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ABSTRACT 

This article presents a critical review of translation theories advocated in the context of the 

Chinese language with a focus on their applicability to Community Translation (Taibi & 

Ozolins, 2016). Community Translation often aims to provide information crucially important 

to the basic human rights of linguistic minorities. Yet, Chinese translation theories have been 

largely developed for the translation of literary and religious texts, relying on literary critique 

of impressionistic and subjective ideas. Therefore, such an approach would not work in the 

field of Community Translation. A discussion of Community Translation in the context of the 

Chinese language could add a functional perspective, considerations of the pragmatic functions 

of both the Source and the Target texts and the perspectives of both the ‘producers’ and the 

end-users. Discussion in these aspects could help better investigate and evaluate a translated 

text that aims to help members of linguistically disadvantaged communities participate in the 

mainstream society.  

KEYWORDS: Chinese translation theories; Community Translation; pragmatic equivalence 

Introduction 
The COVID-19 pandemic, which has been testing the efficacy of public health systems globally 
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since the first outbreak in 2020, shows again that disease does not differentiate races, cultures and 

languages (Roat & Crezee, 2015). The pandemic also demonstrates the importance of translation 

disseminating information related to the disease (e.g. symptoms, treatments) and implementation 

of new guidelines (e.g. self-quarantine, social distancing) to linguistically disadvantaged people 

in multicultural and multilinguistic societies. This is particularly true for refugees and migrants 

whose first language is not the mainstream language and who rely on translations to receive 

information related to their daily lives (e.g. healthcare, social welfare; de Bres, 2020). For 

instance, the outbreaks in Victoria, Australia in 2020, were said to be related to vital COVID-19 

information not being available in migrant languages (Grey, 2020; Yu, 2020).  

 

Chinese immigrants are often one of the largest minority groups in multicultural and multilingual 

societies such as New Zealand, Australia, and Canada, making Chinese1 one of the most widely 

spoken languages. As an example Mandarin Chinese is one of the five most spoken community 

languages in New Zealand (Statistics New Zealand, 2013)2. There is also an increasing number of 

minority groups living in some Chinese-speaking societies, who rely on translations to receive 

publicly shared information. As an example, the Special Autonomic Region of Hong Kong has a 

significant number of non-Chinese speaking residents (Leung, 2020). Likewise, the immigrant3 

population in Taiwan has increased by almost 52 percent since 2013, reaching 785 thousand in 

April 2020 (Ministry of the Interior National Immigration Agency, 2020), and the demand of 

translation services has likewise increased. In Taiwan, the demand for translation is in the area of 

information aimed at the general public, composed of a variety of language communities (e.g. 

Vietnamese, Thai and English). For instance, information regarding the COVID-19 pandemic is 

available in seven languages4 on a webpage published by the Pingtung County Government in 

Taiwan (Pingtung County Government, 2020). 

 

Community Translation (hereafter CT) concerns translation of texts which aim to provide 

 
1 The term Chinese in this study is mainly concerned with properties of linguistic traits, unless otherwise indicated. 
For instance, when used in conjunction with immigrants, as in ‘Chinese immigrants’ the adjective indicates that they 
are Chinese-speaking immigrants, whose first language is Chinese. 
2 Aside from the three official languages (English, Māori and New Zealand Sign Language), the five most-spoken 
languages in the country are Samoan, Hindi, Mandarin, French and Cantonese. 
3 These immigrants are holders of Alien Residence Certificate residing in Taiwan.  
4 The seven languages are Chinese, English, Japanese, Indonesian, Vietnamese, Thai and Korean. 
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information which is crucially important to the basic human rights of linguistic minorities in a 

multicultural and multilingual society (Taibi, 2011; Taibi & Ozolins, 2016). CT may serve to 

facilitate the ability of members of minority communities to exercise their basic human rights, 

such as exercising legal rights and receiving health services, among other things. English to 

Chinese translators based in multilingual countries (e.g. Canada, New Zealand) may have 

received translation training to some extent in a Chinese-speaking society (e.g. mainland China, 

Hong Kong, Taiwan).  

 

This article explores the work of translation scholars working with the Chinese language past and 

present to examine their perspectives on assessing translation quality. We will argue that 

translation theories and methods developed in the context of the Chinese language have been 

largely developed for the translation of literary and religious works (Teng, 2020), and often 

highlight the subjectivity of the translator, i.e. their motivation, interests and preferences. This 

article aims to offer a review of such theories with a focus on their possible applicability to 

Community Translation (CT), since the aim of CT is to facilitate the social inclusion of minority 

group members (Crezee, Burn, & Teng, 2020). Although present-day translation studies relating 

to Chinese language is not always about literary and religious translation, they usually do not 

focus on Community Translation, but translation of other types of texts, such as public signs, 

healthcare-related surveys/questionnaires (e.g. assessment of mental health), brand names and so 

on (C.-Y. Chen, 2017; Feng, 2016; Ko, 2010). In other word, those studies have not touched on 

the discussion of Community Translation, where the translation quality may have broader 

influence on the general public. For studies on Community Translation quality assessment 

criteria, please see our previous publications where case studies have been conducted in the 

frameworks in relation to functional translation theories, systemic functional linguistics, and the 

perspectives of translators and the end-users have been taken into consideration (e.g. Crezee et 

al., 2020; Crezee, Teng, & Burn, 2017; Teng, 2019, 2020; Teng, Burn, & Crezee, 2018). This 

article focuses on theories developed within the Chinese-language context, discussion can 

therefore be widely considered in other contexts of language pairs.   

