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1. Is translation theory relevant to translators’
problems?

EW

‘Translation theory? Spare us...’ That's the reaction to be expected from most
practising translators. Messages from the ivory tower tend not to penetrate as
far as the wordface. (The wordface is the place where we translators work —
think of a miner at the coalface.)

Most of us had a brief brush with theory in our student days, when we
absorbed whatever was needed to get us through our exams... and then pro-
ceeded to forget it, as we got to grips with the realities of learning how to do
the job. There can be few professions with such a yawning gap between
theory and practice.

About a decade ago Lars Berglund (1990: 148), a technical translator
in Germany, wrote a damning article about the irrelevance of translation
studies:

With the current approach, translation studies of the kind pursued at West German
universities produce few results of interest to people outside the community formed
by the translation scholars themselves. ... We need more orientation toward the
needs and interests of practising translators and their clients.

Has anything changed? Have translation theorists produced anything of rel-
evance for practising translators or their clients?

Recently Graham Cross (1998: 27), a British translator, reviewed the
Routledge Encyclopedia of Translation Studies, concluding that it was

a remarkable storehouse of interesting information. But my doubts about the book’s
aims remain. Will it help one to become a better translator? | doubt it. ... Does it
help to give the translation profession a feeling of self-esteem and worth? Hardly.
... From the point of view of my working life, it is interesting but irrelevant.

So tell me, how wrong are we? What'’s translation theory about? Can it help
us to become better translators and give us a feeling of professional self-
esteem?

AC

Your opening move raises some big issues. I'll start with your last point and
work backwards.

Can translation theory help translators? In a way, I have a lot of sympathy
with what I suppose is the assumption behind this question: that’s one reason
why we are writing this book, after all. But let’s ponder the assumption a bit
first: that translation theory SHOULD have this aim.
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Would you pose the same question of other kinds of theory, I wonder?
Should musicology help musicians or composers to become better musicians
or composers? Should literary theory help writers and poets to write better?
Should sociology help the people and groups it studies to become better mem-
bers of society? Should the theories of mechanics and cybernetics help
engineers and computer scientists to produce better robots? I guess your an-
swers to these questions will not be identical: I myself would be more inclined
to answer yes to the last one than to the others. To the sociology one, I might
answer that it should at least help people like politicians to make better deci-
sions. But the ones on musicology and literary theory seem a bit different;
such theories seem more to help other people understand these art forms,
rather than the artists themselves. In particular, such theories might help aca-
demics (theorists) to understand something better, and hence, in some abstract
way, add to the sum total of cultural knowledge.

So is translation theory more like musicology and literary theory, or like
sociology, or like mechanics and cybernetics? From the point of view of a
practising translator, it may seem more like the mechanics type.

As such its value (its only value?) is in its application, in its social useful-
ness. This connects with your initial coal-mining metaphor (to which I shall
return later!). We are mining coal, so let’s have a theory that makes the job
easier, helps us to mine more efficiently...

On this view, theorists are somehow seen to be ‘up there’, like teachers, in
possession of knowledge to hand down, or at least with the duty of finding
out such information; and we translators are ‘down here’ (underground?):
just tell us what to do, tell us how to do it better, please... What kind of a
professional self-image emerges here?

Most modern translation theorists find this view very odd. To them, it
seems to represent an old-fashioned prescriptive approach, an approach that
sets out to state what people should do. For several decades now, mainstream
translation theory has tried to get away from this approach: it has been thought
unscientific, un-empirical. Instead, we theorists should seek to be descrip-
tive, to describe, explain and understand what translators do actually do, not
stipulate what they ought to do. From this descriptive point of view, it is the
translators that are ‘up there’, performing an incredibly complex activity, and
the theorists are ‘down here’, trying to understand how on earth the transla-
tors manage. These theorists see themselves as studying the translators, not
instructing them.

Having said this, I do think that lots of bits of translation theory are never-
theless relevant to translators... But let’s see, as this dialogue progresses.

