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Translation is often mischaracterized as a simple linguistic exchange—a process of swapping words from one 

language to another. However, as established in the seminal work “A Textbook of Translation” by Peter Newmark

, translation is a complex multidisciplinary discipline that intersects with linguistics, semiotics, cultural studies, and

communication theory. For technical writers, professional translators, and linguists, understanding the underlying

mechanisms of translation is essential for producing outputs that are not only accurate but also functional within the

target culture. This article provides an in-depth technical analysis of translation theories, focusing on Newmark’s

communicative and semantic paradigms, text typology, and the procedural shifts required in modern professional

practice.

The Theoretical Framework: Semantic vs. Communicative Translation

One of the most significant contributions Peter Newmark made to the field of translation studies is the distinction 

between semantic translation and communicative translation. While previous theorists often debated the merits

of "literal" versus "free" translation, Newmark provided a more nuanced framework based on the intended effect

and the nature of the source text (ST).

1. Semantic Translation

Semantic translation remains within the source language (SL) culture. It is an author-centric approach that attempts 

to recreate the precise flavor and tone of the original. This method is typically reserved for expressive texts—

literature, poetry, philosophical tracts, or authoritative statements where the specific style of the author is as

important as the content itself. In semantic translation, the translator treats the original text as sacred; every

nuance, word choice, and syntactic structure is preserved as closely as possible, provided it does not violate the

grammatical constraints of the target language (TL).

2. Communicative Translation

Conversely, communicative translation is reader-centric. It seeks to produce an effect on the target reader as close 

as possible to that obtained on the readers of the original. This approach is generally applied to informative and 

vocativetexts, such as technical manuals, news reports (e.g., the CNN international news studies mentioned in

recent research), advertisements, and notices. Here, the priority is the transmission of the message in a way that

feels natural and immediate to the TL audience, even if it requires significant structural or cultural adaptation.



Feature Semantic Translation Communicative Translation

Focus The Author; the Source Text (ST). The Reader; the Target Culture.

Text Typology and Language Functions

To determine which translation method to apply, Newmark draws heavily upon Karl Bühler’s functional theory of 

language. Understanding the function of the textis a prerequisite for any technical translation workflow. Texts are

categorized into three primary functions:

•  The Expressive Function: The core is the mind of the speaker/writer. The goal is to express feelings or 

authoritative ideas. Examples include lyrical poetry, short stories, and legal statutes.

•  The Informative Function: The core is external reality or the facts of a topic. The language is often 

standardized and jargon-heavy. Examples include textbooks (like A Textbook of Translation itself), technical reports, 

and scientific papers.

•  The Vocative Function: The core is the readership. The aim is to call upon the reader to act, think, or feel in a 

specific way. Examples include instructions, propaganda, and advertisements.

Modern research, such as the analysis of Google Translate ’s performance on CNN news, highlights the

challenges of machine translation in maintaining these functions. While AI is increasingly capable of handling

informative texts, it often struggles with the nuanced vocative and expressive elements that require human-level

cultural intelligence.

Technical Analysis of Translation Procedures

Beyond broad methods, translators employ specific procedures at the sentence and word level. In their 2002 work, 

Molina and Albirexpanded on these, but Newmark’s original list remains a technical cornerstone for practitioners.

These procedures are the tactical tools used to bridge the gap between SL and TL.

Transference and Naturalization

Transference (or loan words) involves transferring an SL word directly to the TL. This is common in technical fields 

(e.g., "software" or "biotech") or for culture-specific items (CSI). Naturalizationtakes this a step further by adapting

the SL word to the normal morphology of the TL (e.g., the German "Performanz" from the English "performance").

Cultural and Functional Equivalents

A cultural equivalent is an approximate translation where an SL cultural word is translated by a TL cultural word. 

For example, translating "cricket" as "football" in a context where the specific sport is less important than the 

concept of a "popular national pastime." A functional equivalentinvolves using a culture-neutral word to explain a

culture-specific one, ensuring the reader understands the role of the item rather than just its name.

The Mechanism of Componential Analysis

Componential analysis is a technical procedure where the translator splits a lexical unit into its sense components.

This is often necessary when a single word in the SL contains multiple layers of meaning that cannot be captured

by a single word in the TL. By breaking the word down into its basic semantic features, the translator can

reconstruct the meaning using a phrase or a more precise set of TL terms.

Catford’s Theory of Translation Shifts



A critical component of technical translation analysis is the concept of Translation Shifts, popularized by J.C.

Catford (1965). These are departures from formal correspondence in the process of going from the SL to the TL.

These shifts are often categorized into two main types: Level Shifts and Category Shifts.

Level Shifts

A level shift occurs when an SL item at one linguistic level (e.g., grammar) has a TL equivalent at a different level

(e.g., lexis). For example, the English aspectual system (grammar) might be expressed in another language

through specific adverbs or verbs (lexis).

Category Shifts

Category shifts are more common in technical translations and include:

1.  Structure Shifts: Changes in grammatical structure (e.g., Subject-Verb-Object to Verb-Subject-Object).

2.  Class Shifts: Occurs when the translation equivalent of an SL item is a member of a different word class 

(e.g., a noun becoming a verb).

3.  Unit/Rank Shifts: Changes in rank (sentence, clause, group, word, and morpheme). The research into movie 

subtitling, such as the analysis of the movie "Moonlight," frequently identifies unit shifts where complex clauses are 

condensed into single words to meet time and space constraints.

