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j%3r— Corpus Linguistics and Translation Studies:
Implications and Applications

Mona Baker
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1. Introduction

A great deal of our experience of and knowledge about other cultures is mediated
through various forms of translation, including written translations, sub-titling, dubbing
and various types of interpreting activities. The most obvious case in point is perhaps
literature, Most of us know writers such as Ibsen, Dostoyevsky and Borges only through
translated versions of their works. But our reliance on translation does not stop here. Qur
understanding of political issues, of art and of various other areas which are central to our
lives is no less dependent on translation than our understanding of world literature.

Given that translated texts play such an important role in shaping our experience of life
and our view of the world, it is difficult to understand why translation has traditionally been
viewed as a second-rate activity, not worthy of serious academic enquiry, and why translated
texts have been regarded as no more than second-hand and distorted versions of “real” texts.

If they are to be studied at all, these second-hand texts are traditionally analysed with the

@y 3 (=2



S AR SRR

sole purpose of proving that they inevitably fall short of reproducing all the glory of the
original. A striking proof of the low status accorded to translated texts comes from the
young but by now well-established field of corpus linguistics. A recent survey commissioned
by the Network of European Reference Corpora, an EEC-funded project, shows that many
corpus builders in Europe specifically exclude translated text from their corpora. ® TFhis is
presumably done on the grounds that translated texts are not representative and that they
might distort our view of the “real” language under investigation. It is perhaps justifiable to
exclude translated texts which are produced by non-native speakers of the language in
question, but what justification can there be for excluding translations produced by native
speakers, other than that translated texts per se are thought to be somehow inferior or
contrived? Biased as it may be, this traditional view of translation implies, in itself, an
acknowledgement of the fact that translational behavior is different from other types of
linguistic behavior, quite irrespective of the translator's mastery of the target language.

The starting point of this paper is that translated texts record genuine communicative
events and as such are neither inferior nor superior to other communicative events in any
language. They are. however, different, and the nature of this difference needs to be
explored and recorded. Moreover, translation should be taken seriously by related disciplines
such as linguistics, literary theory and cultural and communication studies, not least because
these disciplines can benefit from the results of research carried out in the field of
translation. At the same time, as a phenomenon which pervades almost every aspect of our
lives and shapes our understanding of the world, the study of translation can hardly be
relegated to the periphery of other disciplines and sub-disciplines, those listed above being no
exception. What is needed is an academic discipline which takes the phenomenon of
translation as its main object of study. For many scholars, this discipline now exists. Some
refer to it as the “science of translation,” other as “translatology.” but the most common
term used today is *translation studies. ”

Eco (1976:7) distinguishes between a discipline and a field of study. The first has “its
own method and a precise object” (my emphasis). The second has “a repertoire of interests
that is not as yet completely unified. ” It could be argued that translation studies is still
largely a “field of study” in Eco’s terms. The vast majority of research carried out in this,
shall we say emerging discipline, is still concerned exclusively with the relationship between
specific source and target texts, rather than with the nature of translated text as such. This
relationship is generally investigated using notions such as equivalence, correspondence, and
shifts of translation, which betray a preoccupation with practical issues such as the training

of translators. More important, the central role that these notions assume in the literature

@® INL Working Paper 92-11, J. G. Kruyt & E. Putter, Corpus Design Criteria: report submitted to the European
Commission by the Instituut voor Nederlandse Lexicologie, l.eiden, as a contribution to a European enquiry into corpus

design criteria,
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points to a general failure on the part of the theoretical branch of the discipline to define its
object of study and to account for it. Instead of exploring features of translated texts as our
object of study, we are still trying either to justify them or dismiss them by reference to their
originals.

It is my belief that the time is now ripe for a major redefinition of the scope and aims of
translation studies, and that we are about to witness a turning point in the history of the
discipline. I would like to argue that this turning point will come as a direct consequence of
access to large corpora of both original and translated texts and of the development of specific
methods and tools for interrogating such corpora in ways which are appropriate to the needs
of translation scholars. large corpora will provide theorists of translation with a unique
opportunity to observe the object of their study and to explore what it is that makes it
different from other objects of study, such as language in general or indeed any other kind of
cultural interaction. It will also allow us to explore, on a larger scale than was ever possible
before, the principles that govern translational behavior and the constraints under which it
operates. Therein lie the two goals of any theoretical enquiry: to define its object of study
and to account for it.

