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Introduction*

Translation as an academic discipline

Kirsten Malmkjar

We are privileged, in translation studies in the early part of the twenty first
century, to have (largely) made the leap from discussions of how to achieve
recognition for our discipline as fit for academic study into discussions of
how, as an academic discipline, it can most fruitfully be shaped and pursued.
Translation studies, in this century, is a buoyant field where theorists and
practitioners frequently come together (often in one person), where the mutual
dependencies between research and practice are well understood, and where
few doubt the need to work together to improve research, teaching and practice
across the board. Of course, a certain lack of awareness of the nature of the
discipline and of its actual and potential modes of interacting with its fellow
academic disciplines remains in some quarters, and it is still necessary, from
time to time, to arm oneself with courage, confidence and some bravado to
be taken seriously as a translation scholar or translation theorist (“Goodness,
I didn’t know there was a theory about that!!!”), but, by and large, translation
is now firmly established as an academic discipline.

In the opening paper of this volume, Wolfram Wilss addresses some of
the issues that arise from the position of translation within academia, warning
against the pursuit of theoretical abstraction to the exclusion of empirical
research and teaching designed with the practicalities of everyday translating
in mind. This pursuit might have the unfortunate consequence that the
profession for which we are preparing our students would lose confidence in
the discipline, in which case pursuing translation as an academic subject
would no longer be perceived as worthwhile, and the clear advantages of
having translation studies firmly entrenched within academia would be lost. These
advantages include the obvious image enhancement that accrues over time to
academic disciplines: If translation is something you study at university, it must
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be a true profession like medicine, teaching, accountancy and law. The prospect
of a job in this respectable area gives people with an interest in and talent for
languages a good reason to pursue them, thereby possibly raising the level of
interest in languages at school, even in countries like Britain, where, as Barbour
points out, there is very little interest in learning languages other than English.

One means towards avoiding a split between a profession and its academic
discipline is to ensure that teaching programmes have face validity for members
of those professions in which students might seek employment. For a
translation programme to achieve face validity for the translation profession,
the profession needs to be convinced that graduates of the programme have
acquired at least some of the knowledge and skills necessary for success in
the profession. For such programmes to have face validity for students, the
students need to feel reasonably confident that the programmes will equip
them for a career either in the translation industry itself or in related fields
involving cross cultural communication and text editing. The question then
is, what kind of programme would have both types of validity, and this book
offers a number of models and a number of suggestions for programme
content.

Mackenzie stresses the need for programme designers to understand the
world of proféssional translation since a number of translator competencies
arise directly from the roles involved in the production of high quality
translations. Clearly, one way of providing students themselves with experience
of professional translation is to provide placement opportunities for students,
and this has the added advantage of involving the profession directly with
the students and with the university.

Yet, the position of translation programmes in universities implies a strong
emphasis on education as well as on training and on research application as
well as professional practice, and the intimate connections between competence
and skill, and education and training in translator pedagogy is clear to see in the
papers in the volume which discuss these issues directly. Wilss defines translation
as ‘the activation of a body of knowledge’, and Beeby points out that a
programme designed to produce professional translators needs to be designed
on the basis of a model of translator competence. Bernardini (“The theory
behind the practice”), who reserves the term “competencies” for what may
otherwise be termed “skills”, suggests that professional translators need three
“capacities”, namely, awareness, reflectiveness and resourcefulness. These, she
suggests in her second contribution to this volume, can be greatly enhanced by
means of what she terms “discovery learning”, in her case of evidence provided

by a variety of types of language corpus.
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The volume addresses specifically issues that arise in connection with the
teaching of translation at undergraduate level. In Britain, this practice is less
common than it is in a number of countries across the world, and translator
education has tended to be located at post graduate level. However, awareness
is growing that a year’s engagement with the theory and practice of translation,
in whatever balance, is insufficient preparation for work in any branch of the
profession, and that many advantages are to be gained by shaping all or part
of an undergraduate degree specifically to prepare students to enter the
translation profession (or other professions in which translation-related skills
are required). In this volume, various models of undergraduate translation
provision are described. Cleatly, these are in part determined by the structures

