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Abstract The author of this paper attempts to make a detailed analysis of the
impact the notion of the cultural turn exerted upon the translation studies at home,
and to explore the historical elements of the notion and its inevitability of the
emergence. The author also intends, at the conclusion of the paper, to present his
view on the broad vista that the notion of the cultural turn has opened up the new
areas for the current translation studies.
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It is worth reflecting on a phenomenon that began occurring throughout
academia in the 1970s: since then any number of prominent cultural critics,
philosophers, and art theorists including Itamar Even-Zohar, Jacques Derrida,
Michel Foucault, Umberto Eco, Gayatri Spivak, and Tejaswini Niranjana have
become interested in translation, and have all made unique and insightful
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contributions to the field. At the same time a number of prominent translation
theorists, including James Holmes, Susan Bassnett, Andre Lefevere, Lawrence
Venuti, and Theo Hermans, have each emphasized in various ways that
“translation is a rewriting of an original text,” and “all rewritings, whatever their
intention, reflect a certain ideology and a poetics and as such manipulate
literature to function in a given society in a given way.”" These scholars have all
escaped the relatively narrow focus of traditional translation studies, which
limited itself to the transformation of one language into another, and have
worked together to survey and research translation on a broader level, with an
emphasis on its role in intercultural exchange and comparative culture. We refer
to the above mentioned phenomena as the translation turn in cultural research
and the cultural turn in translation research respectively. Both have begun to have
major impacts on translation research worldwide. For most of its several
thousand year history translation research has focused on a few issues related to
linguistic transfer, such as translation techniques, translation strategies,
translation standards, and translators’ styles, and on slightly broader questions
regarding the possibility of translation, or what translation scholars refer to as
translatability. However, in the past two or three decades translation scholars
have no longer limited themselves to these questions, and have begun taking a
wide variety of different approaches to translation research. In addition to
linguistics, literature, and foreign language education, researchers are now
borrowing from a variety of other contemporary cultural theories including
polysystem theory, literary hermeneutics, reception aesthetics, feminism,
deconstruction, and postcolonialism. The broadening of translation studies to
include more than just language and literature is one of the major trends in the
field, and has made translation studies one of the most attractive and promising
fields of contemporary academic research.

1 The cultural turn in translation studies: Historical origins
and contemporary necessities

Tracing the cultural turn in contemporary translation studies to its source, we see
that far from being a chance occurrence, it has distinct historical origins.

Broadly speaking, the roots of this cultural turn can be traced to the research
into the linguistic nature of translation done by Friedrich Schleiermacher and
Wilhelm Humboldt. As early as 1813 in his presentation to the Berlin Royal
Academy of Sciences entitled Translation Methods, Schleiermacher recognized
the duality of the relationship between speakers and language: “In one sense

! Lefevere, 2004, p- 120.
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every person is restricted by language; things outside the realm of language
cannot be conceived clearly. The formation of ideas, and the nature and extent of
their linkage are all controlled by the language the speaker has learned since
childhood, which also controls the speaker’s intelligence and imagination.
Despite this, however, all open-minded independent thinkers are capable of
creating language; otherwise science and art would never have been able to
develop from their original state to their current state of perfection.”?
Schleiermacher was a pioneer of classical hermeneutics, and this discussion of
translation clearly reveals his hermeneutic stance. It also transcends language
transfer and helps us understand the intimate relationships between translators,
their translations, and their temporal and cultural contexts.

Schleiermacher’s contemporary Wilhelm Humboldt was doing similar research
in translation. He proposed that each language creates its own worldview, and
that the differences between the worldviews of various cultures lead to
fundamental differences between languages. It is these differences that govern
questions of translatability and untranslatability. In a letter written to August
Schlegel on July 23rd, 1796, Humboldt states explicitly: “I believe that all
translation is an attempt to complete a task that cannot be completed. All
translators end up stumbling on one of two stumbling blocks: either by adhering
too closely to the original and thereby sacrificing the language and style of their
own culture, or by adhering too closely to the conventions of their own culture
and sacrificing the original. The middle path that lies between these two extremes
is not only difficult to find, it is impossible to find.”> Humboldt finds that the
impossibility of equivalence between the translation and the original is inherent
in the nature of language, thereby conferring on the translation a corresponding
degree of independence.

