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It is not widely known among Bible translation theorists, but Eugene Nida was a key figure in the development of modern secular translation theory as well as Bible translation theory. In developments since his seminal works, secular theories now abound, and much research has been done in the secular field of translation studies which is often ignored by Bible translation theorists. One of these major theories in secular translation studies is called Skopos Theory (Skopostheorie in German).
Skopos Theory originated in Germany from research by Katharina Reiss and Hans J. Vermeer. The theory was introduced to the public in their book, Grundlegung einer allgemeinen Translationstheorie, first published in 1984. This work was finally translated into English in 2013 by Christiane Nord as Towards a General Theory of Translational Action. 

In order to understand this theory, it is first of all necessary to consider the definition of translation given in the ground-breaking work of Reiss and Vermeer. “We shall define translating as a specific type of translational action in which the complete source text and target text an all parts thereof remain accessible to the translator in such a way that the process as well as its result can be corrected at any time.”
 (In Skopos Theory, the term “translational action” refers to “all forms of intercultural transfer.”
) This places the work of translation squarely in the hands of the translator as opposed to the theorist. In other words, Skopos Theory is not a prescriptive theory such as the functional equivalence method of de Waard and Nida
 or the “essentially literal” method propounded in the book Translating Truth.
 Rather, it is a descriptive theory, examining how a translator does his work, rather than delineating how a translator should do his work.
 
In the first few chapters of the Reiss and Vermeer book, Skopos Theory is not really defined, since the authors were first laying the theoretical groundwork. However, Christiane Nord, the translator of Reiss and Vermeer, defined skopos thusly in her own book: “Greek for ‘purpose’. According to Skopostheorie, the theory that applies the notion of Skopos to translation, the prime principle determining any translation process is the purpose (Skopos) of the overall translational action.”
  
In other words, the translator should design his translation around the goals given him by his employer. Guiseppe Palumbo writes, “The skopos, in other words, is the overriding factor governing either the choices and decisions made during the translation process or the criteria based on which a translation is assessed.”

Anthony Pym further describes a skopos-based translation and gives an example of a source text and how it might be translated appropriately to the task given by the employer: 

For this paradigm, the translator’s choices need not be dominated by the source text, or by criteria of equivalence, unless of course the source text and equivalence happen to be stipulated as essential for the purpose. A legal agreement, for example, may be adapted to target-side textual norms if and when it is to be governed by the laws operative in that culture, or it may be rendered with the source-text form if and when the translation is more for purposes of understanding, or again, it may be translated in an almost word-for-word way if, for instance, it is to be cited as evidence in court. The source text would be the same in all cases. What is different is the purpose that the translation has to serve. One source, many possible translations, and the key factor determining the actual translation is the purpose, the Skopos.
 

To return to Reiss and Vermeer, they give two primary rules for a skopos-based translation. First of all, the “skopos rule” is that “The highest rule of a theory of translational action is the ‘skopos rule’: any action is determined by its purpose, i.e. it is a function of its purpose or skopos.”
 The authors further explain that this can mean that “the end justifies the means.”
 (Obviously, in translation theory this would be a pragmatic application of the maxim rather than a moral application.)
Secondly, the “sociological rule” is that “The intended audience (‘addressees’) or recipient may be described as a specific kind or subset of skopos. How an interaction is carried out depends, among other things, on the relationship between the parties to an interaction.”
 Skopos Theory does not consider translation to be simply decoding the original text and encoding it into the target text, as per the code theory of communication.
 It is not enough for the Bible translator to simply render from one language to another, but he or she must (and no doubt usually does) consider carefully the culture of the target language when translating.

Is this a theory applicable to Bible translation? This paper will answer that question with a resounding “Yes.” In his dissertation on Skopos Theory in Bible translation, Andy Cheung writes, “The reason why Bible translation is well suited to skopos theory is that multiple functions for Bibles exist. Or, to put it another way, a single translation cannot satisfy all the needs that exist for all receivers, because of the varying functions for which a text is used.”
 
Individual Translators

When applied to Bible translation, there is a sense in which Skopos Theory returns the field of translation theory to the days of the great missionary translators such as Ulfilas, William Carey and Adoniram Judson, or the great translators of the Bible into Indo-European languages such as Jerome, Wycliffe, Tyndale and Luther. Though large committees have been common in English Bible translation since 1611, secular translators usually work alone and missionary translators typically also work without a committee, though relying on a national helper or linguist.

In tribal translation work such as is done by Wycliffe and New Tribes translators and increasingly among independent Baptist missionaries, the missionary translator strives for at least one tribal partner and ideally more.
 Again, in Bible translations done in countries which may already have a translation deemed unsuitable for whatever reason, the missionary may not be able to find like-minded missionaries who are also competent enough in the Biblical languages and the target language to translate the Bible.
 Thus Skopos Theory has a place in missionary translation work in that missionaries often work alone, much like workers in the field of secular translation.
Jerome Prefiguring Skopos Theory
Jerome, the famed translator of the Latin Vulgate Bible, prefigured Skopos Theory in this regard in a letter to a friend. He translated famous speeches with a free rendering, writing, “I have translated the noblest speeches of the two most eloquent of the Attic orators, the speeches which Aeschines and Demosthenes delivered one against the other; but I have rendered them not as a translator but as an orator, keeping the sense but altering the form by adapting both the metaphors and the words to suit our own idiom.”
 Also, he wrote about Bible translation, “For I myself not only admit but freely proclaim that in translating from the Greek (except in the case of the holy scriptures where even the order of the words is a mystery) I render sense for sense and not word for word.”

