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The discipline of translation studies underwent a seismic shift in the mid-20th century, transitioning from a 

predominantly literary and philological focus to a rigorous, scientific inquiry rooted in applied linguistics. At the 

forefront of this evolution was J.C. Catford, whose seminal 1965 work, A Linguistic Theory of Translation: An Essay 

in Applied Linguistics, established a systematic methodology for analyzing how meaning is transferred across

linguistic boundaries. By defining translation as the replacement of textual material in one language (Source

Language, or SL) by equivalent textual material in another language (Target Language, or TL), Catford moved the

conversation away from vague notions of "faithfulness" toward a structured analysis of linguistic levels, ranks, and

systems.

Understanding Catford’s framework is essential for modern technical writers, localization specialists, and

computational linguists. His theories provide the foundational logic used in contemporary machine translation

algorithms and systematic error analysis. This article provides an in-depth technical breakdown of the linguistic

approach to translation, exploring the mechanics of formal correspondence, textual equivalence, and the nuanced

taxonomy of translation shifts.

1. The Theoretical Foundations: Translation as Applied Linguistics

Catford’s theory is built upon the Firthian and Hallidayan traditions of linguistics, specifically the concept of 

Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL). In this view, language is not merely a collection of words but a multi-level 

system consisting of phonology, graphology, grammar, and lexis. Translation, therefore, occurs across these levels. 

A critical distinction made in this framework is the difference between Total Translation  and Restricted 

Translation.

•  Total Translation: The replacement of SL grammar and lexis by equivalent TL grammar and lexis, with a 

consequential replacement of SL phonology/graphology by non-equivalent TL phonology/graphology.

•  Restricted Translation: The replacement of SL textual material by equivalent TL textual material at only one 

level (e.g., only at the phonological level or only at the lexical level).

By categorizing translation in this manner, Catford allowed researchers to isolate specific variables within a text,

making it possible to quantify the "degree" of equivalence achieved. This precision is what distinguishes a linguistic

theory from a purely aesthetic one.

2. Core Mechanisms: Formal Correspondence vs. Textual Equivalence

The crux of any translation theory is the concept of equivalence. Catford introduced two vital terms that remain 

central to the field: Formal Correspondence and Textual Equivalence. These concepts allow for a mathematical-

like comparison of linguistic structures.

2.1 Formal Correspondence

A formal correspondent is defined as any TL category (unit, class, structure, element of structure, etc.) which can

be said to occupy, as nearly as possible, the "same" place in the "economy" of the TL as the given SL category



occupies in the SL. For example, if both the SL and TL have a grammatical category called "preposition," they may

be formal correspondents, though they may not always be textual equivalents in practice.

2.2 Textual Equivalence

A textual equivalent is any TL text or portion of text which is observed on a particular occasion to be the equivalent

of a given SL text or portion of text. While formal correspondence is a general relationship between language

systems, textual equivalence is a specific relationship between individual text-pairs. The translator's goal is often to

find textual equivalents even when formal correspondence is impossible due to systemic differences between

languages.



Feature Formal Correspondence Textual Equivalence

Level of Analysis Systemic (General) Occasional (Specific)

Focus Grammatical categories and classes Actual segments of the text

Goal Mapping structural similarities Communicating identical meaning

Example SL Noun = TL Noun SL "The dog" = TL "Le chien"

3. Technical Breakdown of Translation Shifts

Perhaps the most influential aspect of Catford’s work is his taxonomy of Translation Shifts. A shift occurs when

there is a departure from formal correspondence in the process of going from the SL to the TL. These shifts are not

errors; rather, they are necessary adjustments to preserve textual equivalence. Catford divides these into two major

categories: Level Shifts and Category Shifts.

3.1 Level Shifts

A level shift occurs when an SL item at one linguistic level has a TL equivalent at a different level. The most 

common manifestation is the shift from Grammar to Lexis. For example, the English aspectual system (grammar)

might be expressed in another language through specific adverbs or verbs (lexis). Consider the English phrase "I

used to go"; the "used to" indicates a habitual past (grammatical aspect). In some languages, this must be

translated using a word meaning "habitually" or "formerly" (lexical item).

3.2 Category Shifts

Category shifts are departures from formal correspondence in translation where the TL equivalent is at the same

linguistic level (e.g., grammar) but occupies a different category. Catford identifies four sub-types:

1.  Structure Shifts: These involve a change in grammatical structure. A common example is the shift from 

Subject-Verb-Object (SVO) in English to Verb-Subject-Object (VSO) in languages like Arabic or Welsh.

2.  Class Shifts: These occur when the translation equivalent of an SL item is a member of a different 

grammatical class (part of speech). For instance, an SL adjective might be translated as a TL noun (e.g., "a 

medical student" becoming "un étudiant en médecine").

3.  Unit Shifts (Rank Shifts): These involve changes in rank—where a rank is a hierarchical linguistic unit 

(morpheme, word, phrase, clause, sentence). A word in the SL might be translated as a whole phrase in the TL.

4.  Intra-system Shifts: These occur when the SL and TL possess systems which approximately correspond 

formally, but where the translation involves a non-corresponding term in the TL system. A classic example is 

number: English has a singular/plural system, but French might use a singular noun where English uses a plural 

(e.g., "advice" vs. "des conseils").

