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Eugene A. Nida (1914-) is a distinguished American translation theorist as well as linguist.
His translation theory has exerted a tremendous influence on translation studies in western
countries. His works on translation set off the study of modern translation as an academic
field (Snell-Hornby 1988:1; Heylen 19993:4; Baker 1998:277), and he is regarded as the most
influential one among all contemporary translation theorists (New Mark 1993:133).

Nida’s influence upon Chinese translation studies is greater still. Before his theory was
introduced into China in the 1980s, scholars mainly focused attention on traditional Chi-
nese translation theories, especially Yan Fu’s (1854-1921) three-character principle of trans-
lation, i.e. faithfulness, smoothness and elegance. Since Nida’s theory was grounded solidly
on contemporary developments of linguistics, communication theory, information theory,
semiotics and anthropology, Chinese translation scholars took great interest in his theory. In
fact, Nida’s and his theory have been a hot topic in China for almost two decades. In the
beginning, Nida’s theory was extensively introduced and much discussed among translation
scholars, and was given a high profile for its new perspectives on translation. As time went
by, his theory was questioned and challenged. In recent years, his theory was strongly criti-
cized, and even considered as outdated and having outlived its usefulness.

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 Is his theory really useless or outdated for Chinese translation studies, as some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

All these questions about Nida’s theory are of great significance in the sense that, to
some degree, they determine how Nida’s theory will be received in the future Chinese trans-
lation studies. Something cautions us against taking leave of his theory without further
consideration.

A Study on Nida’s Translation Theory is the first attempt to make a systematic study on
Nida’s translation theory in the Chinese translation community. It reviews the reception of
Nida’s theory both in China and in the western countries from a historical perspective,
explores its important concepts, such as his “science of translation,” “dynamic equivalence”/
”functional equivalence,” and the decoder’s channel capacity. It also tries to clarify misun-
derstandings and misconceptions concerning his theory, including his theory of “reader’s
response,” his advocacy of naturalizing translation, and the relationship between his “science
of translation” and Chomsky’s transformational generative grammar. Examples from
Today’s English Version and Today’s Chinese Version of the Bible convincingly prove that,
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contrary to the popular assumption in the field of Chinese translation study, Nida’s theory
is, to a greater or lesser extent, applicable to translation practice between Chinese and other
languages.

Despite the fact that the distinguished Chinese translation theorist Jin Di’s (1921-)
theory of “equivalent effect” is essentially similar to Nida’s theory, there are some differences
between them. In this monograph, a comparative study between the two theories is made with
a view to disclosing their similarities and differences. Examples from Jin’s Chinese version of
James Joyce’s Ulysses are examined against the principle of “equivalent effect,” demonstrat-
ing that Nida’s theory is applicable to literary translation between English and Chinese in
three important aspects: 1) the application of “dynamic equivalence,” 2) the significance of
the concept of the decoder’s channel capacity, and 3) the important role receptors play in
evaluating literary translation. Thus this book tries to prove that the argument is untenable
that his theory is irrelevant to English-Chinese literary translation.

While validating the strength of Nida’s theory, the book tries to demonstrate its limita-
tions in transferring aesthetic values in literary translation. This is probably because literary
translation is not Nida’s immediate concern and, therefore, he fails to address the issue of
transference of aesthetic values. In this research, attempts have been made to add to his
theory with further dimensions, that is, representing aesthetic values of literary works by
means of “formal aesthetic markers” and “non-formal aesthetic markers,” hoping to make it
more suitable for literary translation between Chinese and English. The effect to amend
Nida’s theory along these lines is the first step toward this end.

From this book we obtain the following reflections:
When we examine a translation theory, we should concentrate on its true nature rather

than its superficial meaning, and approach it in a comprehensive, dialectical and relative
manner rather than in a partial, isolated and absolute way. Before judging a translation
theory, we should make a thorough study of it, and then make the judgment in connection
with practice, thus avoiding partial understanding and wrong conclusions.