 

Theories and methods are briefly reviewed and critiqued in chronological order, starting with 

theories proposed as early as two thousand years ago, with a focus on their applicability to 
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Community Translation. The review will show that these theories often advocate a lot of freedom 

to translators, allowing them to introduce personal opinions in order to achieve the goal they aim 

for with the translation. One example of such freedom is seen in the English to Chinese 

translation of the Treaty of Tientsin between China (the Qing Dynasty at the time) and the British 

Empire in 1858. Article L of said Treaty states that in the case of a discrepancy, the English 

version will be taken as the correct text as it is the source text. The Chinese version (the 

translation) of this article, however, omitted that part and added information implying the need to 

set up an institute of foreign language training in China. This addition seems to be related to the 

establishment of a government-run institute because four years after the treaty was signed, China 

established its first institution of foreign language training, tóngwénguǎn/同文館. (Wang and Fan 

1999:18–9). 

 

Through reviewing those theories and methods, we argue that they are, firstly, often of a 

subjective nature, providing impressionistic ideas derived mainly from the practice of translating 

literary texts and religious classics. Secondly, Chinese translation theories largely treat translation 

studies on a par with literary studies, and place an emphasis on the translator’s subjectivity (i.e., 

personal motivation, preferences). Such theories hence do not provide clear practical solutions or 

guidelines for the development of criteria that are useful to assess the quality of Community 

Translation. The following section will provide an overview of ideas developed in relation to the 

translation of religious texts.  

 

Subjectivity in Theories Relating to the Translation of Religious Texts  
Translation of Buddhist classics from Sanskrit to Chinese5 began in around the 1st and 2nd century 

CE and was mainly undertaken by monks who did not have a Chinese language speaking 

background. For instance, An Shigao/安世高 (around 148-180 CE), translated Buddhist texts 

word for word and maintained the original word order in his translations, taking a literal 

translation approach. Around a century later this preference for literal translation was criticized 

for not conveying the original meaning expressively due to the poor readability of the translation. 

 
5 The term Chinese used in this article refers to the mainstream languages that were and are currently used in 
mainland China – e. g. Mandarin Chinese is the current mainstream language used in mainland China.  



New Voices in Translation Studies 26 (2022) 

Wei Teng and Ineke Crezee, Translation Theories in the Context of the Chinese Language – How 
Applicable are they to Community Translation? 110 - 135 

114 

In other words, translators started to pay attention to the readability of the target text in order to 

convey the original meanings expressively (G. Luo, 2013; K. Wang & Fan, 1999).  

 

Zhi Qian/支謙 (around 223-252), while pointing out the tension between literal and free 

translation, did not actually offer a solution to this conflict. He appears to have gone to the other 

extreme, creating translations by omitting original messages and adding in personal 

interpretations in order to make the translation more readable for the target audience (K. Wang & 

Fan, 1999). In other words, what he proposed was actually akin to advocating free translation 

(Wang, (2012). Even so, Cao (2006b) argued that it is difficult to determine Zhi Qian’s 

preference for either literal or free translation.  

 

Cao (2006b, 2006a) held that Zhi Qian’s preference represents on-going arguments about 

previous translators’ preferences, without providing any in-depth discussion of practical solutions 

or guidelines. The lack of such discussions is also observed in studies on translators and 

translation critics who succeeded Zhi Qian. 

 

Dao An/道安 (312-385) described features observed in translation with the term, wǔshīběn/五失

本 (five instances of lost origins), referring to five conditions under which linguistic features in 

the origin were not maintained (Cao, 2006a; Chang-qing Liu, 2009; Lu, 1988; Xinzhang Luo, 

1988b; Zhou, 2002). However, scholars have interpreted the term rather differently, asserting that 

the term five lost origins: 

 

• identified five difficulties dealing with untranslatable terms (K. Wang & Fan, 1999), 

• illustrated five cases in which original linguistic features and semantic meanings could be 

easily lost in a translation (Chang-qing Liu, 2009; Xuanmin Luo & Hong, 2004), 

• defined five conditions in which translators were allowed not to follow the original 

linguistic arrangements, i.e. word order, formality in expressions (Cao, 2006a; G. Luo, 

2013), or 

• included five conditions that translators needed to avoid in order to produce a faithful 

translation (Zhou, 2002). 
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However, no further discussion has been provided as to: 

 

• how the five difficulties can be dealt with, 

• how the five difficulties can be assessed, 

• how the original meanings can be maintained in the five cases, 

• why the translators are allowed not to follow the original, 

• why the five conditions can be excluded, 

• what the influence on a translation could be, and 

• how avoiding the five conditions can help maintain faithfulness in a translation. 

