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Abstract

Indirect translation, as a special translation phenomenon enjoying a history as long
as translation itself, occupies a significant position in both Chinese and world trans-
lation history. In modern China, the decline of military force and cultural position
in the world triggered the wave of Learning from the West and resulted in the third
translation boom in Chinese history, in which indirect translation was prevalent due
to the lack of foreign language talents and unavailable original resources. In spite
of a great deal of criticism of it, indirect translation, from an objective point of view,
played an active role in the social and cultural development of China. Introducing
literature from Western countries and Russia mainly via Japanese and English, it
filled the blank in the literary translation in modern China and produced numerous
masterpieces which enriched the Chinese translated literature and ultimately pro-

moted the modernization of Chinese culture as well as the Chinese nation.
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1. Defining Indirect Translation

Indirect translation, a special form of translation activity playing a vital role in both Chinese and world translation
history, has been referred to by various names in the academic circle over time.

There have been different terms, such as “chongyi” (retranslation), “zhuanyi” or “jianjie fanyi” (indirect translation)
to describe this special translation activity in Chinese translation history. For instance, in the 1920s and 1930s, many
Chinese scholars and literati, represented by Lu Xun, Zheng Zhenduo, and Mu Mutian, adopted the term “retransla-
tion” (Chongyi) to refer to indirect translation. Liang Shiqiu adopted Chongyi to refer to both retranslation and indi-
rect translation. In a word, there is no clear distinction between retranslation and indirect translation, which, to some
extent, causes confusion in the academic circle (Tian, 2019).

Since the end of the 20" century, the publishing of several dictionaries on translation has made the definition of
indirect translation gradually clear and professional. In 4 Companion for Chinese Translators, the first comprehen-
sive large-sized dictionary of Chinese translation knowledge, the entry “chongyi” (retranslation) is indexed with three
explanations: first, the polishing and revision of one’s own previous translation; second, different translations of the
same original work; and third, translations not directly rendered from the original language but from a third language
(Lin, 1997). In this definition, indirect translation is categorized as one type of retranslation. Ten years later, A Dic-
tionary of Translation Studies compiled by Fang Mengzhi incorporates the entry “zhangyi” (indirect translation),
defined as a variety of retranslation, the process of translating a text not from the original but from the intermediary
language (a translated version of the original text) into the target language (Fang, 2004).

In addition to the definitions provided in the above-mentioned dictionaries, other discussions on the terminology
are found in the Chinese academic circle. She Xiebin and Chen Jing clarify the distinction between retranslation and
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indirect translation in modern Chinese historical contexts. He states that indirect translation was once called “retrans-
lation”. However, “retranslation” does not refer to a translator’s revisions of his own work or to multiple translations
of the same original text. Rather, it specifically denotes a translation based on an existing translation in another
language (She & Chen, 2004). Zhang Yi further elaborates on three scenarios of indirect translation in his essay
“Indirect Translation -- A Neglected Phenomenon”. The first scenario, formulated as “A—B—C,” involves intro-
ducing the text in the source language into the target language through another language. The second scenario, for-
mulated as A—B—C—D, entails a text undergoing two intermediary translations before reaching the target language.
The third scenario, A—~B—C—A, often occurs when a text written in language A, originally translated into language
B, is later translated back into language A (Zhang, 2003).

Similarly, diverse concepts and definitions of such a translation activity have emerged in the international transla-
tion academic circle. In addition to the most popular term “indirect translation”, other concepts like mediate transla-
tion, inter-mediate translation, second-hand translation, relay translation, and pivot translation can also be found in
translation studies.

As for the definitions, the most quoted one is that of Kittel and Frank, who define indirect translation as “any
translation based on a source (or sources) which is itself a translation into a language other than the language of the
original, or the target language” (Kittel & Frank, 2007). Toury follows Kittel’s example of indirect translation and
defines it as “translating from languages other than the ultimate SLs”. He also points out “the activity itself will be
called mediate, inter-mediate, second-hand and indirect translation interchangeably (Toury, 2001). Pym’s more re-
cent formulation states that indirect translation amounts to the historical process of translation from an intermediary
version (Pym, 2011).

In a word, many a concept is used to describe the phenomenon of indirect translation. However, no matter what
concept is adopted, it is undeniable that the existence of indirect translation and its significance in translation history
should not be overlooked.

2. Indirect Translation in Modern China and Causes for Its Prevalence

Occurring time and again in the literature of many countries, on different continents and in distinct cultures, this
phenomenon of indirect translation is presumably as old as communication between individuals and societies sepa-
rated, first and foremost, by linguistic, if not by cultural, geographic, and historical barriers (Kittel & Frank, 2007).
From the translation of Buddhist Scriptures in ancient times to the translation of Western learning in modern China,
indirect translation functioned as a vital tool for intercultural communication between China and the world.

