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Abstract: As the administrative and economic center of Guangdong Province, Guangzhou’s urban 
image has a crucial role in shaping the city’s image. Many foreign residents from all over the world 
live here, and the subway, as the main means of transportation in Guangzhou and a window to 
showcase the city’s culture to both Chinese and foreigners, needs to be translated in a way that 
reflects the city's cultural heritage while providing clear and accurate travel information. Based on 
the theory of functional equivalence, this study analyzes the English translation of 226 station names 
for 11 existing subway lines that have been opened in Guangzhou. It analyzes the translation meth-
ods used, identifies problems in the translations of station names and proposes solutions to make 
subway translations more accurate, providing a certain reference for future translations of other 
unopened or opened subway station names. 
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1. Introduction 
At present, public signs in both Chinese and English are widely used in public facil-

ities, and the names of bus stations and subway stations are equipped with Chinese and 
English translations and English broadcasts in Guangzhou. However, some incorrect 
translations of public signs have also been criticized by many people [1]. These incorrect 
translations not only affect the function of public signs, but also damage China’s interna-
tional image [2]. Among them, the name of the subway station serves as a window to 
showcase urban culture to both China and foreign countries, and is an indispensable part 
of people’s daily lives. Its translation not only needs to reflect the culture of the city, but 
also provide clear and concise tourism information. And this has also prompted scholars 
from various fields to reflect on public signage and translated names [3]. 

However, despite the growing interest in the research on the translation of subway 
station names in recent years, most of the research mainly focuses on the northern part of 
China, with little focus on the southern part, especially in the Greater Bay Area. Therefore, 
from the perspective of functional equivalence theory, this study analyzes the translation 
principles of subway station names in Guangzhou’s lines, corrects existing mistakes, and 
provides solutions to improve the translation of station names. Moreover, it will contrib-
ute to the accuracy of the translation, provide some reference for the translation of subway 
station names in the future and better improve the subway public language translation 
system. 
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2. Literature Review 
2.1. Introduction to Functional Equivalence Theory 

Functional equivalence theory was proposed by American linguist Eugene A. Nida 
in 1969. Nida is a famous structuralist linguist and an important linguist in his own right. 
He served as president of the Linguistic Society of America. In the process of bible trans-
lation, Nida developed his own translation theory based on reality, which eventually be-
came one of the classics of translation studies [4]. The core concept of Nida’s theory is 
functional equivalence. The so-called “functional equivalence” means that translation 
should achieve functional equivalence between two languages instead of rigid corre-
spondence on the surface of words. 

In order to establish a standard for the conversion between source language and tar-
get language and reduce the differences, Eugene A. Nida proposed the famous “dynamic 
equivalence” translation theory, namely “functional equivalence”, from the perspective 
of linguistics and according to the nature of translation. In this theory, he pointed out that 
translation is to reproduce the information of the source language from semantics to style 
in the most appropriate, natural and equivalent language [5]. The equivalence in “dy-
namic equivalence” includes four aspects: lexical equivalence, syntactic equivalence, tex-
tual equivalence and stylistic equivalence. In these four aspects, Nida believes that mean-
ing is the most important, and form is the second. The form may conceal the cultural 
meaning of the source language and hinder cultural communication. Therefore, in literary 
translation, according to Nida’s theory, the translator should accurately reproduce the 
cultural connotation of the source language in the target language. 

2.2. Steps of Functional Equivalence Theory 
Translators can follow a three-step approach to effectively reproduce the culture of 

the source language while minimizing cultural discrepancies. First, the goal is to produce 
a translation that aligns with the original text’s meaning, while also preserving its cultural 
essence. However, since languages represent distinct cultures with similarities but not ex-
act equivalence, achieving a perfect translation that fully captures the source culture’s nu-
ances is unrealistic. Instead, the translator should aim to reproduce the culture as accu-
rately as possible [6]. 

Second, when both meaning and cultural elements cannot be fully conveyed at once, 
the translator might need to prioritize meaning over formal equivalence, adjusting the 
structure of the source text in the target language to convey both aspects. Third, if struc-
tural changes still fall short in expressing the source culture and meaning, the technique 
known as “heavy blow” may be applied. This involves transforming the deep structure of 
the source language into the surface structure of the target language, allowing the cultural 
connotations of the source text to be explained using vocabulary that resonates with the 
target culture [7]. 