 

Scholars have agreed on an interpretation of Dao An’s comments to the effect that translations do 

not maintain the syntactical structures and sematic meanings of the Source Text in accordance 

with the linguistic features of the Chinese target language.(Cao, 2006a; Chang-qing Liu, 2009; 

Xinzhang Luo, 1988b; Xuanmin Luo & Hong, 2004; K. Wang & Fan, 1999; Zhou, 2002). 

However, there has not been any discussion about the change of status of information in the 

original source text. That is, the original arrangement of word order is not simply a result of 

syntactical rules in the source language, but decisions made to ensure the information flows in 

such a way as to make the source text cohesive and coherent (Fang, McDonald, & Cheng, 1995; 

Halliday & Kress, 1976). Changing the original word order in a translation would inevitably 

change the original arrangement that facilitates the readability of the messages (Baker, 1992; 

Burns & Kim, 2011; Teng, 2005). In other words, cohesiveness and coherence would very 

possibly be compromised, and a translation lacking these features may not be considered faithful 

to the original.  

 

Kumarajiva/鳩摩羅什 (334-413) proposed producing a translation in parallel with the original in 

order to ensure a faithful translation. This has been interpreted by some scholars (Chang-qing 

Liu, 2009; Zhou, 2002) as being consistent with Dao An’s wǔshīběn/五失本 (five instances of lost 

origins). These scholars commented that even though target-text (hereafter TT) readers’ needs 

and abilities should be the foremost concern for a translator, faithfulness should not be 
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jeopardized (Chang-qing Liu, 2009; Zhou, 2002). These scholars still did not clearly address what 

Kumarajiva’s notion of faithfulness refers to. If we interpret the notion of faithfulness as being 

faithful to the original semantic meaning, syntactical structures (i.e. a word-for-word translation 

which maintains the original word order), then what Kumarajiva advocated was in fact a literal 

translation. However, some other scholars (Xinzhang Luo, 1988b; K. Wang & Fan, 1999) argue 

that Kumarajiva asserted that the only focus should be on retaining the meanings and focusing on 

the main theme of a text, while less important messages could be shortened or substituted. In 

other words, translators are given some freedom as to what to keep and what to leave out. From 

this perspective, Kumarajiva advocated a form of relatively free translation (Lu, 1988; Xinzhang 

Luo, 1988b; K. Wang & Fan, 1999).  

 

Xuan Zang/玄奘 (around 600-662) was also concerned with faithfulness. He proposed the term 

wǔbùfān/五不翻 (five non-translatable elements) to achieve a balance between literal and free. 

He suggested transliteration should be the favoured strategy in five different circumstances in 

order to achieve a balance between faithfulness and readability. His concept offered a more 

practical guideline for translators to achieve a balance between favouring the original features or 

favouring the linguistic features of the Chinese target text (Chang-qing Liu, 2009; Xuanmin Luo 

& Hong, 2004; K. Wang & Fan, 1999; Xu, 2005). However, entailing transliteration of source 

text terms may raise a number of issues. Firstly, a transliterated term may not make sense to a 

Chinese reader. This may in turn cause the reader to misunderstand the meaning or lead to a very 

personal and subjective – and possibly incorrect – understanding. If this concept were to be 

applied to Community Translation, it might result in the reader being unable to grasp the 

meaning, thereby missing out on important information.  

 

Secondly, when encountering terms that are difficult to translate, the semantic context in a 

translation may provide clues as to the meaning of those terms. However, the translator may still 

interpret these incorrectly or transliterate such terms in a way that may hinder target readers’ 

understanding of those terms. In this case the semantic meanings and illocutionary intent (e.g. to 

inform and/or to persuade) may be distorted by the translator’s incorrect and subjective 

interpretation – especially when the text relates to health and the translator does not have a 

healthcare background. Such incorrect interpretations and the resulting distortions in meaning 
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will be in contrast with the faithfulness and accuracy advocated by Xuan Zang.  

 

Such issues of incorrect interpretation and the resulting inaccuracies must be addressed when we 

try to establish criteria that can be applied to present-day Community Translation, which aims to 

facilitate access to and use of public services (Taibi, 2011; Taibi & Ozolins, 2016).  

 

Pragmatic Function 
Turning away from the concept of faithfulness, other studies in the Chinese context have touched 

on the issue of the pragmatic function of the source text. Here pragmatic function relates to the 

intended effect on and response from the target reader, which may have been expressed through 

particular styles of expression and deliberately repeated phrases. However, there has been no 

discussion of the significance of establishing assessment criteria which can be used to ensure the 

original pragmatic function is maintained in a translation. Neither has there been discussion of 

how the original pragmatic function can be objectively deduced (e.g. through linguistic analysis), 

rather than the translator’s personal interpretation.  