Nida’s theory has grown out of his experience of providing practical guidance for Bible
translators. Admittedly, his theory is source-text oriented and prescriptive in a sense, but
this should not be taken as the grounds for dismissing it as inapplicable and outdated. Pure
translation theory is important, and there is no doubt about it, but applied theory has a
significant role to play in improving translation quality. Supposing we take a descriptive
approach to examine existing translations, and find a large number of them not up to the
mark, the next thing we do is to improve them and that is where we need valid translation
principles for help. What we mean is that applied theory is an important part in translation
studies. Applied theory must not be rejected while pure theory is being emphasized. To be fair,
we should not expect Nida’s theory to cover all translation problems, especially those problems
that the cultural studies approach of pure translation theory is concerned about. After all,
translation is a complex phenomenon. Whatever approach, the translation is but one way of
looking at the same thing from a specific angle. When evaluating a translation theory, we
should see it as it is, we should not reject it with its strength because it has certain limitations.

Translation study as a discipline is to be viewed in various perspectives and developed
by all theorists with what they have to offer. With the rapid development of translation
studies, multi-approaches to translation are the inevitable trend. Nida’s theory has attracted
and will continue to attract attention with its great theoretical and practical values.

In sum, the book under review is very useful and will provide some fresh insights into
Nida’s theory, contribute to its application to translation practice, and promote the develop-
ment of translation studies.

Xu Jianzhong
Shaanxi University of Science and Technology,

Xianyang, Shaanxi, China
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O’Connell, E.M.T. (2003): Minority Language Dubbing for Children: Screen Transla-
tion from German to Irish, Bern, Peter Lang, 211 p.

This is a description of the considerations bearing on the dubbing of two series of German
children’s programs into Irish. It is also a critique of the translations underlying the dubbing
in question. The original German (animated) television cartoon series both bore the title
Janoschs Traumstunde, based on the work of Horst Eckert, a well known and widely trans-
lated author, whose pen name, at least for his numerous children’s stories, is Janosch. The
corpus for the study under review was composed of six of the original German programs
and the Irish versions of each of them.

The first chapter, “Irish as a Minority Language” (pp. 33-63), recounts the external
history of the Irish language in modern times and describes its present status. The author
seems to take the position that Irish, though it is learned mainly in school, is a “Low” lan-
guage in a diglossic relationship which is threatening to degenerate into language shift in
favour of English (p. 43). We will be obliged to return to this status question.

Chapters Two and Three (“Dubbing,” pp. 65-76, and “Synchrony,” pp. 77-99) deal with
technical aspects of “revoicing,” the general term adopted by the author (p. 65) for four
techniques: voice-over, narration, free commentary and lip-sync dubbing. This last is the
technique used in the present corpus, a fact which leads the author to explain the types of
synchrony required between the (moving) picture originally recorded and the audio script
of the translation, which must “match” the movements of the characters, both articulatory
and gestual, as well as other visual features of the film. She also evaluates the importance of
these different types of synchrony in dubbing generally. Since the articulation of animated
cartoon characters is not observable in as much detail as that of human television or film
actors, however, the author does not criticize the dubbing of her corpus from this standpoint.

In fact, she does not criticize the dubbing as such, regarding it as “highly professional”
(p. 76). Dubbing enters into her critique only insofar as she suspects that considerations of
synchrony may have influenced certain parts of the Irish translation which was the input to
the dubbing. It is the nature of this translation that is the real focus here. Thus Chapter Four
deals with “Translating for Children” (pp. 101-121) and Chapter Five (pp. 123-186) presents
the target of her critique: “Lexical Simplification.”

The main criticism of the translations underlying the dubbing of this series of
children’s programs is the loss of information from the original German script, especially
through choices within the target language lexicon (p. 28 and Chapter Five). In the author’s
view, speakers of Irish, and above all native speakers (especially the children, of course),
should have been offered a richer and more challenging translation than that underlying the
dubbed audio of these programs. More particularly, she says that the Irish version lost infor-
mation from the original German script by the translating not only of specific terms by
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