I wonder if we can agree on what the aims of a translation theory ought to
be? And on what the research object of such a theory might be, what we
would expect it to cover? The word ‘theory’ originally meant a way of see-
ing, a perspective from which to contemplate something, so as to understand.
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So a lot depends on your point of view, on your theory of what a translation
theory should be.

As a way of opening this topic, I invite you to imagine that someone has
just invented a new academic discipline, known as Chair Theory. This pur-
ports to be a complete theory of the chair. (Chairs are man-made objects, like
translations...) What would you imagine Chair Theory to cover, what would
its aims be, what would its various subsections be?

EW
If Chair Theory existed, | think it should:

a) observe: find out about all the types of chair that exist; study chairs through
the ages, chairs around the world;

b) analyze: distil a few generalizations out of all the observation:

= definition of chair and main categories of chair;

= constraints of chair design (human anatomy; intended function — dining
chair, office chair, deck chair, etc.);

« constraints of chair production (materials available, manufacturing meth-
ods, etc.); i

c) guide: set out the underlying principles and doctrines of the craft.

Its purpose should be to help the producers and users of chairs by:

« saving them all the work of observing and analyzing for themselves;

« coining a common language for use by chair makers, chair users and chair
theorists;

= setting tentative standards, providing some guidance as to what can rea-
sonably be expected of a chair, depending on the intended function.

Only when they have done all this should chair theorists be allowed to in-
dulge in cogitation about Plato’s Ideal Chair and the ‘chair an sich’, and to
ask difficult questions like ‘Are chairs possible?’, ‘Is a chair still a chair, even
when there’s no one sitting there?’, etc. Above all they should resist the urge
to base their theories on the few chairs they happen to have sat on (or made!)
themselves, or seen dotted around the university canteen.

Replace the word ‘chair’ by ‘translation’ and you can see what | think
translation theory should be about. Roughly.

So you say that for the past few decades translation theory has been
getting away from a prescriptive approach and has tried to describe, explain
and understand what translators do actually do. Sounds interesting! But in
the past two and a half decades I've spent working in the largest translation
service in the world, there have been very few sightings of translation theo-
rists of any stripe — prescriptive, descriptive or otherwise. Nor have our products
or problems been deemed worthy of study. Translations of Alice in Wonder-
land are obviously so much more interesting than the multilingual legislation,
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reports and correspondence that we churn out on an industrial scale to fuel
international cooperation.

AC

Chair theory might also be interested in such themes as chairs and power
(thrones...), chairs and communication (seating arrangements...), carpenters’
decision-making processes, the relation between chairs and other furniture,
how chairs age, when they become outdated and need replacing...

Translation theory has been interested in corresponding matters, and has
in fact dealt with all your required topics. It has done a lot of observing — your
category (a) — although most of this work has been on literary translation,
true. This focus has been partly for practical reasons: there are lots of literary
translations to observe, especially if you also happen to be interested in cul-
tural history, and a lot of this translation-theoretical work has been in the
tradition of comparative literature and cultural studies. Literary translation
has traditionally had a high status, after all: such texts are seen as Culturally
Important.

But in recent years there have also been many publications on technical
translation, scientific translation, and what some people call ‘pragmatic trans-
lation’ —i.e. looking at non-literary texts (such as those you deal with). Some
of this research comes out of text linguistics and genre studies. Typical topics
might be: characteristic problems in translating machine operation instruc-
tions, tourist brochures, legislative texts, recipes, academic abstracts, etc.

Your categories (b) and (c) have also received some attention, although
opinions would be divided over the appropriateness of talking about guide-
lines and ‘doctrines’ here, as if the job of the theory was to advise people
what to do. This approach has perhaps gone furthest in Bible translation,
where there is a long tradition of guidelines and principles expressly designed
to help future Bible translators. This seems to be the approach that you would
like to see more of. Many scholars would prefer to think in terms of hypoth-
eses or generalizations or probabilistic laws, based on observation.