2.3. Related Studies 
Public signage and its translation have always been the focus of linguists, with re-

search ranging from tourist attraction shop signs to street slogans [8]. Chen and Hou an-
alyze the current translation situation and translation problems of the Three Kingdoms 
Cultural Attractions in Jing Chu area in China. By taking the perspective of skopos’ theory 
and communicative translation, they found that translation problems can be categorized 
into two parts: the part of linguistic level and the part of cultural level. Applying the same 
theory of Skopos, Zheng also investigated the English translation of public signs in scenic 
spots and identified the pragmatic problems in public signs in addition to linguistic prob-
lems and cultural problems [9]. However, besides the problems described above, research-
ers include Hu found that inappropriate wording and inconsistent translations also ap-
peared as one the dominant problem in the translation of scenic spot [10]. 
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Another researcher like LUO has shifted their focus towards the translation of Eng-
lish metro station names in China and criticized that the English translation of metro sta-
tion names in Guangzhou and Foshan mainly relies on over-transliteration in Pinyin [11]. 
Zhao in his study of Changchun metro station name, however, acknowledged the role of 
Pinyin in the names of transport stations as he believed that Pinyin is a symbol of Chinese 
cultural elements. Based on the above research, this study further investigates the trans-
lation methods of subway lines [12]. Taking Guangzhou as an example, a detailed sum-
mary and comparison was made on the translation of station names of existing Guang-
zhou subway lines to explore their naming methods, existing problems, and potential so-
lutions. 

3. Findings and Discussion 
3.1. Translation Method 

In the English translation of 226 Guangzhou subway stations, four types of transla-
tion methods are summarized, namely transliteration, literal translation, free translation, 
and hybrid translation that mixes the first three methods. At the same time, after classify-
ing and integrating the data, a classification table of each translation method is obtained 
as followed. 

From the Table 1, it can be seen that most of the subway station translations in Guang-
zhou’s subway lines are based on phonetic transliteration, accounting for 77.8%, followed 
by literal translation and free translation at about 7.9% and 5.4%, and finally mixed trans-
lation at about 8.9%. 

Table 1. Classification of Translation Methods for Existing Line Stations in Guangzhou. 

Line Transliteration 
Literal  

Translation 
Free Translation 

Hybrid 
Translation 

Total 

Total 176 18 12 20 226 
Frequency 77.8% 7.9% 5.4%, 8.9%. 100% 

3.1.1. Transliteration 
Transliteration is one of the most common types of translation. In general, names, 

businesses, locations, and nation names are often translated via transliteration. In the 
translation of station names of Guangzhou subway stations, most of the station names 
adopt this translation method, because they cover a large number of specific place names, 
street names, area names, etc. For example, the place name “Yan Tang” of Line 3 is directly 
transliterated into “Yantang”. Many place names such as Tianhe, Guangzhou, and Haizhu 
are also directly processed into transliterations because they all represent specific place 
names [13]. 

3.1.2. Literal Translation 
Literal translation is a translation technique or style that preserves the original text’s 

structure and substance. This translation method is very common in the translation of 
subway station names. It translates according to the literal form of Chinese, ensures the 
official wording and format, and gives direct information. For example, “Ke Xue Cheng 
Dong” on Line 7 is translated as “Science City East”, and “Tian He Zhi Hui Cheng” station 
on Line 21 is also translated literally into “Tianhe Smart City” [14]. 
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3.1.3. Free Translation 
Free translation is the process of translating the source language’s expanded meaning 

or substantive meaning into the target language in a way that is easy to grasp [15]. This 
translation method, according to Amenador and Wang, is extremely important in the 
translation of various public signs, because these signs must give accurate information in 
a concise form. This translation method is also reflected in the translation of Guangzhou 
subway stations [16]. For example, “Zhi Wu Yuan” is expanded and translated as “South 
China Botanical Garden” and “Shi Er Gong” on Line 2 is also translated as “The 2nd Work-
ers’ Cultural Palace”. By adding more specific information and using the landmark build-
ings of the original stations as a model, these translations allow passengers to more intui-
tively understand where they are going. 

3.1.4. Hybrid Translation 
Among these subway station names, some of them use hybrid translation, that is, the 

combination of transliteration and free translation is used at the same time. This transla-
tion method accounts for only a small part of all station name translations. They may use 
pinyin in the first half and free translation in the second half. For example, “Chi Gang Ta” 
on Line 3 is translated as “Chigang Pagoda”. “Chi Gang” is transliterated because it is a 
place name, while “Ta” is translated free, referring to a multi-story tower with multiple 
eaves. The first half of the place is transliterated, and only the second half is translated 
free. 

3.2. Existing Problems 
3.2.1. Over-Reliance on Transliteration 

From the above table, we can see that the English translation of Guangzhou subway 
stations mainly relies on transliteration. Although transliteration carries the richness of 
vocabulary and promotes the development of local languages in cross-cultural communi-
cation, excessive reliance on transliteration will cause the translated content to lose its true 
meaning and the cultural region hidden behind it, causing misunderstanding, thus mak-
ing the name of the subway station lose its guiding significance. 