 

When Xuan Zang expressed his concerns about transliteration, Zan Ning/贊寧 (919-1001) 

contributed to the discussion by proposing six types of lexical term where literal translation or 

transliteration should be used (X. Li, 1992; Chang-qing Liu, 2009; G. Luo, 2013) – using the 

term liùlì/六例 (six instances) to describe these instances. However, Zan Ning did not indicate 

specific strategies respectively for each category, but only offered a specific term zhézhōng/折中 

(compromise), without specifying what this entailed. To return to Xuan Zhang’s concerns about 

transliteration, we would like to present a modern day example where transliteration of a health 

term fails to achieve pragmatic equivalence. The term ECMO (Extra-Corporeal Membrane 

Oxygenation) is transliterated as yèkèmó/葉克膜 in Taiwan. While the literal meaning of mó/膜 

refers to a thin and pliable layer, the combination of the first two characters is not a natural 

collocation in Chinese. Therefore, this term may not easily be understood as a technique used to 

rescue patients with cardiac and respiratory failure. Such a barrier in understanding a medical 

term is not consistent with the custom in Chinese translation practice, since Chinese usually 

expresses medical terms by using characters which refer to the organs or tissues related to a 
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condition or treatment. Hence, the pragmatic function of using characters delivering such 

meanings can be considered as diminishing barriers between medical jargon and general 

readership – so that when lay readers see the term, they understand the meaning straight away. 

For instance, the translation of CPR (Cardiopulmonary Resuscitation) is xīnfèifùsūshù/心肺復甦

術 (literal translation: heart lung resuscitation technique). These two examples show that 

maintaining the pragmatic function of original medical terms in translation deserves in-depth 

discussion, as well as criteria to assess if and to what extent pragmatic function has been 

maintained.  

 

As stated, Zan Ning did not expand on the term zhézhōng/折中 (compromise), even though this 

term represents an awareness of the need for translators to consider the original style of 

expression. The concept of zhézhōng/折中 (compromise) would appear similar to translators 

trying to achieve an equivalent pragmatic function. Zan Ning’s concept of compromise is not 

mentioned in either Xuan Zang’s wǔbùfān/五不翻 (five non-translatable elements), or Dao An’s 

wǔshīběn/五失本 (five instances of lost origins). Similarly, the much more recent Variational 

Translation Theory (Huang, 2001), though not proposed for religious texts, suggests that the 

translator should be flexible and does not need to closely follow the original text in order to meet 

the reader’s needs within a specific context. Huang’s (2001) theory again “highlights the 

translator’s subjectivity” (Yang, 2019, p. 17), allowing the translator to expand, delete, edit, 

comment, condense, combine, and reform the original text in translation process (Song, 2012; 

Xu, 2003; Yang, 2019).  

 

Clear translation strategies are required to avoid a significant degree of introducing subjective 

opinions into translation. Such strategies could then be applied to develop operable criteria for the 

community translation of health texts which can be used to see if the pragmatic function has been 

maintained.  

 

Subjectivity in Theories Relating to the Translation of Literary Works  
Large scale translations of Buddhist classics had ceased by the 11th century (Xinzhang Luo, 

1988b; K. Wang & Fan, 1999), and discussions on the translation of religious texts did not lead to 
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any noteworthy ideas which might assist the development of translation assessment criteria. 

Discussions of ideas proposed by translators and scholars6 working on the translation of literary 

works from Europe started to increase in the 19th century. Ideas relating to the translation of 

European literature appear largely based on the traditional critiques of Chinese poetry, literature 

and other works of art. The discussion around such literary translations often shows an emphasis 

on the translator’s subjectivity, hence leading to epistemological vagueness and a blurring of the 

line between literary studies and translation studies. We will discuss some of these ideas in the 

next section. 

 

Thoughts Based on Literary Critique 

Yan Fu/嚴復 (1854-1921) coined the phrase yìshì sān nán: xìn dá yǎ/譯事三難：信、達、雅 

(three difficulties in translation: xìn dá yǎ) to sum up what he saw as the three major difficulties 

in the process of translation. Yan Fu’s xìn/信 roughly denoted faithfulness, dá/達 roughly 

represented readability, and yǎ/雅 roughly suggested elegance. However, roughly is not an 

appropriate word to help define the three terms. Yan Fu himself did not elaborate on the three 

terms in any detail, resulting in inconsistent or sometimes conflictive interpretations by other 

scholars (Chan, 2004, p. 5). Therefore, it is still not clear: 

  

• what exactly xìn/信 refers to and whether Yan Fu meant faithful to the original or to the 

translator, 

• what exactly dá/達 refers to and whether Yan Fu meant appropriate lexical collocation 

and syntactical structures, coherent structures for conveying messages, making sense to 

the TT reader, acceptable to the TT reader, fulfilment of the original/translator’s purpose, 

and 

• what exactly yǎ/雅 refers to whether Yan Fu meant expressions in a translation being 

elegant and flamboyant in style, or appropriate to the TT reader.  