‘of higher education within which they are situated, so there is some
international variation, and the volume introduces models from Spain
(Gonzilez Davies), Slovakia (Toft and PreloZnikova), Italy (Bernardini) and
Britain (Schiffner). However, most undergraduate translation programmes
include the following components in addition to the possible placement already
mentioned and in addition to practice and input on language and culture:

— Input on the history and theory of translation, on the assumption that
any programme of education with an applied element should provide
some understanding of the concepts and concerns that have entertained
thinkers who are interested in the phenomenon and which underlie its
practice, and of the history of the development of both the practice and
the theory that informs it. It is difficult to understand the way things are
unless you know something of the processes and influences that have
worked to create the present state. Having such knowledge helps people
to feel part of a tradition.

— Input on the sociology of translation. It is constantly surprising to find
how few people, including those who come to university to study translation,
are aware of how widespread translation is and how essential a part it plays
and has played in intercultural communication and in the shaping of
cultures. They seem unaware of how many of the texts that surround and
influence us would not have been so readily and widely available but for
the mediating intervention of a translator, and this means that they have
rarely, if ever, given a thought to the nature of mediated texts. For example,
as Schiffner emphasises: that a mediated text is affected by the mediator’s
interpretation of the original; that the purpose of the mediation affects
the outcome of the process (the translation); that the purpose the translation
is intended to serve may differ from the purpose the original text was
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intended to serve; and that the audience for a translation is almost always
different from the audience for the original text, which, again, affects the
translation.

— Input on translation as a profession.

Interestingly, given the prominence in translating of language skills, relatively
little has been written about language teaching for translators. Translation
pedagogy can obviously not be equated with or subsumed under language
pedagogy, but it is equally obvious that success in translation is predicated
upon an 2bility to operate literately in more than one language; and that most
people, whatever their language acquisition histories, need to be exposed to
language education and training in order to become literate in any language.
If it is possible to mold language teaching in such a way that the needs of
prospective translators are catered for directly, then, as Berenguer (1996;
quoted here by Beeby) remarks, time may be saved in the translation class.
Beeby argues for a translation-aware language classroom for potential trainee
translators, with a clear otientation towards text and discourse study and
practice. She advocates a syllabus based on a model in which translation
competence is broken down into six sub-competencies which can be developed
on the basis of tasks derived from a number of aspects of discourse and
which also relate directly to rhetorical and genre conventions. In similar vein,
Bernardini (“The theory behind the practice”) suggests that the idea that a
prospective translator should first learn language and then learn to translate
is unsound; as she puts it, ‘one learns the language in order to become a
translator’ and language and translation learning are maximally beneficial, and
most economically undertaken, when they are mutually reinforcing.

The question of whether translation learning and language learning are,
in fact, mutually reinforcing is usually asked from the point of view of
translation as a method of language teaching and testing. In some countries,
as Schjoldager points out, translation remains in widespread use in these areas,
whereas the English-speaking world has tended to shun it since the mid-
twentieth century. One of the reasons often held up for this is that translation
is a difficult task, and Toft and Preloznikovi provide some support for this
view. They suggest that student demotivation may be diminished through a
dialogic approach to teaching where students come to understand that they
are not alone in finding the translation task difficult or in making mistakes.

On the other hand, some language students clearly enjoy translation
classes, and in her conttibution, Sewell suggests that probing this enjoyment
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can provide clues to what may be wrong with communicative language classes,
at least in the eyes of some groups of learners.

But enjoyment alone does not guarantee the efficacy of a teaching and
testing methodology, and Schjoldager and Killkvist both point to the urgent
need for well designed and controlled research projects aimed at establishing
whether foreign language learners taught and tested (partly) through translation
tasks learn and respond as efficiently as learners taught and tested without
the use of translation tasks.