Taking “Ximenkou” on Metro Line 1 as an example, Ximenkou subway station rep-
resents the landscape area of Ximen. However, Xiimen is not a special place, but a com-
mon name based on the ancient name of Guangzhou people in Guangdong Province. It is 
named after the West gate of Guangzhou in the Ming and Qing dynasties. It can be seen 
from this that it cannot be translated directly by transliteration. 

3.2.2. Inconsistent Translation Standards and Wording 
From comparing these more than 200 station names, it is clear that some station 

names are not unified, which can be specifically divided into inconsistencies in translation 
standards and vocabulary. In terms of vocabulary, certain station station names with same 
word seems to have two English translations. For example, “Zhujiang Xin Cheng” on Line 
5 and “Foshan Xincheng” on the Guangfo Line are translated as “Zhujiang New Town” 
and “Foshan Xincheng” respectively. It can be seen here that for the same “Xin Cheng”, 
one station uses “new town” while the other uses transliteration “Xincheng”. 

From the perspective of translation standards, some station names do not use the 
same translation method, especially in terms of directions. Some station names such as “Ji 
Chang Bei”, “Ke Xue Cheng Dong” and other station names with location indications of 
east, west, south are translated as “Airport North” and “Science City East”. However, in 
some station names, these directions of east, south, west, and north are transliterated, such 
as “Chebei Nan” as Chebeinan, “Da Sha Dong” as Dashadong, “Shi Bi Dong” as Shibi-
dong, etc. These examples show the non-standard translation of subway station names. 
The translation method for words of the same nature switches between free translation 
and transliteration, which may cause misunderstandings to passengers. 
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3.2.3. Wrong Translation Method 
Due to over-reliance on transliteration, quite a few station names have been trans-

lated entirely using the transliteration method, but in fact, the free translation or hybrid 
translation method can better express the original meaning, such as station names involv-
ing iconic locations such as roads, villages or avenues. For example, the translator chose 
to transliterate the entire “Beijing Lu” on Line 6, so it was translated into “beijinglu”. The 
most obvious example is “Tiyu West Road” on Line 1, which directly uses the full trans-
literation method and becomes “Tiyu Xilu”. In this translation, not only is Tiyu Road not 
reflected, but the direction is also not specified. In addition, station names with “Dadao”, 
such as “Bao Gang Da Dao” on Line 8 and “Bai Yun Da Dao” on Line 2, also use the pinyin 
“Dadao” instead of the word “avenue”. Station names with the word “village” do not use 
the English word “village”, but are replaced by the pinyin “cun”, such as Fenghuang Xin-
cun on Line 8 and Tancun on Line 5. 

3.2.4. Incomplete Translation 
In the translation of many subway station names in Guangzhou Metro, incomplete 

translation is also the most common problem, because the transliteration method based 
on pinyin and the hybrid translation method containing pinyin cannot specifically express 
the meaning of the place name. However, among all the translations, the free translation 
method, which should have explained the station name in detail, also has the phenome-
non of incomplete translation meaning. The most obvious example is the Station “Dong 
Wu Yuan” on Metro Line 5, which is translated as “zoo”. According to official information, 
it is named after the Guangzhou Zoo, a landmark building in Guangzhou. If it is directly 
translated into “zoo”, it may not tell foreigner the hidden meaning behind its name, so it 
can be appropriately expanded to “Guangzhou Zoo”. 

3.3. Countermeasures and Application 
Based on the above-mentioned translation methods and existing translation prob-

lems, this study will propose some solutions and methods, and modify some subway sta-
tion names. 

3.3.1. Translating the Real Meaning 
Since the station names are all derived from local iconic cultural buildings, over-reli-

ance on transliteration will result in the translated names not being able to truly reflect the 
cultural heritage behind them. Therefore, the English translations of these station names 
should be expanded and translated as much as possible to express and inherit the local 
cultural charm. Some modification examples are as follows in Table 2: 

Table 2. Suggested translation for translating the real meaning. 

Station Name in 
Chinese 

Landmark Buildings 
Original English 

Translation 
Suggested Translation 

Gong Yuan Qian 
The front gate of Peo-

ple's Park 
Gong Yuan Qian People’s Park 

Xi Men Kou 
The west gate of 

Guangzhou Old Town 
Xi Men Kou Ancient West Gate 

Zu Miao 
Foshan Ancestral Tem-

ple Museum 
Zu Miao The Ancestral Temple 

Chang Shou Lu  Chang Shou Lu Longevity Road 
“Gong Yuan Qian” station is located in Tianhe District. This park is the People's Park 

known to all Guangzhou people. “Qian” means “front gate”. But this familiar knowledge 
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is unfamiliar to outsiders and even foreigners. Therefore, it can be simplified into “Peo-
ple’s Park”, which can be simplified as much as possible on the premise of ensuring guid-
ance. 