With the investigations into the linguistic nature of translation done by
Schleiermacher and Humboldt serving as a backdrop, it is not difficult to
understand why in the twentieth century it was Germany and not some other
country that produced Walter Benjamin, and it was in Germany that his essay
“The Task of the Translator” was published in 1923. From Benjamin’s
discussions of “pure language” we can clearly see that his approach to language
is derived from the same sources as those of Schleiermacher and Humboldt.
Benjamin thinks that “the task of the translator is to use the translator’s own
language to release pure language from the spell of another language; to liberate
the language imprisoned in a text through the act of re-creation. For the sake of
pure language, the translator breaks through the many decaying obstructions in

2 Tan Zaixi ##32, 2004, pp. 107-108.
3 Ibid., p. 109.
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his own language.” Benjamin cites his countryman Rudolf Pannwitz as saying:
“A translator’s biggest mistake is attempting to preserve the contingencies of his
own language by not subjecting it to the powerful influence of another
language.”™ It is not surprising therefore when Benjamin states: “Saying that a
translation makes the original appear as if it were originally written in this
language is not at all the highest praise, especially during the era in which the
translation was produced. On the contrary, the reason that the faithfulness
preserved in direct translations is so important, is because it is these translations
that reflect the immense yearning for linguistic consummation between
languages. A true translation is transparent; it does not obscure the original or
dim the radiance of the original but strengthens the original through its own
intervention and causes pure language to be more fully embodied by the
original.”® Benjamin’s essay did not have much impact at the time it was
published, but over the next half century his views on “pure language” and the
translation’s “afterlife” gained acceptance through their repeated rediscovery and
explication by Derrida, de Man and others, and his work has now been accepted
and applied by scholars worldwide, including translation scholars. Benjamin’s
ideas provide a strong conceptual foundation for the cultural turn in
contemporary translation studies.

The timing of this scholarly activity raises a question: Why did this cultural
turn occur in the 1970s and 1980s rather than earlier in the century?

I identify three major causes:

The first is related to Western translation studies itself. It is well known that
until the 1950s, translation studies both in China and abroad was focused on
specific techniques of producing translations. Beginning in the 1950s, linguists
including John Catford, Peter Newmark, and Eugene A. Nida turned their
attention to translation research, initiating a new era of theoretical investigation
and awakening a true theoretical awareness within the field. This linguistic
school of translation research has never broken free from a fundamental
adherence to traditional ideas of “fidelity”, but has continued to pursue the goals
of “equivalence” and “correspondence,” and thus its activities are often limited to
the text itself, and its adherents have not been able to make the cultural turn. But
late in the twentieth century when Nida proposed his “communicative theory,”
with its emphasis on the different cultural backgrounds of the source and
translation and the effects of these backgrounds on the acceptance of the
translation, the linguistic school and cultural school already shared some
common ground—namely that covered by communicative theory and

* Benjamin, 2000, p. 208.
> Ibid., p. 209.
% Ibid., p. 207.
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semiotics—and certain theories of the linguistic school were already being used
by the cultural school.

The second cause of the delay was that cultural studies did not come into the
mainstream in the West until the 1970s, when more and more scholars took an
interest in literary theory, feminism, semiotics, film, and media studies, creating a
large scale cultural studies movement. Deepening investigations into cultural
studies made scholars aware of issues related to language and translation and
brought about the so called translation turn in cultural studies, which served as
external stimulus for the cultural turn in translation studies.

The third cause is more direct, namely that the group of researchers who lead
the cultural turn in translation studies themselves needed time to develop and
mature. In 1972 James Holmes published The Name and Nature of Translation
Studies, which garnered little attention at the time but is now considered one of
the foundations of the cultural school. Evan-Zohar had also proposed his
polysystem theory by that time, but it did not receive much attention either (not
until it was republished in Poetics Today in 1991 did it received widespread
attention). It was not until 1975, when a group of scholars including Gideon
Toury, Lefevere, Bassnett, Jose Lambert, and R. van den Broek began gathering
in Leuven Belgium, compiling their writings, and continually publishing articles
and books, that a richer and more unique translation theory began to emerge. In
1990, when Susan Bassnett and Andre Lefevere began editing the series
“Translation Studies” and pointed out in the series introduction that their goal
was to “reflect the breadth of translation research” and “let the readers share the
exciting new advances in translation research,” one got the feeling that the
cultural turn had succeeded and was beginning to take stock of its
accomplishments. By 1998 when Bassnett claimed that the cultural turn in
translation studies was completed, and that now it was time for cultural studies to
turn towards translation, it already seemed a self-evident conclusion.