Jerome was of course a deep thinker in this area, but no doubt many missionary translators since then have considered the difference in how to translate text styles just as Jerome did. In this respect, it is noteworthy that missionaries fluent in the language of their field often do secular translation work. For example, Adoniram Judson acted as a translator for the peace negotiations after the Anglo-Burmese War of 1824.
The Original Text and the Skopos
An important question to be asked in this discussion is the nature of a skopos for any particular Bible translation. In the theory, this is entirely the choice of the translator and his employer. “Translators may choose to be faithful to the source text’s spirit, or they may choose a word-for-word strategy, or they may add, delete, or change information as they see fit, depending upon the cultural conditions and the need of the audience/consumer.”

A number of factors will guide the skopos of a Bible translation. First of all, the choice of the source text is important. This will be influenced first of all by the theological culture, or at least the position on textual criticism of the translator. One who is an eclectic in textual criticism may choose the United Bible Societies’ Greek New Testament.
 On the other hand, a Byzantine-priority or majority text advocate may choose The New Testament in the Original Greek, edited by Maurice Robinson and William G. Pierpont.

Again, considering the target culture, the translator may make a choice of original text for cultural reasons. For example, if the target culture is strongly influenced by the Greek Orthodox denomination, the choice for the source text may be a Byzantine textform Greek New Testament with reference to a modern Greek New Testament. Again, if the target culture is strongly Catholic, though the translation may be from a Greek New Testament and Hebrew Old Testament, the Vulgate may have a purposeful influence on the translation.

Translation Methodology in the Skopos
The choice of a translation methodology has been widely discussed by various authors in recent years, but in Skopos Theory this is generally up to the translator, unless the author or employer has stipulated a particular style. However, among theological conservatives translating the Bible such a choice is often based on theology. The translator’s thinking about methodology may be based directly on a doctrine of verbal-plenary inspiration and translation theory. Eugene Nida’s chronicler Philip Stine comments on this:

Nida's approach...appeared to challenge the view of Scripture that many translators from conservative theological backgrounds had always held (and many Bible translators came from such backgrounds). Most Bible translators and church leaders would affirm that in some way God provides the ultimate source of the Bible. But many also hold a view of how the Bible expresses that divine source, a view that connects the divine source with actual words and forms. They see God directing in some way the writing and canonization process. For translators who believe that not only were the thoughts of the Bible inspired by God through the Holy Spirit, but also the words themselves, a translation approach such as Nida's contradicts their theology because it puts a premium on the message rather than the form.
 
Again according to Stine, Nida “pointed out that a formally equivalent Bible translation itself represented a particular understanding of the Bible. It stood for a theological interpretation that valued the words as inspired. He frequently argued that publishing Bibles with no textual notes perpetuated this unfortunate interpretation.”
 
A fundamentalist organization may insist on a more literal translation method because of such a position on inspiration. For example, Baptist Mid-Missions adopted a position on translation in 1987 based on verbal-plenary inspiration: “Accepting the Bible as the very Word of God, given to us by plenary-verbal (sic) inspiration, and totally without error in its original manuscripts, the translators of Bible International, a ministry of Baptist Mid-Missions, shall base their work upon the divinely preserved Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek texts, and seek the guidance and help of God in achieving a good and accurate translation of His word.”
 Having established the doctrinal basis for their policy, they continue on to say, “Translations produced by Bibles International shall express the very Word of God as literally as possible in the receptor languages without resorting to dynamic equivalency, and without distorting or obscuring the meaning of the original text.”

How does a verbal-plenary position on inspiration match up to Skopos Theory? In the first place, Skopos Theory is descriptive, not prescriptive, meaning that a certain amount of freedom must be given the translator to exercise his God-given abilities. This freedom is borne out Scripturally by the difference in how Mark and Luke translated the Aramaic sentence, “Talitha kumi” (Mark 5:41, Luke 8:54). Mark translates it somewhat freely, with “Little girl, I say to you, stand up.”
 Luke is more literal, with “Young lady, stand up.”
 

Remembering the concept of the freedom of the translator, Skopos Theory teaches that the methodology may differ according to the translational action needed. This is the principle of loyalty, defined in this way by Nord: “The responsibility translators have toward their partners in translational interaction. Loyalty commits the translator bilaterally to the source and target sides, taking account of the difference between culture-specific concepts of translation prevailing in the two cultures involved.”
 Thus, since the skopos of translating movie subtitles is entertainment, audience response in the target culture becomes more crucial than the literal meaning of the source text. This is also true of other texts designed for entertainment such as plays or movie scripts (as opposed to subtitles). 

