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Four Moments of My Translation Journey

3 PR

Nearly three years have passed since I decided to study translation. I'd
like to explore my translation journey following the completion of Course
TRA4120, which greatly inspired me. In this essay, I will discuss four
significant moments that epitomize my short but profound translation
journey: the moments when I first realized translation's natural laws, its
inclusiveness, its rebellious nature, and its mental and physical impact.
Before the course, my understanding of these aspects was vague; however,
after a whole semester's discussions and text readings, I began to develop a
clearer impression of translation studies. The first and third moments are
related to the norms and laws of translation. The second and fourth moments
are new reflections on translation based on my previous reading, writing, and

translation experiences.

The first moment was when I realized that translation is sacred and
operates according to its own set of natural laws. For the final discussion
board last semester, I initiated a forum titled "Natural Law and Invisible Hand
in Language and Translation." The concept of natural law here is not opposed
to human-made law; rather, it refers to laws generalized from empirical
observation, as per Toury's theory, rather than legislated laws (Robinson,
2023, p.147). Professor Robinson (2023, p.158) referenced Foucault's idea
about the market and translation, stating, "...the market from a 'site of justice'
or 'regime of jurisdiction' to a 'site of truth' or a 'regime of veridiction." This
suggests that Toury's translation law is not legislative but can be seen as a
"natural" or "normal" law. These translation rules or norms are not

compulsory.
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In section 60 of Question 5 (Robinson, 2023), Professor Robinson
further explains the concept of " natural " by defining equivalence:
Equivalence does not imply that languages are the same; it simply means that
values can be the same. These values can naturally be the same, and
translators do not create equivalence; they find it (Robinson, 2023, p.159).

Therefore, there is no inherent right or wrong, just or unjust in translation.

A common example is the use of tenses. In Chinese, context often
determines the tense, while in English, even a single sentence usually

indicates the tense. For instance, when translating the Chinese text "¥%Z {i"

into English, translators can write "I love you" or "I loved you. " Both tenses
are correct in different contexts because translation allows for interpretation.
The mandatory laws are those of languages, such as differing grammatical
structures and relatively fixed spelling or writing formats, as opposed to laws
specifically pertaining to translation. The laws of translation must be natural,

as the practice of translation arose naturally.

Indeed, the birth of language itself is natural. People have the need to
sing, speak, teach, recreate, and record, which leads to the evolution of
language as a collaborative effort. The origin of the Chinese language, there is
a widely recognized myth known as the "Invention of Characters by Cang
Jie." According to folk legends and archaeological discoveries, ancient
Chinese people used ropes as mnemonic devices. Over time, this recording
method evolved to include engraving symbols onto wood and bamboo with
knives. As history and civilization advanced, the practice of recording
information became increasingly intricate. The use of knots and wood
carvings proved inadequate to meet growing demands, leading Cang Jie to
develop characters. Here is the original Chinese text that elucidates Cang

Jie's process of forming words and my translation:

HHECHUES, TR, BER, GERE )
Cang Jie created characters, which made the heaven drop grain like raining

and frightened the ghosts and gods crying every night (Huainanzi).
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During the reign of the Yellow Emperor, a historian named Cang Jie was
inspired by the tracks made by birds and animals, leading to his creation of
characters. As he formed words, corn miraculously descended from the

heavens, and ghosts were heard lamenting during the night.

What intrigues me is that people tend to condense significant
achievements into the actions of a single person and then deify them, as
exemplified by the worship of figures like Confucius in temples throughout
China. Is this a natural phenomenon, or is there an invisible hand behind it?
Could the royal court, the Vatican, or modern governments be the invisible
hand shaping public perception? It is noteworthy that certain books can be
published in Taiwan or Hong Kong but are prohibited in mainland China. In
such instances, it is imperative for translators to conduct thorough
background research on the source text and the original author to ensure that

any potential external influence does not compromise their diligent efforts.

