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Abstract

Chinese family instructions serve as an important medium for understanding tradi-
tional Chinese culture and social structures. As a representative work of the South-
ern Song dynasty, Yuan Shi Shi Fan has great value for translation studies and the
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global dissemination of Chinese culture. Therefore, this study mainly analyses Pa-
tricia B. Ebrey’s English translation (1984). Drawing on Newmark’s theory of com-
municative translation, and investigates how the translator balances fidelity and
readability in three dimensions: linguistic structure, cultural allusion and rhetorical
style. This study finds Ebrey uses strategies like sentence segmentation, logical ex-
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plicitation, in-text interpretation, supplementary annotation and rhetorical recon-

struction to make the translation more readable and effective in communication.
Meanwhile, the focus on readability may result in flattening subtle cultural details
and that also marks one of the limitation of the communicative translation theory.
The findings offer meaningful insights into the practice of translating Chinese clas-
sics and cultural texts more broadly, while also highlighting both the usefulness and
the limits of communicative translation theory in cross-cultural context.

“Corresponding author: Chen Ou, School
of International Studies, NingboTech
University, Ningbo 315100, Zhejiang,
China.

Keywords

Communicative translation; Yuan Shi Shi Fan; Patricia B. Ebrey; Translation of clas-
sics

1. Introduction

For a long time, family has been the core of Chinese society and the base for Chinese morality and social order. From
The Great Learning to the present day, family instruction has been the vehicle for instruction in moral education and
the carry-over of virtue from generation to generation (Cao, 2011; Qian, 2004; Zhao, 2023). Zhejiang, nourished by
Jiangnan wealth and scholarly history since the Song dynasty, featured the literature of family instruction and was
home to almost one-third of extant Song family instruction texts (Lou, 2017). These texts include Yuan Cai’s family
instruction, the Yuan Shi Shi Fan, which are especially valued for their pragmatic nature, providing specific reference
and advice for family relations, education, governance, and they have taken a rank closely second to Yan Zhitui’s
classic in Si Ku Quan Shu (Ji, 2000; Zhao, 2023). Its systematic coherence and practical grounding set it off from
Neo-Confucian moral philosophy, and made it an important source for everyday morality in the Song (Bol, 2001;
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Tillman, 1986).

Except the mass research (e.g. Huang & Yu, 2025; Peng, 2024; Yan, 2024) of Yan Zhitui’s classic family instruc-
tion, which belongs to the Shandong province, Zhejiang family instructions also appeared in global scholarly litera-
ture relatively early and possessed an crucial place. Hsieh Fu-seng’s A Collection of Chinese Family Maxims intro-
duced some family instructions into the eye of English readers (Zhou, 2019), and Patricia Ebrey’s Family and Prop-
erty in Sung China: Yuan Ts’ai’s Precepts for Social Life (1984) offered the first complete translation of Yuan Shi
Shi Fan and anchored the book in Song family, property and social norms. Not only did Ebrey translate the text but
also follow her translation by writing annotations and cultural backgrounds, making the translation of both the char-
acter and utility side more understandable. But the text style in aphorism and references to Chinese culture also posed
challenges that involved flexibility in maintaining fidelity while maintaining accessibility. Viewing Ebrey’s work
through the prism of communicative translation theory, her translation process exemplifies the ways translators ne-
gotiate between cultural fidelity and readers’ accessible requirements, to offer examples of the cross-cultural transla-
tion and adaption of Chinese classics.

2. Communicative Translation Theory

Newmark’s communicative translation is reader-centered, aiming to ensure that the effect produced by the translated
text on its target audience is as close as possible to the effect produced by the original text on its source audience
(Newmark, 2001). Main characters include reader orientation, fluency and naturalness, functional equivalence, and
high readability.