2 The assault of “the cultural turn” on contemporary
Chinese translation research

At first the cultural turn had little impact on the Chinese translation community.
During the late 1970s and early 1980s, with the Cultural Revolution recently
ended and the opening up of the country just begun, the first thing that was
noticed by translation researchers in China was the “linguistic turn” in Western
translation research that had begun in the 1950s. The work of Catford, Newmark,
and Nida were relatively easy for Chinese scholars to accept, and theories based
on “equivalence” or “correspondence” were more congenial to their ways of
thinking, while in contrast the work of the cultural school was still rather foreign.
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In the 1990s when work representative of the cultural school was translated and
introduced into China, the first reaction by Chinese translation scholars was the
realization that the concept of “fidelity” which had formed the core of the
Chinese approach to translation for thousands of years was under attack. One
translation researcher remarked in surprise: “In the past decade, with the
introduction of deconstruction and other theories from the West, the
fidelity-based approach to translation has come under sharp attack, and is now in
imminent danger”, then wondered: “Should we even be concerned about fidelity
anymore?””’

Other people understood the recently introduced writings of the cultural school
as simply attempts to counteract “fidelity”” and “perfection”, and asked worriedly:
“The ‘myth’ of ‘fidelity’ as a standard by which to judge translations is dying;
while the pursuit of ‘perfection’ as the highest goal is seen as ‘just a different
road to deconstruction’...other examples abound. The way things are going, the
foundations of traditional translation theory might continue to decline and
eventually fade away altogether.”

Such reactions reveal various misunderstandings of the theories of the cultural
school as well as insufficient knowledge of the historical sources of traditional
translation theory. Translation history both in China and abroad is recorded in
writings stretching back thousands of years, for much of which the texts
translated (in writing) were mainly religious scriptures and classic humanistic
and literary texts. With source texts such as these it is not difficult to understand
why “fidelity to the original” was considered the core principle of translation.
These texts were held in the highest esteem both by the translators and their
readers, and it is thus natural that translators would exercise extreme caution and
choose their words with meticulous care when translating them, lest they distort
the original and thereby come under criticism, or, in certain situations, be
punished by law.

But since the end of World War II, or more precisely since the 1950s,
translation activity has increased continually, and the texts being translated have
changed: texts related to finance, trade, and commercial products (advertising
materials, instruction manuals) also need to be translated, and in much greater
quantities than the traditional objects of translation such as religious texts and
classic literature. These newer objects of translation, especially name-brand
advertising materials, place much different demands on the translator and are
viewed by the translator in a much different light. The translator no longer
approaches the text with an attitude of reverence, and the text no longer demands
that the translator “transmit as completely as possible the information contained

7 Sun Zhili #hEAL, 2005, Vol. 2.
8 Liu Quanfu X144, 2005, Vol. 4.
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in the original,” but rather that the translator balance the functions (ease of
acceptance by native speakers of the target language) and goals (promotion,
publicity) of the text. At the same time in some powerful countries, particularly
certain former colonizers, interest in translation also increased and people began
actively translating literary and cultural texts of third world countries, including
some former colonies. But because of the special status of these countries and
their arrogant approaches to translation, the translations produced were very
different in nature from the translations of their own literature done by the
formerly weak countries. Thus, with the continuing development of the global
translation industry and the various changes that have occurred in the field,
traditional translation theory could no longer adequately explain new phenomena.
For example, the Chinese translation of Coca Cola “FJIIHA[4R” is not at all
faithful to the original, but is widely acclaimed as an excellent and very
successful translation. How does one explain this? New translation theories—the
theory of translational action, skopos theory, postcolonial translation theory
etc.—have emerged to fill these needs, and have both injected new life into
translation research and greatly broadened the field of inquiry.