4.  Intra-system Shifts: Occurs when the SL and TL possess systems which approximately correspond, but 

where the translation involves a non-corresponding term in the TL system (e.g., singular vs. plural systems).

Case Study: Analyzing Unit Shifts in Media Translation

In the context of the 2016 film Moonlight, researchers analyzed how subtitlers managed the constraints of the 

medium. Subtitling is a unique form of constrained translation. The translator must maintain the essence of the

dialogue while adhering to strict character-per-second (CPS) limits.

Unit Shift Analysis Table



Source Dialogue (English) Target Subtitle 
(Indonesian)

Shift Type Technical Justification

"You see him?" "Lihat dia?" Unit Shift (Clause to 
Phrase)

Reduction of pronoun for 
brevity.

"I'm going to head out." "Aku pergi." Structure/Unit Shift Simplification of phrasal 
verb to maintain reading 
speed.

"Whatever it is..." "Apapun itu..." Formal Correspondence Direct mapping where 
possible to preserve tone.

This data illustrates that unit shifts are not errors but necessary technical adjustments to ensure the communicative

function of the text (the audience understanding the plot) takes precedence over the semantic fidelity of every

individual word.

Technical Workflow: The Process of Translating

Newmark outlines a systematic approach to the translation task. For a professional, the process follows four distinct

levels of focus:

Level 1: The Source Language Text Level

At this level, the translator analyzes the SL text to understand its literal meaning. This involves identifying the

syntactic structures and the basic "dictionary" definitions of the words used. This is the foundation upon which all

other levels are built.

Level 2: The Referential Level

Translation is not just about words; it is about what the words refer to in the real world. The translator must visualize

the objects, processes, or concepts described. If a technical manual describes a "centrifugal pump," the translator

must understand the mechanics of that pump to ensure the technical terminology in the TL is accurate.

Level 3: The Cohesive Level

This level deals with the logic of the text. The translator ensures that the flow of thought is maintained through the

use of connectives, pronouns, and definite articles. Cohesion ensures that the translated text reads as a unified

whole rather than a series of disconnected sentences.

Level 4: The Level of Naturalness

Finally, the translator must ensure the text sounds "natural" in the TL. This is where communicative translation

excels. Naturalness is achieved by using common collocations, appropriate registers, and idiomatic expressions

that a native speaker of the TL would use in a similar context.

The Role of Translation Commentary and Criticism

In an academic and professional setting, the Translation Commentaryserves as a meta-analysis of the work

performed. It is an English composition where the learner or practitioner justifies their choices. This practice is vital

for quality assurance and continuous improvement. A robust commentary should address:

•  The Intention of the Text: Why was it written?



•  The Translator's Intention: To inform? To persuade? To maintain the artistic style?

•  Difficulties Encountered: Discussion of CSIs (Culture-Specific Items) or complex technical jargon.

•  Procedures Used: Why a shift was preferred over a literal translation.

By documenting these decisions, translators can defend their work against criticism and provide a roadmap for

future projects, especially in collaborative environments where multiple translators work on the same corpus.

Ideology and Power in Translation

Recent studies in translation (referencing Vidal, 1996 and Baker, 2018) have introduced the dimension of power 

and ideology. Translation is rarely a neutral act. The choice of what to translate, what to leave out, and how to frame 

certain terms can reinforce or subvert existing power structures. This is particularly relevant in Literary Translation  

and Journalism, where the translator acts as a gatekeeper of information between cultures.

Strategies for Handling Culture-Specific Items (CSI)

1.  Conservation: Keeping the item as is, perhaps with a footnote or glossary.

2.  Naturalization: Adapting the item to the target culture's phonology and morphology.

3.  Substitution: Replacing the SL item with a TL item that has a similar cultural weight.

4.  Omission: Removing the item if it is deemed non-essential to the target reader's understanding.

Operational Challenges and Troubleshooting

Even with a deep understanding of Newmark’s theories, translators face operational hurdles. Below is a matrix of

common challenges and their theoretical solutions.



Challenge Theoretical Solution Operational Step

Untranslatable Pun Compensation Create a similar effect/pun elsewhere 
in the text to balance the loss.

Highly Technical Jargon Functional Equivalent Research the TL equivalent in 
industry-standard glossaries.

Ambiguous Syntax Referential Analysis Consult the author or subject matter 
experts to clarify the real-world 
reference.

Cultural Taboos Communicative Adaptation Adjust the tone to respect the TL 
culture's social norms without losing 
the message.

As the digital landscape evolves, the integration of Computer-Assisted Translation (CAT)  tools and Machine 

Translation (MT)engines like Google Translate has changed the workflow. However, the requirement for human

oversight remains paramount. An AI can perform unit shifts and identify patterns, but it cannot yet perform the

"Level of Naturalness" check or the "Cohesive Level" analysis with the same sophistication as a trained linguist

informed by Newmark’s principles.

The study of translation is a lifelong endeavor that requires a balance of linguistic proficiency and cultural empathy. 

By grounding one's practice in the structural and functional frameworks provided by Peter Newmark and his 

contemporaries, translators can move beyond mere "word-swapping" to become architects of cross-cultural 

communication. Whether analyzing the subtitling shifts in a movie like Moonlightor translating a technical textbook,

the core objective remains the same: the faithful and effective transmission of human thought across the

boundaries of language.
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