 

 
6 Names of translators and scholars practicing in the 19th and 20th century are provided in accordance with the norm 
of Chinese names, which is the family name comes before the given name. Such convention is also commonly seen 
in studies on these translators’ and scholars’ translation ideas.  



New Voices in Translation Studies 26 (2022) 

Wei Teng and Ineke Crezee, Translation Theories in the Context of the Chinese Language – How 
Applicable are they to Community Translation? 110 - 135 

120 

In spite of this, the three terms xìn dá yǎ/信達雅 are still often regarded as a guiding principle, 

providing criteria in discussion of translation quality (Bai, 2007; Chan, 2004; Y. Chen, 2017; Gu, 

2010; Xinzhang Luo, 1988a; Ma, 2012; Qiu, 2016; Sun, 2012; Tung, 2010; D. Wang, 2012; 

Xiong, 2015; Ye, 2013; Zhu, 2004).  

 

Some believe that xìn dá yǎ/信達雅 were derived from Zhi Qian’s ideas on translation (Xinzhang 

Luo, 1988b; D. Wang, 2012). However, according to some scholars (Cao, 2006b; Xinzhang Luo, 

1988a; Xuanmin Luo & Hong, 2004; D. Wang, 2012; K. Wang & Fan, 1999), Zhi Qian’s 

proposal focuses on readability and elegance in translation, not faithfulness to the original, since 

interpreting xìn/信 as faithfulness to the original would be problematic.  

 

The epistemological vagueness between studies focusing on translation and those focusing on 

Chinese literary works (Xinzhang Luo, 1988b; D. Wang, 2012) is equally problematic. The 

criteria used to evaluate the quality of a literary work, xìn dá yǎ /信達雅 could also be used to 

assess whether the work faithfully reflects the author’s ideas, expressively conveys the ideas to 

the reader, and elegantly expresses these ideas. These same three terms could then be applied to 

evaluate the quality of a translation because what a translator does is “convert linguistic symbols 

from one language to another without losing meanings contained in the symbols” (Xinzhang Luo, 

1988b; first author’s translation)7. However, if a translation were considered to be a literary work, 

would xìn/信 refer to being faithful to the author or the translator? Without clarifying this issue, 

some other scholars argue that Yan Fu’s translations served to introduce Western thoughts to 

Chinese scholars in the 19th century, and facilitate the acceptance of such ideas (Chan, 2004; Gu, 

2010; G. Luo, 2013; Sun, 2012; Xiong, 2015). Therefore, Yan Fu considered dá/達 

(acceptability) to be the most fundamental matter for any translation to achieve (Gu, 2010). 

Further, in order to create a text that looked like a genuine Chinese text, Yan Fu himself also 

proposed that linguistic features in the original should not hamper the translator’s privilege to “re-

create” (Chan, 2004, p. 5) the original meaning with personal interpretations combined with 

Chinese philosophy. Therefore, it would be reasonable to argue that xìn/信 should be interpreted 

 
7 The original statement in Chinese is 翻译是把一种语言文字换易成另一种语言文字，而并不变更所蕴含的意
义, originally published in simplified characters. 
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as faithfulness to the translator’s own purpose of undertaking a translation. If we interpret xìn/信 

in this way, this results in the following paradox: some scholars argue that a translation can 

achieve xìn/信, if it achieves dá/達, and that it can only achieve dá/達, if it also achieves yǎ/雅 

(Xinzhang Luo, 1988b; Ma, 2012; Xiong, 2015). However, if a translation achieves yǎ/雅 (i.e. 

elegant and flamboyant expressions in accordance with Chinese literary criticism), this inevitably 

involves subjectivity, compromising or even sacrificing faithfulness to the original. 

 

The aforementioned paradoxical interpretation of the three terms xìn dá yǎ/信達雅 may result 

from the epistemological blurring of lines between studies of literary criticism and translation 

from the 3rd century right through to the 19th century. Such a blurring of lines can still be seen in 

translation ideas proposed in the 20th century (Tan, 2009) as later scholars and translators may 

also be said to borrow ideas from literary criticism – in particular ideas as to how to produce a 

‘good translation’ (e.g. Chan, 2016; C. Li, 2011; Xinzhang Luo, 1988b; Xuanmin Luo & Hong, 

2004; Wu, 2009; Ye, 2013). In the last decade, translation studies in the context of the Chinese 

language have still shown a tendency towards including translation of works as a part of literary 

studies. One example would be medio-translatology (e.g. Guo, 2017; Liang, 2019; Xie, 2017), 

which aims to establish the position of literary translation in the Chinese context of comparative 

literature. Translator behaviour criticism proposed for  Chinese comparative literature (e.g. Y. Li, 

2020; Qi, 2019) also centres on the discussion of translators’ belief in translation activities. The 

theory of three beauties (i.e. beauty in sense, sound and form) is particularly applicable to 

comparative studies on translated poetry (e.g. Xia, 2020; Xian & Chai, 2020). Theories 

intertwined with literary criticism may apply to literary translation and comparative literature 

studies, but we argue that they do not assist the development of objectively operable assessment 

criteria for Community Translation.   