After the cultural turn in translation studies, Chinese ideas about
“domestication” and “foreignization” also came under attack.

For Chinese translation researchers, “domestication” and ‘“foreignization”
were traditionally merely methods of translation. The use of either
“domestication” or “foreignization” was related both to the fashion prevalent at
the time of translation, and more importantly to the individual preferences or
goals of the translator. When Nida coined the terms “formal equivalence” and
“dynamic equivalence,” they seemed different at first from traditional notions,
but further investigation revealed that they were fundamentally the same as the
more traditional terms in that both focus on linguistic transfer, on improving the
transfer of the information contained in the original.

The cultural school, however, found previously overlooked cultural issues
hiding behind the terms “domestication” and “foreignization”. Domestication
was traditionally the favored method: “A good translation should not read like a
translation” because “the original certainly does not read like a translation.” For a
translation not to read like a translation, the translator must use extreme
domestication, creating a “transparent” translation that keeps the reader from
detecting the presence of the original. But such “transparent” or “naturalized”
translations “obscure much of the background information on which the
processes of both translation and reading depend,” and “eliminate the linguistic
and cultural differences between translations from different foreign languages.”
“Naturalized translations rely on the easily understood language of the cultural
mainstream, and inevitably reflect the values, beliefs, and cultural mores
embodied by the target language, thus forcing the source language into alien
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ideological territory.” Similarly, “during this process of rewriting, strategies
emphasizing fluency perform an acculturation function, domesticating a foreign
text so that not only does the reader clearly understand its meaning, but is also
able to gratify his or her own narcissistic impulses upon discovering his or her
own culture reflected in a foreign one.”

In short “domestication” uses the target culture to “cover over”, “transform”,
or even replace the source culture. For example, when we read the phrases like

CRM, BRiAJE”  in Fu Lei’s translation of Balzac, are we being exposed
to French culture or Chinese culture? Postcolonial translation researchers go a
step further by linking “domestication” to translation practiced by “hegemonistic
English speaking countries (especially the US),” and pointing out that such
translation methods “perpetuate the extreme inequalities in cultural exchange
between these countries and other countries in Europe, Africa, Asia, and South
and Central America.”'” The domesticating or transparent translation techniques
used in the US, England, and other English-speaking countries obliterate the
cultural identities of other regions and countries and “naturalize” them into the
target culture, thus fortifying the target culture’s own value systems, cultural
practices, and ideologies. As Venuti has pointed out: “Translations into English
since the Second World War all strive for fluency, creating the impression that
the original author is speaking, reinforcing the dominance of Anglo-American
individualism, and using ideologies unique to the English-speaking countries to
transmit foreign culture, all the while concealing limitations and influences
behind the veil of “transparency’.”"'

The third “attack” mounted by the cultural turn on China’s translation
researchers—and the Chinese academic community as a whole—was to make
scholars realize for the first time that “translators are active, thinking, social
beings, and not simply linguistic decoders or laborers with good dictionaries™'?,
and that translations are the “afterlives” of texts in that they give the original a
second life. Via translation, texts are endowed with new meanings and given new
life. Foucault has said that during the translation process the original is being
constantly rewritten, and that by reading and then translating, translators rewrite
the original. From the point of view of deconstruction, translators are creative
subjects, and translated texts give new life to the source language. The translation
theory of the cultural school greatly increased the influence and status of both
translators and their translations by positing that not only are translations equal in
status to their originals, but that originals are dependent for their very existence

? Venuti, 2000, p. 241.

19 Ibid.

" Ibid. p. 242.

12 Liao Qiyi, 2001, p. 308.
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on translations.

In recent years Chinese scholars have taken to quoting Albrecht Neubert’s
claim that “of course the author hasn’t died” in an attempt to overturn the
privileged status given to translators and translations by the cultural school. Such
an approach actually just drags the question back into the context of the source
language and is not worth refuting. A precondition of discussions relating to
translators and translations is that we have entered the context of the target
language; otherwise where do the translators and translations come in? And since
we have already entered the context of the target language, “the death of the
author” goes without saying.