2.1. Indirect Translation in Modern China

Indirect translation was particularly prevalent in modern China. Zheng Zhenduo describes the situation at the time as
follows: “Such a method of multiple-step translation is rarely seen in any other country, but it is extremely common
in China’s contemporary literary world” (Zheng, 1984). From the perspective of the sources of indirectly translated
works, this phenomenon can be divided into two stages: the first stage from 1898 to the May Fourth Movement period,
and the second stage from the May Fourth Movement to the founding of the People’s Republic of China.

The first stage of indirect translation primarily involved translating works from Western countries and Russia via
Japanese translations. The period from the early 20" century to around the May Fourth Movement can be regarded
as the peak of indirect translation from Japanese. Statistics on translations from 1902 to 1904, categorized by the
original languages, show that out of 533 translated works published during this period, 321 were translated from
Japanese (most of which were indirect translations of works from other countries via Japanese versions), accounting
for 60.2% of the total (She & Chen, 2004). In addition, the earliest Chinese translations of renowned Russian literary
works were overwhelmingly indirect translations from Japanese versions. For instance, the first Chinese translation
of Alexander Pushkin’s The Captain’s Daughter, entitled E Guo Qing Shi (A Russian Love Story), was indirectly
translated in 1903 from a Japanese version by Ji Yihui, one of the first Chinese students studying in Japan. Addition-
ally, works by French authors such as Jules Verne and Victor Hugo, American authors like Mark Twain and Margaret
Mitchell, and German and Polish authors like Hermann Sudermann and Henryk Sienkiewicz were first translated into
Chinese indirectly via Japanese versions (Guo, 1998).

After the May Fourth Movement, as translators proficient in other languages gradually increased, the phenomenon
of indirect translation from Japanese became less popular. However, many works continued to be indirectly translated
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from English, French, Russian, and other languages. For example, Romain Rolland’s Le Jeu de I’ Amour et de la Mort
was indirectly translated by Xia Laidi and Xu Peiren from English into Chinese. Victor Hugo’s Le Dernier Jour d’un
Condamné a Mort was also indirectly translated by Qiu Yunduo from English into Chinese. In the 1920s and 1930s,
the translation circle focused on introducing literary works from smaller European countries, such as those in Eastern
and Northern Europe. Among these works were numerous revolutionary texts reflecting the struggles of the Russian
people and other oppressed nations for independence and liberation. Key translators at this stage, such as Zhou Zuoren,
Shen Yanbing (Mao Dun), and Zheng Zhenduo, all proficient in English, primarily rendered these works into Chinese
through indirect translation from Russian and other non-global languages via English intermediaries. (Fang, 2020)
In the 1930s and 1940s, the Chinese translation community began extensively translating proletarian literary works
from the Soviet Union after the October Revolution, as well as progressive literary works from oppressed and colo-
nized nations. Most of these works were also indirectly translated from English or Russian versions (Chen, 2005).
In a word, indirect translation remained prevalent during modern Chinese translation history, from the late Qing
Dynasty’s translation of literary works from Western powers, to the emphasis on indirect translation of literature
from smaller European nations in the 1920s and 1930s, and further to the enthusiastic indirect translation of Soviet
proletarian literature and works from oppressed, smaller nations after the October Revolution in the 1930s and 1940s.

2.2 Causes for Its Prevalence

The fever of indirect translation, mainly via Japanese or English in modern China, is closely linked to the social and
cultural context of the time.

Firstly, the disadvantaged position of modern Chinese culture was an internal cause for indirect translation. By the
late 19th century, China had fallen behind both politically and culturally. After enduring the humiliation of losing
territorial integrity and national dignity, the Chinese people rose up in resistance, determined to save the nation and
ensure its survival. Consequently, translating works from various Western countries became a primary task of “West-
ern learning”. However, a severe shortage of translators proficient in multiple languages resulted from the longstand-
ing policy of isolation, coupled with the urgent need to introduce foreign texts and literary genres, which made indi-
rect translation an acceptable and helpful approach for both translators and readers. (Liu & Gao, 2021) As a result,
many Western works of social sciences and literary works from European countries, especially those from the small
and weak countries, could only reach Chinese readers through indirect translation, mainly via Japanese or English.