 

Thoughts Based on Aesthetic Critique 
The subjective nature of Chinese translation is also reflected in terms borrowed from traditional 
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Chinese aesthetics8 (Tan, 2009, p. 293), where translation ideas often seem to have been drawn 

from the critique of poetry and painting.  

 

A 20th century Chinese translation scholar, Fu Lei/傅雷 (1908-1966), borrowed the term shénsì/

神似 (spiritual resonance) from traditional Chinese painting criticism. He advocated that, with an 

emphasis on natural expressions in the target language (Ye, 2013, p. 148), the form in the target 

text should be similar to that of the original in order to create a spirit similar to that of the original 

(Chan, 2004, p. 6; Xinzhang Luo, 1988a, p. 8). However, interpreting the spirit of a text could be 

purely subjective, which then leads to the ambiguous interpretation of Fu’s idea that translation is 

a work of creation (Wu, 2009, p. 12).  

 

Another 20th century scholar, Qian Zhongshu/錢鍾書 (1910-1998), borrowed the term huàjìng/化

境 (realm of transformation) from studies of the Buddhist classics. This term was also used for 

arts criticism and underpinned by traditional Chinese aesthetics. With this term, Qian advocated 

that translators should allow the original ‘soul’ of a text to undergo a process of transformation, 

and be realized in a new body. In doing so, translators should be given great freedom in order to 

make the translation a better product than the original (Chan, 2004, p. 9). One possible 

interpretation could be that what Qian Zhongshu was advocating in translation is not recreating 

the original spirit, but rather a spirit that the translator believes is similar to that of the original. 

Inevitably, subjectivity is one aspect very possibly present in such a translation, and this led to the 

term huàjìng/化境 being criticized as “impressionistic jargon” (Chan, 2004, p. 9).  

 

As a result of “impressionistic jargon” and freedom of creation, scholars later began to emphasize 

that translation should not be considered the translator’s creation but must be faithful to the 

original. Yet, scholarly debate has still often been confined to discussions of literary translation, 

while highlighting the translator’s subjectivity. Again, we argue that such theories do not assist 

the development of evaluative tools for current day Community Translation, which requires 

 
8 Traditional Chinese aesthetics refers to discussion of traditional art works and poetry, such as paintings conducted 
in a style known as guóhuà/國畫 as opposed to styles receiving influences from Western styles, and poetries 
conducted in accordance with rules in different periods of time, such as tángshī/唐詩, sòngcí/宋詞, and yuánqǔ/元曲. 



New Voices in Translation Studies 26 (2022) 

Wei Teng and Ineke Crezee, Translation Theories in the Context of the Chinese Language – How 
Applicable are they to Community Translation? 110 - 135 

123 

considerations of the pragmatic functions of both the source and target texts as well as the 

perspectives of both the ‘producers’ and  the end-users (e.g. Teng, 2020). 

 

A Focus on Translators 
While Yan Fu aimed to make sure that translations served to introduce Western thoughts to 

Chinese scholars in the 19th century, and facilitate the acceptance of such ideas (Chan, 2004; Gu, 

2010; G. Luo, 2013; Sun, 2012; Xiong, 2015), 20th century scholars also proposed the idea that 

translations can be the realisation of the translator’s motivation, interests and personal feelings.  

 

Lu Xun/魯迅 (1881-1936), who translated European, Russian and Japanese literature into 

Chinese, advocated practicing absolute literal translation. He used the term yìngyì/硬譯 (hard 

translation) to describe a translation that is extremely close the original: a word-for-word 

translation, adopting the syntactical structure of the source language. He believed that it is 

necessary to adopt the original syntactical structures in a translation in order to convey the 

original flavours and thoughts. He felt yìngyì would both enlighten Chinese readers of that era and 

facilitate the evolution of the Chinese language (Chan, 2004, 2016; F. Chen, 2012; Ching-chih. 

Liu, 1981; G. Luo, 2013; Shen, 2000). Discussions on Lu Xun’s insistence on yìngyì/硬譯 (hard 

translation) have often focused on the fulfilment of his political purposes at the time which were 

related to achieving a socio-cultural evolution in Chinese society – e.g. critique of the social 

hierarchy based on Confucianism (F. Chen, 2012; P. Wang, 2013; Zhang & Yang, 2006).  