The communicative translation theory has been widely used in the research within various aspects, like literature,
specialized discourse, and pedagogy. For the discourse analysis, Liu (2022) proposes communicative translation
could be one of the key terms, supplemented by semantic translation for medical terminology, highlighting intercul-
tural adaptability. From broader perspectives, Yang (2024) emphasises translator’s subjectivity in the process of se-
lecting communicative strategies, and also suggested by Zheng (2018), that communicative translation and semantic
translation should complement each in different genres. Whereas from the perspective of literature analysis, Gao and
Luo (2024) show how communicative translation balances scientific accuracy and artistry in Poems of the Wilderness,
and how it bridges cultural gaps. Wang (2025) demonstrates that it conveys the Chinese prose ideal, that is form is
loosely organized but spirit unified, and it also improves cross-cultural reception in The Loneliness of Middle Age.
Guo (2025) finds that the communicative translation further clarifies complex sentences in the medical classic, Syn-
opsis of the Golden Chamber, though semantic translation should be taken into consideration instead of making the
translation oversimplification. Furthermore, from the pedagogy facet, Adil (2020) evidences translation’s communi-
cative also value in language teaching.

Throughout the literature analysis, a consensus thus emerges, that is the communicative translation provides a
practical, and audience-oriented framework, meanwhile integrated with semantic approaches, translator’s agency,
and pedagogy. Regarding the research on classical Chinese family instruction, it owns a large proportion, however,
research on the family instruction emerged on specific area remains limited. Meanwhile, for the use of communicative
translation, existing work still favors literary and scientific, medical texts and seldom employs it into traditional
Chinese genres like family instruction.

This study, therefore, takes Ebrey’s translation of Yuan Shi Shi Fan as a case, analysing the strategy use dealing
with linguistic condensation, cultural allusions, and rhetoric features. It also shows how communicative translation
negotiates fidelity and readability and promotes acceptability in Western contexts. Figure 1 presents a three-dimen-
sional model grounded in Communicative Translation Theory, illustrating how cross-cultural objectives interact with
specific strategies for addressing linguistic, cultural, and rhetorical dimensions. Under the guidance of these cross-
cultural aims, the translator systematically navigates formal structure, cultural imagery, and rhetorical function, mak-
ing dynamic adjustments between semantic accuracy and communicative effectiveness. The model not only expands
the application of communicative translation to family instructions but also provides practical approaches for trans-
mitting Chinese classics across cultural boundaries.

Linguistic Form

Cultural Imagery Rhetorical Function

Figure 1. Three-Dimensional Model of Text Processing under Communicative Translation Theory.
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3. Translation Analysis from the Perspective of Communicative Translation

Newmark’s communicative translation theory emphasises the reader-orientedness in translation, arguing that the pri-
mary concern of translation would be the intelligibility and acceptability of the target reader (Newmark, 2001). This
approach, as its name, focuses on the efficient communication, allowing translators to adapt the original text to the
target culture’s language community. Its aim, therefore, is to reduced the barriers caused by cultural differences so
as to convey meaning appropriately. Patricia Ebrey’s Yuan Shi Shi Fan exemplifies this, with both keeping up the
original meaning while also adapting some content to improve the readability. The following sections analyse her
strategies from linguistic, cultural, and rhetorical aspects.

3.1 Linguistic Condensation and Information Reconstruction

At the syntactic level, communicative translation helps to bridge the discourse differences between Chinese and
English. It often utilises restructuring sentences, clarifying logical relations, and reorganising syntax to deliver mean-
ing to the reader clearly and appropriately. In translating Yuan Shi Shi Fan, Ebrey used various strategies to deal with
long sentences, implicit logic, and parallel structures, so that the text would be more readable without changing its
original meaning. The following examples show how these syntactic strategies used in practice.

Example 1 (See Example 1 in the appendix for the source text and target text)

This source text is a long parallel sentence containing twelve phrases. This not only creates rhetorical force, but
also makes the structure complex. Instead of keeping this structure up, Ebrey, following the reader-oriented principle,
breaks it down into six short “some... others...” pairs, connected by semicolons to form a explicit parallel structure
that fits English stylistic norms. In addition, she states the causal relation that differences in personality may lead to
disagreements, at the very beginning, and then gives more details. This strategy not only keeps the full meaning, the
human diversity, of the original text, but also makes the logic clearer, while reducing the reading difficulty for English
readers and further improving the efficiency of communication.