It is worth pointing out that the “deconstructions” undertaken by
deconstruction and other contemporary western critical approaches do not negate
the original text or original author, but rather rise above the narrow focus on the
original text that is characteristic of traditional translation research. The broader
focus of such approaches has allowed them to recognize a long overlooked
literary truth, namely that translation bestows new life on texts, and it is the
continual rewriting (translation) of texts that allows them to be widely
disseminated. It is for this reason that deconstructive approaches to translation
emphasize that “texts which wish to survive must be translated. Without
translation, the original cannot live on. And since texts have no fixed meaning,
each translation changes the meaning of the text; thus it is translation that
determines the meanings of texts, and not the original text. During the process of
reading, translators and the readers of translations constantly interpret the
original text, and these interpretations complement each other. It is only constant
translation and constant reading of translations that allows the original to live on.
Furthermore the continuous existence of texts depends not on the unique
characteristics of the original, but on the unique characteristics of its
translations.”"® In addition, once we escape the confinements of the text, we are
able to see the reasons for the translator’s actions; that is, the reader gets a more
complete picture of the translation.

3 New fields and broad horizons opened by the “cultural
turn” in translation studies

In 1980s, in What is Comparative Literature, a book co-authored by P. Brunel,
the French researcher on comparative literature, and other three people, it was
pointed out that “Like other artistic forms, literature is first the ‘translation’ of
reality, life and nature, and then is its being endlessly ‘translated’ by the

13 Guo Jianzhong ¥, 2000, p. 308.
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public.”* It is quite obvious that the “translation” mentioned here is no longer
the simple transferring of language and words, but rather a notion much extended
to refer to the “reproduction” of reality, life and nature by the artistic form of
literature, and the understanding, acceptance interpretation of literary works by
the public (of course the “public” here mainly refers to the readers of literary
works).

Actually, an earlier version of such opinions can be found in the field of
translation studies, which tended to understand such nature of translation from a
broader sense. George Steiner, the renowned British translation theorist, raised
his famous view of “understanding as translation”. He said, “When we read or
hear any language-statement from the past, be it Leviticus or last year’s
best-seller, we translate.”’> Another paragraph of his words somewhat echoed
Brunel’s opinion. “In short, the existence of art and literature, the reality of felt
history in a community, depend on a never-ending, though very often
unconscious, act of internal translation. It is no overstatement to say that we
possess civilization because we have learnt to translate out of time.”'® Thus,
“translation” becomes a behavior permeating human society, from which sense
we might say, wherever there is communication, there is translation.

Andre Lefevere, the contemporary American translation theorist, even defined
translation as “a form of rewriting and a form of creating another textual image”.
Therefore, translation is considered as equaling to “literary criticism, biography,
literary history, film, drama, parody, anthology and readers’ guidebook”, which is
“a rewriting of the text and a form of creating another textual image”. He even
emphasized that “translation has created the original text, the author of the
original text and the literary as well as the cultural image of the original text.
Since any kind of rewriting, whatever its intention, is a reflection of a certain
kind of ideology and poetics. Therefore, translation is actually translator’s
manipulation of the text, in order to make literature function in a certain way in a
specific society.”” It has brought people’s understanding of translation to a more
profound sense to interpret translation as a rewriting of the original text and a
kind of manipulation of the original text by the translator.

The deconstructionist views on translation has carried Lefevere’s theory one
more step further. Venuti, the contemporary American translation theorist,
pointed out that, “The meaning of a piece of work is diversified. A translation
only stabilize one meaning of the work for the time being. Besides, the
stabilization (or translation) of the meaning is shaped on the basis of different

' Brunel, 1989, p. 216.

'S Steiner, 2001, p. 28.

' Ibid., p. 31.