4. Intralingual Translation and Simplification

While most translation studies focus on interlingual translation (between two different languages), intralingual 

translationis equally critical for technical communication. Intralingual translation involves the interpretation of

verbal signs by means of other signs of the same language (rewording or paraphrasing).

A practical application of this is found in the simplified versions of classic literature, such as Charles Dickens' David 

Copperfield. Translators utilize specific techniques to maintain the core narrative while reducing linguistic



complexity. These techniques include:

•  Lexical Simplification: Replacing archaic or low-frequency words with high-frequency synonyms.

•  Syntactic Reduction: Breaking down complex, multi-clause sentences into simple sentences to improve 

readability scores (such as the Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level).

•  Explicitation: Making implicit information explicit to ensure the reader does not lose the context.

This process is highly relevant to Technical Writing, where complex engineering specifications must be

"translated" into user-friendly manuals for non-expert audiences.

5. Error Analysis: Global vs. Local Errors

In the field of applied linguistics, particularly in translation pedagogy, the work of Dulay, Burt, and Krashen (1982)

provides a framework for evaluating the output of translators. Errors are generally categorized into two types:

Global and Local.

5.1 Global Errors

Global errors are those that affect the overall organization of a sentence, making it difficult or impossible for the

reader to understand the intended message. These include:

•  Wrong word order in main clauses.

•  Missing or misplaced sentence connectors.

•  Major violations of logic or topical flow.

In a technical manual, a global error could lead to operational failure or safety hazards, as the user cannot grasp

the fundamental instruction.

5.2 Local Errors

Local errors affect single elements (constituents) in a sentence but do not usually hinder communication of the

overall message. These include:

•  Errors in noun or verb inflections.

•  Misuse of articles (a/an/the).

•  Spelling mistakes that do not create new words.

While local errors diminish the professional quality of a translation, they are less critical than global errors in

functional communication contexts.

6. Cultural Translation and the Limits of Translatability

Catford also addressed the boundaries of translation, noting that untranslatabilityoccurs when it is impossible to

find a TL equivalent. He distinguished between two types:

6.1 Linguistic Untranslatability

This occurs when the TL lacks a formal correspondent for a feature of the SL. For example, some languages have

distinct pronouns for "we" (inclusive vs. exclusive of the listener), while English only has "we." In such cases, the

translator must use a level shift or an intra-system shift to compensate.

6.2 Cultural Untranslatability

Cultural untranslatability arises when a situational feature, functionally relevant for the SL text, is completely absent

from the culture of which the TL is a part. Examples include idioms, religious concepts, or specific culinary items.



Here, "Cultural Translation" is required—a process where the translator acts as a cultural mediator, often choosing

to adapt the text rather than translate it literally.

7. Procedural Workflow for Systematic Translation

To implement a linguistic approach to translation in a professional or technical setting, the following step-by-step

procedure is recommended:

1.  Source Text Analysis: Identify the rank, level, and grammatical systems utilized in the SL. Determine if the 

text is rank-bound or unbounded.

2.  Equivalence Mapping: Determine the degree of formal correspondence between the SL and TL systems.

3.  Shift Identification: Decide which category shifts (Structure, Class, Unit, Intra-system) are necessary to 

maintain textual equivalence.

4.  Drafting (Synthesis): Produce the TL text by applying the identified shifts.

5.  Error Review: Use the Global/Local error framework to audit the draft for communicative effectiveness and 

linguistic accuracy.

6.  Refining Cultural Context: Address any instances of cultural untranslatability through adaptation or 

explicitation.

8. Mathematical Perspectives on Equivalence

In modern computational linguistics, Catford's textual equivalence can be viewed through the lens of probability. If 

we represent an SL segment as s and a TL segment as t, the goal of a translation system is to find the t that 

maximizes the probability P(t|s). Catford’s theory essentially provides the qualitative parameters that define the

"probability" of a match. For example, a unit shift increases the complexity of the mapping but may be the only way

to reach the highest probability of equivalence.

Comparison of Translation Approaches



Methodology Core Philosophy Primary Strength Primary Weakness

Linguistic Theory (Catford) Scientific/Structural High precision in structural 
analysis

Can be too rigid for literary 
prose

Skopos Theory Functional/Purpose-driven Excellent for marketing/
advertising

May disregard original text 
fidelity

Descriptive Translation 
Studies

Empirical/Target-oriented Explains actual translator 
behavior

Less prescriptive for new 
translators

Cultural Translation Sociological/Interpretive Bridges deep cultural gaps Highly subjective and 
variable

The legacy of J.C. Catford’s A Linguistic Theory of Translation lies in its ability to provide a stable, technical

language for what was previously considered an intuitive art form. By breaking down the act of translation into

levels, ranks, and shifts, Catford provided a roadmap for both human translators and the developers of automated

systems. In an era dominated by Artificial Intelligence and Neural Machine Translation, the fundamental concepts

of structural and level shifts remain more relevant than ever. These models help developers understand why a

direct, word-for-word replacement often fails and why deep linguistic analysis—accounting for both formal and

functional equivalence—is the only path to truly accurate communication.

As we move toward more integrated global communication, the ability to systematically analyze and execute

translation using these linguistic principles ensures that meaning is not just transferred, but preserved with

technical integrity. Whether through interlingual shifts or intralingual simplification, the goal remains the same: the

achievement of textual equivalence that respects the systemic boundaries of both the source and target languages.
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