Section 2 below offers an overview of the emerging discipline of translation studies and
explains why translation scholars are now in a position to use the insights gained from corpus
linguistics, and some of the techniques developed by it, to take translation across the

threshold of “field of study” and into the realm of fully-fledged disciplines.

2. Translation studies: the state of the art

2.1 Central issues: the status of the source text and the notion of equivalence

Until very recently, two assumptions dominated all discussions of translation and were
never questioned in the literature. The first is that of the primacy of the source text,
entailing a requirement for accuracy and faithfulness on the part of the translator. The
second is a consequence of the first and is embodied in the notion of equivalence which has
been the central concern of all discourse on translation since time immemorial. Translations
should strive to be as equivalent to their originals as possible, with equivalence being
understood, mainly as a semantic or formal category. The implied aim of all studies on
translation was never to establish what translation itself is, as a phenomenon, but rather to
determine what an ideal translation, as an instance, should strive to be in order to minimise
its inevitable distortion of the message, the spirit, and the elegance of the original.

The essentialist question of how equivalence per se might be established in the course of
translation has gradually been tempered by experience and by an explosion in the amount and
range of texts which have come to be translated in a variety of ways on a regular basis.

Hence, we now have a massive amount of literature which attempts to classify the notion of
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equivalence in a multitude of ways, and the question is no longer how equivalence might be
achieved but, increasingly, what kind of equivalence can be achieved and in what contexts.
This in itself is a noticeable improvement on the traditionally static view of equivalence, but
it still assumes the primacy of the source text and it still implies that a translation is merely a

text striving to meet the standards of another text.
2.2 Developments which support a move towards corpus-based research

The attempt to extend and classify the notion of equivalence has brought with it a need
to explore not only the source text as the model to be adhered to but also the target
language, and the specific target language text type, in order to give meaning to such
categories as stylistic equivalence and functional equivalence. If the idea is not simply to
reproduce the formal structures of the source text but also to give some thought, and
sometimes priority, to how similar meanings and functions are typically expressed in the
target language, then the need to study authentic instances of similar discourse in the two
languages becomes obvious.

There have been other developments which have played a more direct role in preparing
the ground for corpus work. One such development is the decline of what we might call the
semantic view of the relationship between source and target texts, For a long time, discourse
on translation was dominated by the idea that meaning, or messages, exist as such and can,
indeed should, be transferred from source to target texts in much the same way as one might
transfer wine from one glass to another. The traditional dichotomy of translating word-for-
word or sense-for-sense is a product of this view of meaning. At about the same time that the
notion of equivalence began to be reassessed, or perhaps a little earlier, new ideas began to
develop about the nature of meaning in translation. Firth (1968:91) was among the first to
suggest that, difficult though as it may appear, an approach which connects structures and
systems of language to structures and systems in the context of situation (as opposed to
structures and systems of thought) is more manageable and “more easily related to problems
of translation. ” Similarly, Haas (1986;104) stresses that, in practice, correspondence in
meaning amounts to correspondence in use and asserts that “unless we can succeed in thus
explaining translation, the mystery of bare and neutral fact will continue to haunt us. ” Two
expressions are equivalent in meaning if and only if “there is a correspondence between their
uses” (ibid. ). The importance of this change in orientation, from a conceptual to a
situational perspective and from meaning to usage, is that it supports the push towards
descriptive studies in general and corpus-based studies in particular. Conceptual and semantic
studies (in the traditional sense) can be based on introspection. Studies which take the
context into consideration, and even more so, studies which attempt to investigate usage,
are, by definition, only feasible if access is available to real data, and, in the case of usage,
to substantial amounts of it,

Apart from the decline of the semantic view of translation, another, and very exciting,
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