7 Guo Jianzhong, 2000, p. 159.
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cultural hypotheses and choices of interpretation, and is restricted by specific
social situation and different historical ages. Meaning is a kind of diversified and
uncertain relation, rather than a stable and consistent whole. Therefore,
translation can not be measured by equivalence of meaning or one-to-one
correspondence in mathematical sense. The so-called norms of accurate
translation and so-called notions of ‘faithfulness’ and ‘freedom’ are categories
decided by history.” Venuti agreed on the view that translation is a kind of
rewriting and provided his further analysis by saying that the rewriting “was
done on foreign texts by the values, belief and way of expression existing in the
target language far before the appearance of the original text”, and the rewriting
“is often decided by the strata of cultural norms from the leading position to
marginal position, which also decides the production, publication and population
of the translation.”"®

Just as mentioned by Theo Hermans, the renowned British translation theorist,
in mid-1980s, “Translation studies are not intended for providing guiding
principles for perfect or ideal translation, nor for the evaluation of existing
translation versions, but rather to comment on the translation itself, to try to
identify various elements that may explain specific translation features, to try to
analyze the strategy adopted by the text from the perspective of function, to
illustrate the way the translation functions in the target literature from a broader
sense. In the first case, emphasis should be laid upon all kinds of translation
criteria, restrictions and presuppositions that affect the methods of translation and
translation text; in the second case, emphasis should be laid upon translation’s
influence on the new environment, i.e., the target system’s acceptance and
repulsion of a certain type (or several types of) translation.”"

Hermans also stated that the scientific method of translation studies “should be
descriptive and systematic; should be target—and function-oriented; should take
as its task the study of the criteria and restrictions that affect the creation and
acceptance of translation, of the relationship between translation and other
textual treatments, of the position and function of translation in a specific type of
literature and in the mutual influence between different types of literature.”*

Needless to say, the notion of “translation studies” here mentioned by
Hermans is not the type in its broad sense as we commonly understand, but
rather the one carried out in academic level, i.e., the type in its strict sense. Such
study would take note of all kinds of elements beyond text and words, would
“put the whole system of translation criteria into a greater framework of society
and ideology”, and would through translation “to observe the collision between

' Ibid., pp. 190-191.
' Hermans, 1985, p. 13.
2 Ibid.
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one culture and other cultures, and the method, category and process of a certain
culture’s assimilation of other cultures”, which makes translation “a more
meaningful object of research”.?' Actually, such study has shared some natures
of comparative literature study.

In fact, to understand translation as a kind of rewriting, as translator’s
manipulation on the original text, not only has broadened and deepened people’s
understanding of translation, but also makes us to think seriously about the
redefinition of translation and translation studies. In what position should
translation place itself ? In what position should translation study place itself?
Susan Bassnett said, “the examination of translations within a framework of
rewriting will reveal patterns of change in reception in a given literary system.”*
For this, we should only compare the literary translation in various historical
stages such as that from the end of Qing dynasty to the May Fourth Movement;
that from 1930-40s to 1950-60s and to the New Age after the Cultural
Revolution, and it will not be difficult for us to discover the features of China’s
acceptance of overseas literature and cultures as revealed by translation. In our
former study on literary relationship, we have always been emphasizing the
“factual relationship”, which makes people feel difficult to either find such
“factual relationship”, or to accept the “factual relationship” found (For example,
someone may say, “I do have this book, yet I have not read it.””). The cultural turn
in translation studies has provided a brand-new aspect for the study on literary
relationship, especially the relationship between Chinese and foreign literature.
As pointed out by Lefevere, “Two factors basically determine the image of a
work of literature as projected by a translation. These two factors are, in order of
importance, the translator’s ideology (whether he/she willingly embraces it, or
whether it is imposed on him/her as a constraint by some form of patronage) and
the poetics dominant in the receiving literature at the time the translation is made.
The ideology dictates the basic strategy the translator is going to use and
therefore also dictates solutions to problems concerned with both the ‘universe of
discourse’ expressed in the original (objects, concepts, customs belonging to the
world that was familiar to the writer of the original) and the language the original
itself is expressed in.”*

From the analysis above, we can see very clearly that the cultural turn in
translation studies has not only turned a new page in translation studies, but also
opened up much wider new areas for studies on relationship between Chinese
and foreign literatures and on comparative culture.

2! Liao Qiyi JA-t—, 2001, pp. 308-309.
22 Bassnett, 1993, p. 148.
3 Lefevere, 2004, p. 41.
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