This example shows how communicative translation turns paralleled Chinese structures into concise English struc-
tures, whereas example 2 looks at a different challenge, that is Chinese compound sentences with implicit logical
progression. Here, Ebrey again uses restructuring strategies to ensure that the target text stays clear and coherent.

Example 2 (See Example 2 in the appendix for the source text and target text)

This sentence is a typical Chinese compound structure with implicit logic. Following the principles of communi-
cative translation, Ebrey splits it into three independent sentences, and each of them matches a step in the logical
progression of “hypothesis—escalation—result.” She also adds connectives like “even”, to explicitly signal the sense
of gradation and exaggeration. This approach reproduces the persuasive reasoning of the original while avoiding the
misunderstandings to English natives that caused by implicit logic. Therefore, this also shows the importance of
information reconstruction and logical clarification in cross-cultural communication context.

In summary, Ebrey’s English translation of Yuan Shi Shi Fan employs sentence segmentation, logical clarification,
and structural adaptation to turn Chinese paralleled long sentences into smooth and readable English. These adjust-
ments show how communicative translation works in practice and highlight its role in improving readability and
cross-cultural understanding. By reshaping the language while keeping the original meaning, the translation captures
the core aim of communicative translation.

3.2 Cross-cultural Transfer of Cultural Allusions

When translating culture-loaded words and phrases, communicative translation focuses on ensuring these element
could be understood by the target reader. During the translation process, adding brief explanations, or using moderate
domestication to bridge cultural gaps may be used, so that readers can understand both the literal meaning and the
deeper cultural significance. In Yuan Shi Shi Fan, Ebrey often comes across classical quotations and culturally spe-
cific terms. In these cases, she acts as a cultural mediator, striking a balance between staying faithful to the original
and making it accessible to the reader.

Example 3 (See Example 3 in the appendix for the source text and target text)

This example contains the concept of the “Nine Virtues” in the Book of Documents, which carries traditional Chi-
nese culture and involves a complex set of terms. Ebrey first translates each of the nine virtues into English di-
rectly,and then further illustrate these nine are the difference between Heaven-endowed and cultivated ones, so that
the basic information is clear. More importantly, she adds a note to indicate where the text comes from and cites
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James Legge’s well-known translation, giving the reader a broader framework for interpretation. This two-step strat-
egy of “concise main text + supplementary note” keeps the translation both readable and academic. It is a typical way
in communicative translation to handle texts with dense cultural content, balancing intelligibility with scholarly ac-
curacy.

In dealing with cultural allusions and classical quotations in Yuan Shi Shi Fan, Ebrey uses a flexible set of strategies
for cross-cultural communication. These strategies include adapting within the text, adding supplementary notes,
keeping the original imagery, and shifting the function where needed, etc. Her primary goal of translation is to ensure
the intelligibility of both the literal meaning of the text and the cultural-related content delivered between lines. This
approach reflects the core principle of communicative translation theory, that translation is not simply about trans-
ferring words between different languages, but about negotiating and reconstructing meaning across cultures. The
translator needs both cultural sensitivity and reader awareness in order to effectively bring the communicative intent
of the source text into a foreign cultural setting.

3.3 Reproduction and Reconstruction of Rhetorical Structures

In communicative translation, handling rhetorical structures means not just reshaping the language, but also demon-
strating the literary effects and pragmatic functions. Translators need to be faithful to the original text with following
the conventions of the target language. Meanwhile, they also need to decide when to reproduce and reconstruct the
sentences so that the text’s persuasive force, rhythm, and aesthetic qualities can be kept. In translating Yuan Shi Shi
Fan, Ebrey put functional equivalence before formal correspondence when dealing with rhetorical devices such as
parallelism, antithesis, and metaphor. This approach kept the translation natural and fluent while still maintaining the
original’s argumentative and emotional power.

Example 4 (See Example 4 in the appendix for the source text and target text)

The original text is a typical Chinese parallel structure, consisting of three clauses that create a strong rhythm and
reinforce the moral message. Ebrey does not simply translate this structure word for word, instead she combines the
first two clauses but keeps the third one separate, because it owns a different subject. She also adds conditional clauses
to make the logical relations become explicit. The sentence “These practices are the kindest...” directly points out the
moral judgment in the original, strengthening its didactic function. Although this means giving up formal symmetry,
it fits the conventions of English discourse and achieves what communicative translation aims for, that the reader
receives an equivalent effect.