Secondly, the fervor for studying in Japan in modern China acted as a catalyst for the flourishing phenomenon of
indirect translation via Japanese. Seeking a path to national salvation and survival, a group of progressive individuals
traveled to Japan to study advanced Western thought and culture. Consequently, the number of Chinese students in
Japan surged dramatically. From the first dispatch of students to Japan in 1896 to the eve of the May Fourth Move-
ment, conservative estimates place the number of Chinese students in Japan at over 15,000 (Guo, 1998). Those stu-
dents studying in Japan were exposed to a vast number of Western works, which not only profoundly influenced their
political thought and literary creation but also inspired them to begin translating and introducing these works to China,
forming a powerful new force in the translation of foreign literature. Correspondingly, the translation field witnessed
a boom in indirectly translating Western works through Japanese versions, creating the remarkable cultural phenom-
enon of “Western learning coming from the East” (Li, 1999).

3. Significance of Indirect Translation in Modern Chinese Translation History

In modern China, the foreign knowledge and literary works introduced through indirect translation became a powerful
force in promoting the development of China’s science and culture. The significance of indirect translation can be
summarized as the following three aspects.

3.1 Introducing World Literary Masterpieces to China

Although indirect translation was once questioned and disputed for its limitations of sources and interference of a
third language, it remains a fact that not all works produced by indirect translation are poor or unreliable in quality.
The quality largely depends on the translator’s attitude and their choice of the intermediary text. Direct translation
can produce excellent versions, and so can indirect translation—the quality varies from translator to translator. Many
of the most influential works in the modern era were introduced to Chinese readers through indirect translation. The
great translator Lin Shu, a pioneer in modern Chinese literary translation, produced many indirect translations. For
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example, Don Quixote was translated indirectly from an English version (an abridged edition) by Lin Shu and Chen
Jialin in 1922, and Aesop’s Fables (translated at the time as Greek Scholar Aesop’s Fables) was not translated from
the original Greek but from English or French by Lin Shu. Many works in the collection Tales from Abroad, co-
translated by Lu Xun and Zhou Zuoren, were also indirect translations. The publication of this collection “had a
significant impact on the translation field after the May Fourth period” (Xie, 2003). Hu Shi’s translation of 4 Doll’s
House from an English version had a tremendous impact on Chinese readers at the time and remains a classic today.
Mao Dun considered Dong Qiusi’s indirect translation of War and Peace from English to be superior to translations
directly from the Russian original.

3.2 Facilitating the Cultural Communication between China and Weak Nations

Just as Li Wenjie points out, in the global literary arena, two distant and unfamiliar cultures often engage in commu-
nication through indirect means, with the hub of such exchanges typically being a dominant intermediary language
and culture (Li, 2002). During the late Qing period, due to a shortage of translation talent, many literary works from
Western countries such as the United Kingdom, the United States, France, and Russia were translated into Chinese
via Japanese versions. Similarly, literary translations from Eastern countries other than Japan were introduced to
Chinese readers through indirect translation. For example, the original Bengali works of Indian poet Rabindranath
Tagore and the Hindi works of Indian novelist Premchand were mostly translated indirectly from English or Russian.
Literary classics from smaller European countries, such as those in Eastern and Northern Europe, including Aesop’s
Fables, Selected Fairy Tales of Hans Christian Andersen, and A Doll’s House, could not be translated directly from
the original languages. Thanks to a group of translators who translated these works indirectly from Japanese or Eng-
lish versions, communications were facilitated between Chinese culture and European culture.

3.3 Promoting the Modernization of Chinese Literature

Like adaptation and paraphrase, indirect translation is a special form of translation with distinct characteristics of its
era. In modern Chia, indirect translation evolved to encompass increasingly rich and diverse literary styles. During
this period, many translators—particularly those engaged in indirect translation—also doubled as writers. Influenced
by the New Literature Movement, they actively drew on the strengths of foreign literatures to refine and modernize
traditional Chinese literary forms. Once their translations gained recognition among readers, they gradually became
an integral part of modern Chinese literary heritage. Translated Western literary works, particularly popular genres
such as political novels, detective fiction, and science fiction, attracted significant attention. These translated novels
introduced innovative narrative techniques, profound thematic explorations, and diverse subject matters. They not
only bridged the vertical divide between classical and modern Chinese fiction but also played a crucial role in facil-
itating the modern transformation of ancient Chinese literature (Wang, 2017).

4. Conclusion

With the progression of the times and the deepening of international exchanges, indirect translation, which was long
considered a branch of translation, has gradually faded from public attention. However, its significant role and mean-
ing in facilitating communication between people of different languages cannot be overlooked. It can be said that
without indirect translation, modern China would not have witnessed such a vigorous surge in literary translation,
nor would there have been so many outstanding translations. Indirect translation in modern China helps to realize the
third translation boom in Chinese history. It is concluded that indirect translation in modern China played a positive
role in promoting the growth of Chinese literature and the modernization of Chinese culture and society.
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