 

Lu Xun’s motivation in his translations seems consistent with the idea of “survival” proposed 

with eco-translatology (Hu, 2011; Hu & Tao, 2016, p. 125). While eco-translatology emphases 

translator-centredness in translation activities (Guan, 2014; Zeng, 2019), the term “survival” 

refers to the translator’s motivations when undertaking a translation, which is subjective (Guan, 

2014) and “filled with personal purposes” (Hu & Tao, 2016). However, in Community 

Translation, it should not be the translator’s motivation that matters. The source texts of 

Community Translation are predominantly produced for the welfare of the general public, and the 

purpose of having those texts translated is for linguistically disadvantaged communities to have 

access to the welfare and to exercise their rights (e.g., legal, healthcare). The motivation for 
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having a source text translated hence does not lie with the translator, but with the author and the 

commissioner (Nord, 1997), who often represent a particular public service (health, legal, other). 

For instance, a government agency (the commissioner) may ask a doctor (the author) to write a 

text about diabetes, and the agency then commissions the translation.  

 

The concept of eco-translatology also proposes that translators must serve as a bridge in the 

communication between the ST and TT across the eco-environment where the two respectively 

exist (Guan, 2014). Translators are indeed expected to facilitate the communication between the 

ST (and the author) and the TT (and the reader). In Community Translation however, the source 

text and the target text co-exist in the socio-cultural context of the source language, and the 

purpose of such translations is to facilitate the social inclusion of the TT reader into mainstream 

society. In other words, if the translator’s motivation is to be highlighted, the latter’s motivation 

has to be consistent with the ST author’s.  

 

Debates around Lu Xun’s yìngyì, led to this concept being both praised (F. Chen, 2012; G. Luo, 

2013; P. Wang, 2013; Zhang & Yang, 2006) and denounced (e.g. Bai, 2007; Chan, 2004, 2016). 

One of Lu Xun’s 19th and 20th century contemporaries, Liang Shiqiu/梁實秋 (1903-1987), who 

devoted himself to translating Shakespeare’s works, severely criticized Lu Xun’s translation 

approach for resulting in sǐyì/死譯 (dead translation) due to the unnatural lexical choices, and 

convoluted (and often unconventional) syntactical structures (Bai, 2007; Chan, 2016; Ye, 2013).  

 

Liang used the terms zhōngshí/忠實 (faithful) and liúlì/流利 (fluency) to advocate the idea that a 

translation must be both faithful to the original messages and readable for the TT reader (Bai, 

2007, p. 10). Liang also added the term chuánshén/傳神 (conveying the spirit) to indicate that a 

translation must also maintain the original spirit. Though arguing that translation is not the 

realisation of the translator’s feelings toward and personal interpretations of the ST, Liang’s 

suggestions were as ambiguous and open to interpretation as Fu Lei’s concept of shénsì/神似 

(spiritual resonance). Neither did Liang nor his followers offer specific explanations or 

guidelines as to how the spirit of the source text could be faithfully interpreted and such 

interpretations are obviously (always) subject to personal feelings.  
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Hence, debates over yìngyì (the tension between literal and free translation) did not contribute to 

the development of operable assessment criteria for achieving pragmatic equivalence. For 

instance, the phrase Well Child check in the pamphlet Well Child Tamariki Ora (Ministry of Health, 

2017) was literally translated as jiànkāng értóng jiǎnchá/健康兒童檢查/health child check. This 

translation was problematic (Teng, 2019, pp. 102–103) because: while Well Child is a healthcare 

scheme provided to every child in New Zealand, the Chinese translation of Well Child Check read as 

a check for healthy child. As a result, the Chinese translation probably left the TT reader (i.e. the 

parents) wondering as to why this check is for healthy children only, instead of making them aware 

that this is a check for all children. 

Remembering once again that CT aims to ultimately achieve social inclusion of the TT reader 

(i.e. members of minority communities), and any emphasis on the translator’s subjectivity (i.e. 

their motivations, feelings or personal interpretation of the spirit and soul) may be decidedly 

unhelpful because:  

 

• Community Translation serves linguistically disadvantaged communities in a 

multicultural and multilingual society. The motivation for having a translation done is 

not down to the translator’s personal choice.  

• Terms, such as spirit and soul, are difficult to apply to the context of Community 

Translation where the ST is usually of an informative nature, delivering facts (e.g. 

healthcare information) and socio-legal customs (e.g. laws, regulations). 

• The TT may not meet the TT reader’s expectations, which is what a successful 

translation crucially depends on (Brems & Ramos Pinto, 2013; Gutt, 1996; McAuley, 

2015) because TT readers may prefer to read texts that sound natural so that messages in 

the texts are easy to understand (Burns & Kim, 2011; Ou, 2020; Teng, 2020). 

 

Luo (1988a, p. 12) claims that the field of translation studies in the Chinese context has evolved 

along its own path separate from Chinese literary studies. However, this path seems to be filled 

with arguments in favour of traditional aesthetics and emphasis on the subjectivity of the 

translator, resulting from the aforesaid epistemological blurring between literary and translation 
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studies. For instance, Liang Shiqiu argued that literary translation should be considered a literary 

art. Such an argument is consistent with the idea that literary translations (i.e. the translation of 

literary works originally written in a non-Chinese language) should be considered a discipline in 

the Chinese literature (Xie, 2017). Such an argument will again result in an epistemological 

blurring of the lines between translation studies and the study of literature (Jiang, 2013; C. Li, 

2011; Xinzhang Luo, 1988b; Xuanmin Luo, 2008; Mu, 1998). 