Beyond this example, Ebrey’s translation strategy of rhetorical structures consistently reflects a key principle of
communicative translation, that is when form and function cannot both be preserved, function and the reader’s un-
derstanding come first. Her aim, whether she is restructuring parallel sentences into English clauses or keeping met-
aphorical images while clarifying the logic, is to convey the literary charm and persuasive intent of the source text in
a way that serves the reader. This approach not only allows the translation to serve as a communicative role in the
target culture, but also offers wider insights for cross-cultural communication where rhetorical argumentation plays
a central part.

Conclusion

The translation and dissemination of Yuan Shi Shi Fan show how Chinese family instructions, which are both moral
codes and practical manuals, can be effectively communicated cross-culturally by communicative translation.
Ebrey’s translation is faithful and readable on the linguistic, cultural and rhetorical levels. It shows how the pragmatic
orientation of the Song family instructions can be made explicit and persuasive to Western readers. This case not
only shows that communicative translation works well for classical Chinese texts, but also reveals its limits, as trying
to make things readable sometimes means losing cultural detail. Still, the study confirms that communicative strate-
gies offer a practical way to balance staying true and being accessible. In doing so, they help Chinese intellectual
heritage circulate globally and contribute to a richer conversation between Chinese and Western traditions.
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Appendix
Example 1

Original: @i A2, BUBELE, BiWE, BUNIE, B, BU™HEH, s, siRek, sURh, s, siEg
B, SR WFEN, BURAE R, PTEEZAR. (Lou, 2017, pp. 708-709)

Translation: I think such inexplicable disagreements are the result of personality differences. Some people are relaxed,
others tense; some are tough, others timid; some are serious, others lighthearted; some are disciplined, others indulgent;
some like calm, others prefer excitement; some have narrow vision, others are farsighted. (Ebrey, 1984, pp. 181-182)

Example 2

Original: # H&KF T, BETHi1E, F1oAM, 2TH =, 2T 148, WAMZERZN)E, B TASKRK.
(Lou, 2017: 709)

Translation: If everyone expects to get his own way, disputes will certainly result. If the disputes are not settled, they
will be repeated two or three, even ten or more times. Feelings of discord start in this way, and sometimes people end up
disliking each other for the rest of their lives. (Ebrey, 1984, p. 182)

Example 3

Original: (1) S /ui#, Frilse. 2. &, &L Yoo B, . NI smd, KRB, FrgmE. o, 2%, e 5. IR,
B 2. XFE, SR EBRZ PPN SR, (Lou, 2017, pp. 728)

Translation: The Book of Documents speaks of nine qualities: affability, mildness, honesty, aptness for government,
docility, straightforwardness, simplicity, toughness, and strength. These are part of one’s Heaven-endowed make-up. The
so-called accompaniments are dignity, firmness, courtesy, respectfulness, resolution, congeniality, uncorruptibility, sincer-
ity, and integrity: these are what one attains by cultivation. They are the means by which the sages became sages.' (Ebrey,
1984, p. 237)

Note: 'The passage in the Shang-shu, “Kao-yao mu” (Legge, trans., Classics 3, p. 71), can be translated as follows:
“affability combined with dignity, mildness combined with firmness, honesty combined with courtesy, aptness for govern-
ment combined with respectfulness, docility combined with resolution, straightforwardness combined with congeniality,
simplicity combined with uncorruptibility, toughness combined with sincerity, strength combined with a sense of duty.”

Example 4
Original: PAANZ ZERW, FIHIMIEILHT; DUANZ LN, FmHEL A D 22 N9, Ak -
2. WABRIEEH, WAL KKZITZ. (Lou,2017,p. 752)

Translation: If you hire someone’s wife or daughter as a bondmaid, you should return her to her husband or parents on
completion of her period of service. If she comes from another district, you should send her back to it after her term is over.
These practices are the kindest and are widely carried out by the gentlemen-officials in Che-tung. (Ebrey, 1984: 298)
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