EW

Most translators, on the other hand, would be happy to have some concrete
advice and guidelines, even doctrines, as long as they are practical and real-
istic. It is regrettable that ‘prescription’ has been out of fashion in linguistics
for the past few decades — the same decades that have seen the emergence
of the would-be professional translator. Surely no profession can be based
solely on observation and imitation of what other professionals do, plus a few
probabilistic laws? Imagine a doctor or nurse newly arrived in a remote Afri-
can country, faced by a malaria epidemic. What would they do? Just ask
around and copy the others? Would they be expected to rediscover the aeti-
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ology of malaria, study the life cycle of the mosquito, and find a cure, without
any guidance from their own theoretical training or from the research scien-
tists and epidemiologists back home? These are all rhetorical questions, of
course.

How can we translators lay claim to professional status, and assert our-
selves as professionals rather than charlatans, if our research scientists fight
shy of real-world problems and the advice that would help us to solve them?
There seem to be no clear guidelines on how to select people for translator
training, how to assess a translation, how to specify the purpose of a transla-
tion, how to measure and thus ensure reader satisfaction.

Translation theorists haven’t even coined a comprehensible language in
which we can talk about translation (surely the first step in moving up from
faith-healer status?). Admittedly we do at least have two words, translation
and interpreting to refer to the separate activities of translating the written
word and interpreting the spoken word. But that's about as far as it goes.
‘Translation’ is a blanket term, used to refer to a huge range of activities and
products. At the bottom end of the range, we find the tourist in a Greek super-
market, wondering whether that packet of white powder is sugar, salt, detergent
or rat poison. When someone tells them which it is, that’s a translation. And a
very useful one too. Who wants to put rat poison in their coffee? At the top
end of the range, we have Ted Hughes’ translation of Aeschylus’ Oresteia.
There are many different products between the two extremes of ‘Is-it-rat-
poison?-translation’ and ‘Ted-Hughes-translation’, and people often argue
about them, because they expected one sort but were given the other. It has
just happened again, here at the wordface. | spent part of this morning read-
ing an exchange of e-mails with the Irish Association for Applied Linguistics
about how to translate the European Year of Languages slogan Languages
open doors into Irish. A literal translation would, it seems, be ugly and mean-
ingless. Finally my colleague Donal Gordon came up with the wonderfully
poetic translation Teangacha — as ballai fuinneoga which means something
like ‘languages make walls into windows’. No sooner had | distributed the
final list of translations than my Irish secretary Iseult popped her head round
the door to say “Well, that's not a very good translation — fuinneoga means
‘windows’, not ‘doors’...” Donal had provided a ‘Ted-Hughes’ translation; Iseult
was looking for ‘Is-it-rat-poison?’.

Couldn'’t translation theorists help us by defining some terms, so we can
differentiate?

AC

You have a point, yes. In my view, one of the best contributions translation
scholars can make to the work of professional translators is to study and then
demonstrate the links between different translation decisions or strategies
and the effects that such decisions or strategies seem to have on clients and
readers and cultures, both in the past and in the present, under given condi-
tions. Such corroborated correlations between cause and effect should be part
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of a professional’s awareness: if I do this (e.g. if I correct this error in the
source text), it is likely that, under these particular conditions/with this text-
type etc., the effect will be such and such.

In the past, such correlations were simply assumed to justify prescriptive
statements such as ‘do this, don’t do that’; it was believed that if such pre-
scriptions were followed, good effects would ensue; if they were not followed,
bad effects would ensue. In this way, translation norms arose, to be passed on
as rules of thumb from teacher to apprentice, and from one translator to an-
other. Such norms were usually assumed to be universal truths, but they were
unfortunately often contradictory. Always translate as closely as you can to
the original; always avoid translating too closely, word for word. Translate
verse as verse; translate verse as prose. Your primary loyalty is to the original
author; your primary loyalty is to your reader.