On the other hand, in a translation of diplomatic document or most legal documents, the source text must carry more weight than the target text, and thus a more literal translation is important. Nord writes, “There are many cases where relative literalism is precisely what the receiver (or the client or the user) needs, for example in the translation of a marriage certificate or driver’s license, foreign legal texts for comparative purposes or direct quotations in newspaper reports.”

Bible translation may be best compared to this latter model, a translation of a diplomatic or legal document. Nord describes such an effort in Skopos Theory thinking: “For a word-for-word translation, where the purpose is a faithful reproduction of the words and structures of the source text, the translator chooses, one by one, the target-language words and structures corresponding exactly to those of the source-language with regard to meaning and, if possible, style.”

An important term in Skopos Theory is “initiator,” defined in this way: “The person or group of people or institution that starts off the translation process and determines its course by defining the purpose for which the target text is needed.”
 Another term, “employer,” retains its normal meaning as the one who pays the translator.
To apply this to the translation of a Biblical text, the initiator may be considered to be the Holy Spirit, and the employer to be a Bible society, or perhaps the sending agency of the missionary translator. If not completely independent, the translator must be loyal to the employer, but ultimately to the initiator, the Holy Spirit.
In the view of Nord, this means preserving the “foreignness” of the translation. In describing her own translation of the New Testament, she wrote, “In other words, what we are trying to produce is, in my terminology, an exoticizing translation …, which is not meant to mitigate but rather to emphasize the foreignness of the source culture by trying to make it comprehensible to a modern audience with the help of explanatory translation techniques and, wherever possible, by showing the similarities with the readers' own situation.”

Literary Style and Skopos Theory
The matter of style must play in the consideration of a more detailed skopos for a Bible translation. First of all, the translation may have as its primary goal evangelism. In this case, a colloquial style in the target language would trump a literary style. Interestingly enough, Eugene Nida’s Functional Equivalence strategy was critiqued on this point by secular translation studies scholar Lawrence Venuti, who wrote that Nida’s approach “may appear to be democratic in its appeal to ‘that which unites mankind,’ but this is contradicted by the more exclusionary values that inform his theory of translation, specifically Christian evangelism and cultural elitism.”
 Whether or not Venuti’s view of Nida’s method is true, this quote illustrates the idea that a skopos of evangelism will produce a somewhat different Bible translation than simply a literary skopos.
On the other hand, producing a version in a classical or literary style may be more important, especially in a language family such as Tibetan in which the standard classical language serves as a lingua franca between the dialects. The Wenli (文理) Chinese versions of Robert Morrison and Joshua Marshman, and the Japanese Motoyaku (元訳, “Original Translation”) of 1887, revised in 1917 as the Bungoyaku (文語訳, “Classical Translation”), are examples of this strategy.
 Another argument for a literary skopos might be that the target culture values a strict literary style in what they perceive to be holy books.
A secular translator may even translate the Bible with a skopos that is strictly literary. One who produced such a translation in Japanese is Gorou Maeda (前 田 護 朗).
 Maeda was a

college professor of literature and also a leader in the theologically liberal (but politically nationalistic) Mukyoukai Movement (“Non-Church” Christians). His translation was rendered into modern literary Japanese, as opposed to the classical Japanese that was the lingua franca of Japan until the end of World War Two.
A Skopos about the Intended Audience

A Bible translation may also be designed for a particular group or denomination. Certain renderings may thus be unacceptable to other groups. For example, it is well known that William Carey habitually translated baptizo (bapti,zw) as “immerse,” which was unacceptable to Presbyterians and other groups. However, as a committed Baptist, Carey was not concerned about appealing to other denominations. In a similar case, a former co-worker of Carey named Nathan Brown translated the first Japanese New Testament using “immersion” (shinrei, 浸礼) for baptism after withdrawing from a committee effort which was not using this rendering.

This calls to mind the differences between Indo-European languages and other language families. The theories or methods of translation into English do not always hold water in such vastly different language groups. For example, Chinese has no system of verb tenses, meaning that transformations from the original languages of the Bible into that language are quite different from those into English. Again, the translator of a tribal translation may have to opt for a more free translation than the typical conservative English translation, depending on how different the syntax is of the tribal language. These cases may call for a skopos peculiar to the target language.

In the main, though, Bible translations are done with a wider skopos of transferring God’s truth into the target language not only for evangelism but for the general Christian public. Therefore, whatever model of equivalence is used, the skopos will usually include faithfulness to the original, and good colloquial style in the target language, with varying levels of literary quality.
Conclusion

Some might say that there is little that is new in Skopos Theory. The point may be made that having goals in a translation is simply common sense. However, the main take-away of the theory is that goals must be carefully thought through, and should shape the methodology of the translator. Furthermore, the theory clarifies the relationships between the original Author, the initiator, the employer and the translator. Therefore, whatever the skopos is of a particular Bible translation, a clear understanding of the goals of the translation according to Skopos Theory can help the process. This writer readily recommends the study of Skopos Theory not only to Bible translators but to all who are deeply interested in the subject.
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