Journal of Education and Educational Research
ISSN: 2957-9465 | Vol. 8, No. 1, 2024

A Hermeneutic Perspective on Translator’s Subjectivity

-- Take Zhongze’s Translation of Walden as an Example
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Abstract: Traditional translation studies emphasize that the translated text needs to remain "equivalent” to the source text and
that the translator needs to be "faithful" to the author, thus the subjectivity and creativity of the translator have long been neglected.
With the rise of the "Cultural Turn" in translation, this situation has been changed. The translator's subjectivity and creativity in
the translation process has become a hot spot in translation research. Based on George Steiner's Hermeneutic Motion, this paper
analyzes the translator's subjectivity in the Chinese translation of Walden by Zhong Ze, trying to explore how the translator's
subjectivity affects the translation, in order to provide new thoughts on the practical application of Hermeneutic Motion.
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1. Introduction.

Walden is a record of Thoreau's life living alone on the
shores of Walden Lake. The book was not widely read when
it was published, but it has important ecological, literary, and
philosophical values, in which Thoreau expresses his outlook
on nature and life, which is an important guide for ecological
conservation and spiritual cultivation. There are different
Chinese translations, among which, Zhongze's translation is
popular among readers because of its antiquity, elegance,
natural spirituality, and research value. At present, there is no
study that analyzes the subjectivity of the translator in this
translation by using Hermeneutic Motion, so this paper takes
George Steiner's Hermeneutic Motion as the theoretical basis,
analyzes the translator's subjectivity embodied in the Chinese
translation of Walden by Zhongze, and tries to analyze how
the translator's subjectivity affects translation, in order to
provide new thinking for the practical application of
Hermeneutic Motion.

2. The Context of Steinerian
Hermeneutics and the Hermeneutic
Motion

Before the 1970s, traditional translation emphasized the
author and regarded the translator as a tool for transmitting
information, while neglecting the subjectivity and creativity
of the translator. However, in the 1970s, represented by Susan
Bassnett, translation researchers began to combine the
translator's identity with the influencing factors of his or her
social context, and viewed translation activities as part of
human and social activities (Susan, 1980). Since then, the
introduction of theories such as Polysystem Theory, the
Skopos Theory, the Deconstructionist Theory and so on have
further emphasized the translator's subjectivity and enlarged
the space of translation research.

Among the many theories that emphasize the subjectivity
of translation, Polysystem Theory has made great
contributions. Proposed by Zohar, Polysystem Theory argues
that non-textual factors should be taken into account in
interpreting literary translation activities. The Skopos Theory
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is another theory that liberates translation from the "text-
centered" translation, and it is the core of Functional
Translation theory. The word "skopos" is derived from the
Greek word, meaning "purpose", and Vermeer (1978) points
out that all texts have a definite purpose. Therefore, it is very
important for translators to be clear about the purpose of
translating the source text and to adjust their translation
strategies accordingly. Deconstructionist Theory also
embodies translator's subjectivity, and one of its
representatives, Venuti (2008), used the term "invisibility" to
describe the phenomenon that translators translate the original
text so fluently and naturally that it looks like a source text.
However, he saw this as a manifestation of ethnocentrism that
forces a foreign language to be subservient to the target
language culture. He advocates the strategy of alienation,
which highlights the heterogeneous identity of the source text,
thus allowing the identity and subjectivity of the translator to
emerge.

As the area covered by all these theories above, the study
of translator's subjectivity is a subject with philosophical
implications and multiple elements, which needs to be
explored concretely with the help of a well-established theory.
Steiner's Hermeneutics is a mature and multidisciplinary
theory, and Steiner (1975/1998) defines the hermeneutic
approach as an examination of what it means to "understand"
a piece of oral or written text and an attempt to explain this
process. The Hermeneutic Motion is central to Steiner's
description of translation, which consists of four steps:
(initiative) trust, aggression, incorporation, and compensation.

"Trust" is the first step of translation, which means
believing that there is something understandable in the
original text, affirming the translatability of the source text,
and believing that the translated text is valuable. Therefore,
trust is the beginning of all translation activities. Without the
translator's trust of the source text, there is no next step of
translation.

The second step of translation is "aggression". According
to Steiner (1998), aggression is an aggressive, grabbing,
invasive action, the stage in which the translator understands
the ideas, meanings, and emotional attitudes of the source text.
In this process, because the translator's cultural background
and thinking pattern are different from that of the author, to



seize the meaning of the original text with the translator's way
of thinking is a violation of the original text. Although
"aggression" may result in the loss of meaning of the source
text, it is still an important step in translation.