“Xi Men Kou” station represents the Ximen Scenic Area. After investigation, Ximen 
is not a special place, but a common name based on the ancient name of Guangzhou peo-
ple in Guangdong Province. It was named after the Guangzhou West Gate in the Ming 
and Qing Dynasties. It cannot be translated directly by transliteration. Since this place 
specifically refers to the old Guangzhou city gate, it can be changed to “Ancient West 
Gate”. 

“Zu Miao” station comes from its landmark building Foshan Zumiao Museum. It 
was historically referred to as “Zumiao”, so the official translation of Zumiao can be used 
here, namely “The Ancestral Temple”. 

“Chang Shou Lu” subway station, originated from a road called Changshou Road. 
For this name, we can use free translation method, namely “Longevity Road”. 

3.3.2. Unifying Translation Method 
Since there is a lack of uniformity in the translation of some words and translation 

methods in subway stations, the translation of some words and translation methods 
should be unified. The following Table 3 is about the inconsistent station name transla-
tions and modification suggestions. 

Table 3. Suggested translation for unifying translation method. 

Words 
Station Name 

in Chinese 
Translation 

Methods 
Original English 

Translation 
Suggested Transla-

tion 

"New 
Town" 

Zhujiang New 
Town 

Free translation New Town Zhujiang New Town 

Foshan Xin 
Cheng 

Transliteration Xin Cheng Foshan New Town 

"Park" 
Ji Hu Park Free translation Park Ji Hu Park 

Mei Hua Yuan Transliteration Yuan Mei Hua Park 

"North" 
Airport North Free translation North Airport North 

Bai Yun Da Dao 
Bei 

Transliteration Bei Baiyun Avenue North 

"South" 
Airport South  Free translation South Airport South 
Che Bei Nan Transliteration Nan Chebei South 

3.3.3. Using the Correct Vocabulary and Translation Method 
The translation of several types of words needs to be modified and unified, see Table 

4. For example, the translation of words with directions such as “south”, “east”, “west”, 
“road”, “avenue”, “village”, etc. should be changed from transliteration to translation to 
express their true meaning. Specifically: 

Table 4. Suggested translation for using the correct vocabulary and translation method. 

Words Original Translation Suggested Translation 

Words indicating direc-
tion "west", "south" or 

"north"  

Tiyue Xilu West Sport Road 
Jiangnan Xi Jiangnan West 
Jiangtai Lu Jiangtai Road 
Keyun Lu Keyun Road 

Words with "avenue" 
Baogang Dadao Baogang Avenue 
Baiyun Dadao Baiyun Avenue North 

Words with "village" Fang Cun Fang Village 
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Fenghuang Xin Cun Fenghuang New Village 

3.3.4. Providing Complete Translation 
Some station names lack their true meaning due to their direct reference to the Chi-

nese meaning. Therefore, when translating, their translation should be appropriately ex-
panded to provide a certain guiding role, see Table 5. 

Table 5. Suggested translation for providing complete translation. 

Station Name in 
Chinese 

Landmark Build-
ings 

Original English 
Translation 

Suggested Translation 

Dong Wu Yuan Guangzhou Zoo Zoo Guangzhou Zoo 
Since the original translation used literal translation, it did not directly point to any 

particular zoo. The meaning was too broad, so the name of the zoo it refers to can be 
directly used to expand the station name, namely “Guangzhou Zoo”. 

4. Conclusion 
This study analyzes the English translation of the station names of 11 existing subway 

lines in Guangzhou through the theory of functional equivalence. Through the statistics 
and analysis of the translation of 226 station names, it is found that the translation meth-
ods of Guangzhou subway station names are mainly divided into four categories, namely 
transliteration, literal translation, free translation and mixed translation methods. 

Among them, the findings of this research are consistent with those of LUO and Zhao, 
that is, the translation of subway station names is mainly based on transliteration. The 
second major method is literal translation, mixed translation and finally free translation. 
However, there are still many problems in the translation of some station names, such as 
inconsistent translation methods, inconsistent vocabulary, and the inability to truly ex-
press the meaning of the station name and the cultural connotation behind it. 

At the same time, this study also puts forward modification suggestions for the trans-
lation of some station names, such as consistency in translation methods and vocabulary, 
appropriate usage of free translation and expansion of meaning, etc., in order to improve 
the accuracy of subway station names translation. However, this study does not deny the 
important role of transliteration in translation, because it is not only conducive to the 
translation of proper nouns, but also helps promote cultural output between different lan-
guages. The research results of this study are conducive to promoting the public’s under-
standing of the translation method of subway station names and provide a certain refer-
ence for the current and future translation of subway station names or public slogans. 
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