From the contemporary, empirical point of view, the problem with such
prescriptive statements was that they were rarely explicitly tested. They often
seemed to be no more than the projections of a particular scholar’s beliefs, or
a particular translator’s opinions, generalized from a particular kind of trans-
lation. If we can formulate such prescriptions as explicit hypotheses and then
test them properly, we may get closer to being useful in the way you envis-
age... We might even be able to find new hypotheses of cause and effect that
had not been thought of before.

It is surely naive to expect that there should be somewhere, in some theo-
rist’s head, some kind of blanket advice that has universal applicability and
just needs to be inscribed on a suitable stone tablet for instant use.

EW

It would certainly be naive to expect to find a single solution ‘in some theo-
rist's head'. For a start, there is often no single solution, but there might be a
range of standard solutions. Secondly, | don’t expect to find it in one person’s
head. In my view, ‘theory’ should not be just some individual’s brain-child: it
should arise from observing practice, analyzing practice, and drawing a few
general conclusions to provide guidance. These conclusions should naturally
be tested in practice. Leading to better guidance: better prescription based
on better description.

Current medical practice for the treatment of malaria was not the brain-
child of a single theorist; it resulted from years of observation and analysis,
the identification of different types of malaria and corresponding treatments,
practical clinical trails, constantly improved and adapted to circumstances
(Hippocrates’ advice to ‘retire to the hills’ not being practicable in all cases)...
I’'m sure all doctors and nurses know the standard ways of treating malaria, or
could find out pretty fast — just as all lawyers know how to draw up different
kinds of contract, and all architects know about different sorts of buildings.
That's why we generally respect and depend on doctors, nurses, lawyers and
architects. All | want is to put translators up there with respected professionals.
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AC

Agreed. The big problem, I think, is that people have different opinions about
what kind of a discipline translation theory actually is. Does it belong to the
humanities? If so, we are presumably looking for greater understanding of
what translations essentially are, the role translators play and have played in
society and in intercultural relations, how some translated texts have enriched
whole cultures, and how translators have sometimes been exploited for po-
litical and ideological ends, etc.

Or is it more like a natural science? If so, we are looking for explana-
tions of various kinds, just as we might seek explanations of any other natural
phenomena. Why do translators tend to write more explicitly than their source-
text authors? Why do translations often seem instantly recognizable as
translations — how do they differ from parallel texts (non-translated texts of
the same type)? Why do certain kinds of translations show more evidence of
interference than other kinds? On what criteria do translators make their de-
cisions? Even: why do clients often give translation jobs to non-native speakers
of the target language? We might also be interested in studying the effects
that translations have on their readers, and on the target cultures more gener-
ally. How do readers actually react to translations? How do they judge the
acceptability of a translation? How can we measure translation effects? What
do we discover if we compare client reactions with reader reactions?

Or is translation theory rather an applied science, with a research pro-
gramme that starts with the need to solve particular problems or improve
existing solutions? Professional translators seem to expect that this is what
the theory should be doing. Well, general linguistic theory has helped to pro-
duce computer aids to translation — text-processing programs, spellcheckers,
automatic dictionaries and thesauruses, termbases, translation management
and workbench systems, computerized collections of parallel texts and previ-
ously translated texts, and then of course there is machine translation itself.

Apart from these concrete tools, what translation theory can also do is
offer a set of conceptual tools. These can be thought of as aids for mental
problem-solving, or for the development of the translator’s self-image, or
even for the enhancement of job satisfaction. At least, I hereby make this
claim! When we get to the end of this book, you can decide whether the claim
is justified or not...

EW

The conceptual tools sound interesting. Can they be used for problem-solving
in the act of translation — to provide a toolkit of theoretical concepts that trans-
lators should bring to their job? For example, to solve the problem of dull,
unreadable translation of the type shown below? This is a trap that many
translators fall into with routine texts which they think ‘don’t matter’. Yet |