In some cases, it seems there is a clash between the natural law of
translation—flowing or communicating—and the invisible hand. These
"invisible hands" have the capacity to both augment and diminish the natural
essence of translation, thereby altering its original state. However, the
general public remains largely unaware of this phenomenon as they are within
the forest (society), a vast setting where they automatically judge what is
presented to them without pausing to ponder the reasons behind their
perceptions. Hence, it raises the question of whether translators, akin to
individuals equipped with a map in this forest, can discern the influence of the

invisible hand amidst the sprawling wilderness.

The second moment is the realization that translation is inclusive.
Before delving into the analysis, I would like to present a fable. In a forest
where countries meet, a hunter settled down and built a wooden dwelling that
could accommodate only one person and one gun. One winter, on a stormy
night, someone knocked on the door. The hunter opened the door to find an old
lady who had lost her way and was seeking shelter. No sooner had she settled
in than another knock echoed at the door. This time, a young girl accompanied

by a small dog entered. Suddenly, there was another knock at the door. It was
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a general, bringing dozens of soldiers. The hunter welcomed them all. A
Spanish princess also arrived with many horses and chariots to take shelter
from the rain. Throughout the night, the rain persisted, and the mirth inside
the house continued unabated. At dawn, the rain stopped, and the guests

departed. The hunter returned to his quiet life.

Literature resembles the hunter's dwelling—an all-encompassing refuge
from the storm. The essence of translation mirrors this sentiment. This
Western fable momentarily transported me to a scene from the Analects of
Confucius, which emerged thousands of years ago in ancient China. Here are
the excerpts from the original Chinese text and my translation. The full text is
in the appendix:

BEH, BB, @& AN, EFREN BT, X585, ikimiE.

In late spring, I put on spring clothing. After bathing at River Yi with
several adults and children, we go to Wu Yu Terrace to catch some breeze.

®

Then we would be chanting songs as we return home.

Given the correlation between the two narratives, does this Western
fable, evoking the ancient heritage of my genuine Chinese identity, serve as
evidence of shared elements within Eastern and Western civilizations? It is as
if Confucius and Socrates transcend the barriers of time and space to engage
in dialogue in my mind; after all, they witnessed the same sun and basked in
the same moonlight as the rest of us. Numerous contemporary phenomena can
be traced back to ancient masterpieces, distinguished by a majestic and
macroscopic beauty. These literary works encompass realms of myth and
devotion, affection and treachery, morality and betrayal, freedom and fate,
war and death, capturing the essence of human existence in an even more
concentrated and dramatic manner. That's why, after two millennia, we still
read Confucius, Zhuangzi, and Laozi, as well as Plato and Aristotle. We
should look at the great masters in the history of world literature, consider all
present and future readers, and express our thoughts freely about our literary
memories. This fosters acceptance and tolerance, which are the bedrock of

writing, translation, and scholarly pursuits.

®The version of this translation is made by the author of the essay.
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When one reads a translation, what precisely is being read? It
encompasses the history of the writer and the recollections of the translator.
To scrutinize translation for others, employing translation theories becomes
necessary. These theories are intrinsically linked not only to translation but
also to numerous other disciplines, such as sociology, psychology, history,
philosophy, religion, and even seemingly unrelated physiology. Professor
Robinson expanded my understanding of translation, revealing that despite
translation's applied nature, it is not detached from its core discipline but

rather an integral component of the humanities. It belongs to the humanities.

The third impression is closely related to the second one: Translation has
a rebellious spirit. Rebellion exists because of inclusiveness. In Chinese,
there is an idiom "2 £ # ¥ (1i jing pan dao)," meaning to deviate from the
norm and stray far from classical morality. I posted a forum entitled "Why We
Break Norms: Feng Tang's Rebellion in Translation". Here is a concise

summary of its contents.

