because we

need what is usually said in the target culture. If
there is common agreement that the term
“millionaire” functions only to say “more money than
most of us can imagine possessing legally,” then all
you need is a common term corresponding to that
very vague notion. The normal expression on one
side should correspond to the normal expression on
the other.

Of course, the theory becomes a little more
sophisticated when we realize that not everything
we find in texts is always “natural” or “common.” If
everything were common, the texts would be so
boring there would be little reason to translate
them. We might suppose that whatever is
uncommon (or better, “marked”) on one side can be
rendered as something similarly rare (“marked”) on
the other. The notion of markedness says that
some things are natural and others are less natural.
It remains a theory of natural equivalence.

2.2 Equivalence vs. Structuralism

In the second half of the twentieth century,
translation theorists dealt with this kind of problem
against the background of structuralist linguistics. A
strong line of thought leading from Wilhelm von
Humboldt to Edward Sapir and Benjamin Whorf
argued that different languages express different
views of the world. This connected with the views
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of the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure, who
in the early years of the twentieth century explained
how languages form systems that are meaningful
only in terms of the differences between the items.
The word sheep, for example, has a value in
English because it does not designate a cow (or
any other animal) and it does not refer to mutton,
which is the meat, not the animal (Saussure 1916/
1974: 115). In French, on the other hand, the word
mouton designates both the animal and the meat,
both sheep and mutton.

Such relations between terms were seen as
different “structures.” Languages were considered
to be systems comprising such structures.
Structuralism said we should study those relations
rather than try to analyze the things themselves. Do
not look at actual sheep; do not ask what we want
to do with those sheep. Just look at the relations,
the structures. One should conclude, according to
structuralist linguistics, that the words sheep and
mouton have very different values. They thus
cannot translate each other with any degree of
certainty. In fact, since different languages cut the
world up in very different ways, no words should be
completely translatable out of their language
system. Equivalence should not be possible.

That kind of linguistics is of little help to anyone
trying to translate television game shows. It is not of
greater help to anyone trying to understand how
translations are actually carried out. So something
must be wrong in the linguistics. As the French
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theorist Georges Mounin argued in the early
1960s, “if the current theses on lexical,
morphological, and syntactic structures are
accepted, one must conclude that translation is
impossible. And yet translators exist, they produce,
and their products are found to be useful” (1963: 5;
my translation). Either translation did not really
exist, or the dominant linguistic theories were
inadequate. That is the point at which the main
theories of equivalence developed. They tried to
explain something that the linguistics of the day did
not want to explain.

Think for a moment about the kinds of arguments
that could be used here. What should we say, for
example, to someone who claims that the whole
system of Spanish culture (not just its language)
gives meaning to “martes 13” (Tuesday the 13th) in
a way

that no English system could ever reproduce?
Martes y 13 was the stage name, for example, of a
popular pair of television comedians. Or what do we
say to a Pole who argues that, since the milk they
bought had to be boiled before it could be drunk,
their name for milk could never be translated by the
normal English term milk (cf. Hoffman 1989)7? In
fact, if the structuralist approach is pushed, we can
never be sure of understanding anything beyond
our own linguistic and cultural system, let alone
translating the little that we do understand.

Theories of equivalence then got to work. Here are
some of the arguments used:
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m Signification: Within linguistic approaches,
close attention was paid to what is meant by
‘meaning.” Saussure had actually distinguished
between a word’s “value” (which it has in relation to
the language system) and its “signification” (which it
has in actual use). To cite a famous example from
chess, the value of the knight is the sum of all the
moves it is allowed to make, whereas the
signification of an actual knight depends on the
position it occupies at any stage of a particular
game. “Value” would thus depend on the language
system (which Saussure called /langue), while
“signification” depends on the actual use of
language (which Saussure termed parole). For
theorists like Coseriu, those terms could be
mapped onto the German distinction between Sinn
(stable meaning) and Bedeutung (momentary
signification). If translation could not reproduce the
former, it might still convey the latter. French, for
example, has no word for shallow (as in “shallow
water”), but the signification can be conveyed by
the two words peu profound (“not very deep”) (cf.
Coseriu 1978). The language structures could be
different, but equivalence was still possible.

m Language use: Some theorists then took a
closer look at the level of language use (parole)
rather than at the language system (langue).
Saussure had actually claimed there could be no
systematic scientific study of parole, but theorists
like the Swiss-German Werner Koller (1979/1992)
were quite prepared to disregard the warning. If
something like equivalence could be demonstrated
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and analyzed, then there were meaningful
structures smaller than a langue.

m Text levels: Others stressed that translation
operates not on isolated words but on whole texts,
and texts have many linguistic layers. The Scottish
linguist John Catford (1965) pointed out that
equivalence need not be on all these layers at
once, but could be “rank-bound.” We might thus
strive for equivalence to the phonetics of a text, to
the lexis, to the phrase, to the sentence, to the
semantic function, and so on. Catford saw that
most translating operates on one or several of
these levels, so that “in the course of a text,
equivalence may shift up and down the rank scale”
(1965: 76). This was a comprehensive and dynamic
theory of equivalence.

m Componential analysis: A related approach,
more within lexical semantics, was to list the values
associated with a text item, and then see how many
of them are found in the target-side equivalent. This
kind of componential analysis might analyze
mouton as “+ animal + meat-young meat
(agneau),” mutton as “+ meat—young meat (lamb),”
and sheep as “+ animal.” You would make your
translation selections in accordance with the
components active in the particular text. We could
go further: lifeline could be turned into something
like “+amusing metaphor + way of solving a
problem with luck rather than intelligence + no
guarantee of success + need for human external
support + nautical.” The translations joker and
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wild-card reproduce at least three of the five
components, and would thus be equivalent to no
more than that degree. There is no
guarantee, however, that different people recognize
exactly the same components, since values are
constructed through interpretations.

All of those ideas are problematic. Yet all of them
defended the existence of translation in the face of
structuralist linguistics.

An example of comparative componential
analysis

Comparative linguistics can provide ways of
isolating semantic components. Bascom
(2007) gives the following analysis of the
potential equivalents key and the Spanish
llave :

Wrench Llave (inglesa)
Faucet Llave (grifo)

Key Llave (de casa)
Piano key Tecla de piano
Computer key Tecla de ordenador
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Key of a code Clave de un codigo

Key of music Clave de musica

According to this analysis, the Spanish llave
would only correspond to the component
“instrument for turning,” tecla corresponds to
the component “thing to press down,” and
clave is only an equivalent of key when an
abstract or metaphorical sense is involved.
This distinction between these components
seems not to be made in English.

2.3 Procedures for Maintaining Natural Equivalence

Another way to defend translation was to record
and analyze the equivalents that can actually be
found in the world. One of the most entertaining
texts in translation theory is the introducti