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A Translator Behavior Criticism Study on the English Translation of Borrowed
Characters in Lu Xun’s A Small Incident— A Case Study of the Yang Xianyi and

Abstract :
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Tianjin University of Technology, Tianjin 300380

Borrowed characters perform multiple stylistic roles in Lu Xun's fictions: they evoke Chinese
rhetorical traditions, signal the narrator's stance, and produce aesthetic de—familiarization.
Translation of borrowed characters has proved a persistent obstacle in the overseas circulation
of Lu Xun's work. To identify the patterns behind the translators' choices, this study focuses on
ten borrowed characters in "A Small Incident" and their English renderings by Yang Xianyi and
Gladys Yang. Using Translator Behavior Criticism as the analytical framework, it traces the
strategies employed and the motivations driving them, while also assessing how these choices
shape the text’ s reception. The translators' approach, however, reveals a telling split. Within
the text itself, strategies like semantically literal translation, free translation, and omission shows
domination; the source message or grammatical function is generally preserved, yet the stylistic
register often erodes. On the other hand, the institutional position of the Yangs within the state
translation apparatus pushed them in a different direction. Driven by the mission of "introducing
Chinese culture to the West," they consistently prioritized reader reception and fluency. The overall
result is a translation that leans noticeably toward the utility—attaining end of the truth—seeking—
utility—attaining continuum. These findings bring into sharp focus the inherent difficulty of translating
borrowed characters. At the same time, they attest to the explanatory power of Translator
Behavior Criticism. By resetting the analytical lens, the study also points toward a new direction
for future research on the translation of Lu Xun's fiction.

translator behavior criticism; A Small Incident; borrowed characters; Yang Xianyi and Gladys
Yang; truth-seeking—utility—attaining continuum
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1 BAHRSEIHEEE ig] 1t 1 hardly dared to think about myself

1 B o L] teaching me shame

3 fECEEE z nm “Cret another rickshaw?”

4 EREHE z g “Goon”

5 H—rRRY fr i a bad fall

6 BIE—E—FERENEAL ¥ L] taught me

7 EimiuE sE #r o4 1o talee me to § Gate

3 —S—YRIEELE g i dowly forward

9 HEAR/FESHEE O/ i gradually

10 HEEEEHMANESENME £ i On the spur of the moment
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Frankly speaking, they taught me to take a poorer view of
people every day.
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I met scarcely a soul on the road, but eventually managed
to hire a rickshaw to take me to S—Gate.
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Yet this small incident keeps coming back to me, often
more vivid than in actual life, teaching me shame, spurring me
on to reform, and imbuing me with fresh courage and fresh
hope.
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Luckily the rickshaw man had slowed down, otherwise she
would certainly have had a bad fall and it might have been a
serious accident.
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