Although a connection would be hard to establish, it is interesting that
the reluctance to introduce translation into the language classroom is most
acutely felt in Britain and the United States where, also, enrolment in language
classes is notoriously low in both secondary and tertiary education. In his
contribution, which closes the volume, Stephen Barbour addresses a number
of translation-related problems that arise from this situation.

The first problem, that much is simply not translated, so that monolinguals
do not have access to it, might at first be considered a potential advantage for
translators: there is plenty of work that awaits them. However, some texts,
such as asides in business negotiations, which Barbour mentions, are simply
not intended for translation, quite the reverse. Secondly, 2 monolingual may
encounter problems understanding translated texts or texts written in English
by non-native speakers, since they will not know how the syntax and semantics
of a given source language or of the writer’s native language may have
influenced a given (translated) text. This puts monolingual speakers of English
at a considerable disadvantage as more and more varieties of English develop:
Monolinguals may in principle end up without access to a number of varieties
of English — perhaps to English as an international language as such — and
find themselves unable to communicate satisfactorily at international
gatherings where English is used. According to Barbout, people with translator
awareness constitute a body of informed people who could help to understand
and explain the potential pitfalls which the use of English as an international
language presents. ‘

The future of any profession depends, like the future of a species, on many
things including the environment, which, in the case of a profession means
mainly markets and the public perception of the profession. In Britain, beyond
a relatively small number of regular users of translation services and an even
smaller number of academics, the translation profession suffers af best from a
lack of image. In spite of the prominence the profession achieved in the early
2000s in the popular radio-soap, The Archers, translation remains largely
overlooked among the population as a whole, except when it goes badly wrong,
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in which case we are all happy to enjoy the traditional howlers about ladies
not having babies in the bar, and so on. A4 worst, then, the image of translation
is negative.

In this, Britain compares unfavourably with northern Europe, and the British
attitude is no doubt connected to the low value placed on multilingualism here.
But it is quite out of step with the need for translation between English and
other languages, as most of the rest of the world discovered long ago, and if
the status quo remains, Britain is likely to see its translation services becoming,
so to speak, “Brewed in the UK by Danes, Chinese, etc.”, or perhaps imported,
like cars. There is obviously nothing intrinsically wrong with importing services
or with offering employment to people of many and varied nationalities, a
practice which enriches a culture greatly. Nevertheless, if the trend continues,
it is fairly obvious that the number of translators with English as their main
language will fall, leading to the interesting scenario where English would be
virtually unavailable as an L1 in translation and most translation into English
would be undertaken by non-native speakers. This trend is already clear to see
on the undergraduate programme on which I myself teach. At the time of
writing, the first final year of this four year long undergraduate translation
honours degree is about to begin. To date, the student intake has not included
more than a handful of students with English as their native language and only
a handful of students permanently domiciled in the UK. This situation is
mirrored in staffing: only one member of the team of people regularly involved
in translation teaching is a native speaker of English. I think that these patterns
are not unusual in other translation programmes in Britain at both undergraduate
and post graduate level.

This situation implies that the syllabus for translation students in Britain
might need to differ in one or two respects from those described in this book.
For example, when Berenguer (1996; referred to by Beeby this volume) mentions
the need to provide exercises to develop students’ expertise in the foreign culture,
she means by “foreign culture’ a culture other than that in which the students
live and study. Clearly, for non-British students studying in the UK, it is more
likely to mean the culture in which they live while studying. The petiod abroad,
for these students, often means a period back home with far less concentration
on acculturation and language enhancement than on supplementing their
learning with courses in topics not available in their British “home” institution.

These are early days, but indications are that these non-British students,
who live and learn in the UK, leave us — and in the case of many, join us — with
very high English skills, so that the question of directionality of translation is