Retranslation is related to the process of language aging. While the
original works remain youthful and timeless, the translated versions undergo
significant changes approximately every twenty years. Readers and
translators from different generations have their own interpretations. Many
Chinese translators have translated the book Stray Birds into Chinese,
including Zheng Zhenduo, Lu Jinde, Wu Yan, and Xu Hanlin. Among them,
Feng Tang stands out as the youngest and most audacious translator, capable

of balancing commercial value and literary talent®

®Feng received his Doctor of Clinical Medicine degree from Peking Union Medical
College in 1998 and received a Master of Business Administration (MBA) degree from
Emory University in 2000. In the same year, he published his first full-length novel. From
2000 to 2008, Feng was a managing partner of McKinsey & Company, and from 2009 to
2014, he was the CEO of China Resources Medical Group. In June 2012, he joined the

Chinese Writers Association.
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Zheng Zhenduo aims to guide readers toward experiencing Tagore's
artistic concept, whereas Feng Tang attempts to steer readers toward
embracing his own personal preferences. According to many scholars, the
difference between the two approaches lies precisely in the distinction
between translation and creation. Feng Tang's "Stray Birds" is part of his own
creative work and a way of engaging in dialogue with Tagore. Perhaps in
Feng's eyes, writers hope to have the right to converse with their peers,
including Tagore. Feng might believe that he has the right to a conversation
with Tagore through translation. Consequently, he does not consider the
original work to hold a superior position. Feng rented a room in the Bay Area
of California when translating "Stray Birds". He enjoys translating poems

outdoors, making it a very natural process.

When young people read Stray Birds, they aspire to purity, nobility,
detachment, and beauty. Consequently, I can understand the fury and disgust
that some students experienced upon seeing Feng's translation, to the extent
that they even wanted to tear it from the slide. However, let us set aside our
anger: Why do individuals feel such intense anger and alleged "offense"? Are
we falling into the trap described by Professor Douglas as "Masculine
Humans" (Robinson, 2023, p. 96)? A classmate asked me, "Why do we need to
break norms?" I answered, "Why do we need to follow norms?" We conform
to norms merely because they have attained that status. Those who follow
prevailing norms, whether in social or translation fields, are never regarded as
peculiar, nor are they questioned about their motivations. Instead, those who
express different ideas against social norms are endlessly questioned about
the grounds for their rebellion. This is a kind of unequal freedom that the

majority never recognize. The general public is in the forest.

Whether Feng's translation of Stray Birds is commendable or deficient is
destined to be a long debate. Still, there is no need to outright dismiss Feng's
translation. Striking a balance between upholding the essence of the original
text and preserving the translator's personal touch is a difficult task. As Feng
Tang stated, let history and literary history be the ultimate judge. There is no
cause for concern that Feng's rendition will tarnish Tagore's original piece. If
society seeks to establish a work as a literary masterpiece, it must endure the

potential artistic deviations and creative interpretations introduced by
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translators in different eras. Therefore, if a masterpiece manages to captivate
translators in various periods, or even within the same era, prompting them to
create fresh adaptations, could it not be interpreted as a testimony to the

enduring artistic allure of the work?

The fourth moment of my translation journey is a feeling, mentally and
physically. It is not difficult to grasp that translation involves a psychological
element. What truly captivated my attention was the assertion regarding the
concepts of Sociality and Somaticity. People have social body states such as
emotions, a performative response to society, namely feeling internally and
staging externally. Professor Robinson put forward the terminology Somatic
exchange, meaning that a circulatory sharing through the mimetic action of
neurons, including the field of psychology, physiology, and sociology
(Robinson, 2023, p.63).

These reflections provide me with a fresh outlook on comprehending the
words "touch" or "move" in the heart. For me, translation consists of every
moment. Each moment, whether it be an incidental word or glance, a
profound or playful thought, a tiny beat of the human heart, or even the
drifting of a leaf or a sparkle of starlight in a tranquil night, holds immense
value, like golden dust. Real life is filled with numerous fleeting moments
that leave a lasting impression. Translation, too, requires talent and
inspiration—an electric shock to the soul—but I can't fully master it. A
fleeting flash that remains in memory for life is also a way to appreciate

regret.

With this in mind, I have shifted my perspective and become more
perceptive and delicate in translation. A translator's eye should encompass
blooming flowers, waving flags, and the soil and its inhabitants. [ am striving

to do this and will continue to do so.

Reference:
fLF. (2015). it1&. BEIJING BOOK CO. INC..
X%, (2015). ¥ 1. — A

Robinson, D. (2023). Questions for Translation Studies.
John Benjamins Publishing Company.
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