"Incorporation" refers to the way in which the translator
incorporates the meaning of the source text into the target text
after "aggressing" the source text and seizing its meaning. In
this process, the translator integrates his’her own language
with the source language. The culture of the source language
and the culture of the target language collide with each other,
resulting in a translated text (Rao & Yu, 2023). However, the
collision of cultures may lead to an imbalance in the text,
which, according to Steiner (1998), is due to an "incomplete"
hermeneutic movement, and this imbalance can only be
restored through the fourth step of "compensation" to achieve
equilibrium.

The purpose of "compensation" is to make up for the
imbalance, i.e. the lack of meaning, between the culture of the
source language and the culture of the target language due to
linguistic structure and cultural differences. In Steiner's (1998)
view, the imbalance caused by the flow of energy from the
source text and the subsequent flow into the target text needs
to be compensated. Chinese scholar Liu (2009) asserts that
there are two main ways of “compensation”, firstly, to make
formal compensation for the style, syntax and idioms of the
source text; secondly, to achieve the effect of enhancing the
power of the source text through translation.

The four steps of trust, aggression, incorporation and
compensation constitute the theory of Hermeneutic Motion,
which supplements the shortcomings of previous translation
theories, provides new theoretical references and perspectives
for translation research, as well as a theoretical basis for the
study of the translator's subjectivity in the translation process.

3. Presentation of Translator's
Subjectivity in the Chinese
Translation of Walden by ZhongZe

3.1. Trust

Walden records the daily life and feelings of Thoreau's
solitary life on the shores of Walden Lake. As mankind were
paying more attention to environmental issues, the value of
Walden is fully realized, so it had become one of the most
influential books in the 21st century. The book has important
ecological, literary and philosophical values, in which
Thoreau expresses his view of nature and life, which has a
profound impact on ecological protection and the spiritual
redemption of mankind under industrialization. "In the
process of selecting a text, the translator will make a choice
based on his or her own subjective factors and the external
conditions, a process in which the translator's subjectivity is
revealed" (Xu Rongrong, 2021). Zhongze specially wrote a
preface for the book, named "I i #2 % (Restoring Thoreau)",
which elaborates on the causes of Thoreau's views on nature
and life, and analyzes in detail Thoreau's attitudes towards
nature, life, and the relationship between man and nature as
reflected in the book. This shows that Zhongze is quite
interested in Thoreau and has studied the original text over
and over again, reflecting the author's love for Thoreau and
Walden and his trust in the source text.

3.2. Aggression

Aggression is the stage of understanding meaning. The
translator needs to give full play to the role as a reader,
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explore the information, meaning, emotional attitude
expressed by the author in the source text, and reflect the
connotation and social significance of the literary work. Due
to the different structures and cultural backgrounds of the two
languages, it is inevitable that the translator will intrude into
the source text with the thinking of the target language culture,
so that the source text begins to be infected with the color of
the target language culture. In Zhongze's translation of
Walden, Zhongze used a large number of four-character
Chinese idiom.

EXP1: Always promising to pay, promising to pay,
tomorrow, and dying today, insolvent; seeking to curry favor,
to get custom, by how many modes, only not state-prison
offenses; lying, flattering, voting, contracting yourselves into
anutshell of civility or dilating into an atmosphere of thin and
vaporous generosity, that you may persuade your neighbour
to let you make his shoes, or his hat, or his coat, or his carriage,
or import his groceries for him; making yourselves sick, that
you may lay up something against a sick day, something to be
tucked away in an old chest, or in a stocking behind the
pleasing ,or, more safely, in the brick bank; no matter where,
no matter how much or how little.