 

Any rather general and non-specific debates based on translator’s personal preferences have 

produced only “impressionistic assertions concerning translation” (Chan, 2004, p. 3), and hence 

cannot offer assessment tools for Community Translation to evaluate:  

 

• how subjectivity of the translator can be minimized, 

• how faithfulness is maintained in a translation, and  

• how and whether a translation elicits a similar response as the original text does.  

 

When trying to apply such impressionistic assertions to Community Translation, we find that they 

cannot be used to assess whether TT readers can be informed and/or persuaded by a foreign-

sounding translation of a text which aims to deliver crucial messages regarding TT readers’ legal 

rights, health or other important information.  

 

The aforesaid impressionistic assertions also have never seriously focused on the potential change 

of pragmatic functions caused by pragmalinguistic failures (Hale, 2014; Thomas, 1983). Hale 

describes these as failures of pragmatic equivalence caused by cross-linguistic features between 

the source and target language. Distortion of the original pragmatic meaning could result from 

differences in syntactical or morphological rules between the two languages, from the change of 

the original flow of information, or from changes in non-semantic meanings. Interested readers 

are referred to textual and interpersonal meanings (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004) and 

pragmalinguistic failures in English-Chinese translation of healthcare texts (Teng, 2019, 2020).  
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In other words, we argue that translation scholars working in the Chinese language context, at 

least as represented by the present overview, have thus far not focused on developing criteria 

which can be applied to assess Community Translation. 

 

Conclusion 
We believe prescriptivism and descriptivism should work together in the realm of 

translator/interpreter education/training for students who are much more likely do community 

translation/interpreting in their future career. Indeed, we do want to tell the students what to do 

and what not to, yet we do not limit or define individual techniques for any language pairs. The 

purpose of doing community translation is to help members of minority communities have 

language access to information related to their rights, their daily life. This type of translation does 

not aim at entertaining, religious, literary purposes. 

 

Newmark (1981, p. 4) used the term “pre-linguistic period” to indicate the time preceding the 

development of the academic field of linguistics from the mid-20th century onwards in light of the 

ongoing arguments over literal versus free translation. Yet, the more recent translation studies 

related to the Chinese language still seem to deliberately preserve the ideology that a translation 

should be considered a literary work (e.g. Hu, 2008; Jiang, 2013; C. Li, 2011; Xinzhang Luo, 

1988a, 1988b; Xuanmin Luo, 2008; Mu, 1998; Xie, 2017). This then often results in the 

subjectivity of the translator being highlighted. It is not appropriate to consider all translation 

from the perspective of recreating a literary work (House, 2001), particularly when the translation 

aims to deliver information that is closely related to individual rights (e.g. health rights and legal 

rights) and does not allow introduction of translators’ personal opinions. There are specific types 

of text (scientific, technical, legal, medical and including Community Translation) which demand 

a different approach to translation theory (Baker, 1992). The impetus for Community Translation 

should not involve any personal motivation on the part of the translator, but should be 

underpinned by aiming to disseminate any information about benefits or welfare provided for the 

general public, with members of linguistic minority groups. In other words, we need different 

approaches and criteria for assessing whether a Community Translation text has achieved its 

intended purpose. 
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While there is still a paucity of assessment tools for Community Translation (Taibi & Ozolins, 

2016), theories and methods relying on subjective judgement, literary criticism and aesthetics of 

art works may not produce operable assessment tools. A debate centred around impressionistic 

ideas may not help translators facilitate social inclusion of members of minority communities. In 

terms of the social function of Community Translation, we argue that translation scholars 

working with the Chinese language need to broaden the existing discussion by taking on a 

functional perspective and considering both the producers’ and the end-users’ perspectives. For 

instance, assessment criteria have been developed within the framework of Nida’s equivalence 

and systemic functional linguistics (e.g. Crezee et al., 2017; Teng, 2019; Teng et al., 2018); 

surveys on actual users’ reception of community translation can offer more real-life feedback to 

translation quality (Burns & Kim, 2011 e.g. Taibi, Liamputtong, & Polonsky, 2019; Teng, 2020). 

Taking on those perspectives will allow us to better investigate and evaluate the extent to which a 

translated text has maintained pragmatic equivalence in the context of Community Translation 

and facilitate social inclusion by diminishing language barriers in society.  

 

While quoting ours and other scholars’ studies in the last paragraph, we do see the value of 

analysing and describing what translators do, such as the techniques they have used to solve (or 

yet failed to solve) cross-linguistic and cross-cultural issues, the process of their decision making. 

We also see and promote the importance of taking consideration of end-users’ perspectives in 

translation quality. That is one aspect which deserves more attention in translator education. 
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