Translation: BEREAWILf, “IRERE), HIKR”, HAH5R
NHRFE T 3BBAT AT dEiEil, MewsRE, HEASE
JUEMRE A R, HbTE, OB, R, EAZE, sUsBE
85, HEAM, sk 2HE, KEAM, LTI TEFA
SOV LB BRI R RN, 2ERIE S, BIARTL iR
L Lo AR, ARAT O SIS BT A, BECT AR
BTN, HUKYe, 28T EINBeC T T Bk S
Rz —rz, AHFB, A2,

ZhongZe used a large number of dense four-character
Chinese idiom, such as "l &1 (to flatter)," "1 % K % (to
seek favor)," "BLI5 JE [ (to grovel)," and so on, to translate
phrases and word combinations of varying lengths and loose
structure in the source text. The source text is Thoreau's
description of the physical and psychological burden on the
middle and lower classes of the society at that time for the
pursuit of material things, revealing the people's lack of
material source and their spiritual anxiety and barrenness.
Four-character Chinese idioms are frequently used in Chinese
literary works because they are rhythmic and concise. Here,
Thoreau's use of rich and dense four-character idioms
strengthens the effect of the source text and vividly shows to
the Chinese readers the conditions, appearance, and
psychology of the people Thoreau describes. In the process of
"aggression", Zhongze's own knowledge of Chinese culture
and language influences his understanding and interpretation
of the source text, giving it a Chinese character, which is a
manifestation of the translator's subjectivity in translation.

3.3. Incorporation

Incorporation is an important step in translation. In this
process, the translator input the meaning he has seized from
the source text into the translation, which is inevitably
affected by his own thinking, so the choice of translation
strategy can emphasize his subjectivity.

EXP2: Whatever have been thy failures hitherto, “be not
afflicted, my child, for who shall assign to thee what thou hast
left undone?”

Translation: NRIEHVRE I A4, B, &
JL, HWEABERRIRA S Tk ?

The quotation is from the Indian epic Vishnu. Because of



its time-honoured history, the wording is quite archaic. The
English version of the source text is also historical. The use
of "thy" and "thee" clearly emphasizes its archaic style.
Zhongze used the strategy of domestication to translate the
verses, with "E" corresponding to "my", " #E A"
corresponding to "who "and "¥&" corresponding to "thee". It
retains the ancient color of the source text in style and
language, and is faithful to the source text in form and style.

3.4. Compensation

The outflow of energy from the source text and the
injection of new energy into the target text results in an
imbalance in the translation system. In the process of
"compensation", the translator gives full play to his subjective
initiative, creatively restores the proper features and styles of
the source language, achieves the effect that it should have
conveyed, and realizes the fidelity to the source text.

EXP3: How many a poor immortal soul have I met well-
nign crushed and smothered under its load, creeping down the
road of life, pushing before it a barn seventy-five feet by forty,
its Augean stables never cleaned, and one hundred acres of
land, tillage, mowing, pasture, and woodlot™!

Translation: $ & i# %2 /DAl AE LR L, K HE HE 7
FATR =R, HLARTE A IR A0S B 3E B L ST,
SiEE - MERSE, KETHER, TR, i
e B T MRG0 AR, Ak, B R A
FARERD L FRECS, RBREAR Y . B, A
MIE AT E £, fhoRA =T k4 AP =TEN
AIG R Fb s+ R EARS 2 —,
WURAE— R, FIRT 7R ] K 4 1A 20D

ZhongZe compensates for the original text by adding
annotation. The source text aims to use the phrase "Augean
stables never cleaned" as a metaphor for the heavy burdens
placed on the people, reflecting their miserable condition. By
annotating the culturally loaded word "Augean stables" which
contains allusions, ZhongZe lets readers understand how dirty
"Augean stables" is and how much effort it takes to clean it
up. Through this compensation, the humor and erudition of
Thoreau's use of allusion to depict heavy pressure is revealed,
which achieves the purpose of the source text and realizes the
loyalty to the source text.

4. Conclusion

Based on Hermeneutic Motion, this paper takes the
Chinese translation of Walden by Zhongze as an example to
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discuss the translator's subjectivity in the translation. When
translating the work, Zhongze practiced the translation steps
of "trust", "aggression", "incorporation" and "compensation",
and his subjectivity was reflected under the Hermeneutic
Motion, which was specifically manifested in his interest in
and careful study of the author and the source text, and his
choice of different translation strategies, as well as his
creativity throughout the whole process of translation. This
paper shows through the case study that the translator has
subjectivity in the translation process, and it affects the whole
translation process, including the choice of translation
strategies. In addition, this case study also proves the
feasibility of studying the translator's subjectivity in a
Hermeneutic perspective. Translating a literary work into
another language is not only a simple switch between two
languages, but also a process includes the creative work of the
translator. By analyzing the case, the author hopes that this
paper can provide new thoughts on the practical application
of Hermeneutic Motion, and at the same time provide a new
perspective for readers in reading Walden.
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