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Preface

Combining two books into one publication may seem to be a
strange way of presenting readers with strategic help about one of
the most crucial activities in our present world, namely, interlin-
gual communication, traditionally divided into translating and in-
terpreting and studied as both a skill and a science. Effective
translating and interpreting from one language to another is a
highly developed skill and must be learned primarily as a skill by
imitating the experience of proven experts. But the activity and
the resulting texts produced by translators and interpreters can
and should also be studied as a science, in the same way that any
human activity can be analyzed scientifically.

The present volume is a combination of two complementary
and supplementary books: Language, Culture and Translating,
published in 1993 by the Shanghai Foreign Language Education
Press, and Contexts in Translating, being published by Ben-
jamins, Amsterdam, the Netherlands. The first book focuses pri-
marily on the details of correspondences between languages while
the second tries to provide help in understanding different scien-
tific factors in interlingual communication. There is, accordingly,
somc overlapping, but this should be taken as reinforcement of
basic concepts and not as contradictions. In fact, it may be partic-
ularly uscful to note how essentially the same language structures
can be viewed from different functional perspectives.

One of the very important features of this book is the inter-
views and lctters that highlight the issues of practice in translating
and of the underlying linguistic structures that make interlingual
communication possible.

Eugene A. Nida
January, 2001
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Preface to Part One

This book on Language, Culture, and Translating has its ori-
gin in a scries of lectures on translating given at the Shanghai In-
ternational Studies University in the spring of 1989 and later that
same year at thc Maurice Thorez Institute of Languages and
Translating in Moscow. The approach is essentially practical, al-
though the principal theories of translating are discussed in Chap-
ter 10.

This book has four main emphases: (1) the need to under-
stand thoroughly the source text, (2) the close relation between
language and culture, (3) the necessity to focus attention on style
and discourse, and (4) the relevance of insights coming from sev-
eral different disciplines.

Since a majority of failures in translating seemingly result
from an inadequate understanding of the text in the source lan-
guage, threc chapters are given to a description of the crucial se-
mantic and formal features of lexemes (words and idioms), syn-
tax, and discourse. Unfortunately, many translators have only
very hazy ideas about how languages are structured and how to ex-
plore the meanings of words and combinations of words.

The role of language within a culture and the influence of the
culture on the meanings of words and idioms are so pervasive that
scarcely any text can be adequately understood without careful
consideration of its cultural background. Even though only one
chapter is given to the specific subject of Language and Culture,
there are constant references in other chapters to the relevance of
culturc both in understanding the source text and in representing
the meaning in a target language-culture.

The significance of style and discourse and their role in asso-
ciative (or connotative) meaning is a major concern of this book.
Certain mistakes in terminology or grammar can be forgiven, but
a failure to reflect the spirit and dynamic of a source document is a
“mortal sin”.

Many people assume that the only prerequisites for translating
arc a bilingual dictionary, an exhaustive encyclopedia, and an
ability to spcak and write two languages. But ability to translate
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also depends on a number of very important insights which come
directly or indirectly from several different disciplines, e.g. cul-
tural anthropology, linguistics, psychology, communication theo-
ry, and literary analysis. It is the interdisciplinary approach to in-
terlingual communication which contributes the major new in-
sights for effective translating and interpreting.

In the preparation of this volume I have been greatly helped
by the criticism and insights of my colleague Johannes P. Louw,
and | am especially indebted to my editorial associate Karen Mun-
son for her advice on how to make this volume more meaningful
and useful.

Eugene A. Nida

New York, 1991



Chapter 1
Paradoxes of Translating

Translating is a complex and fascinating task. In fact, I. A.
Richards (1953) has claimed that it is probably the most complex
type of event in the history of the cosmos. And yet, translating is
so natural and casy that children seem to have no difficulty in in-
terpreting for their immigrant parents. These children normally
do very well until they have gone to school and have learned about
nouns, verbs, and adverbs. Then they often seem tongue-tied be-
cause they try to match the words and grammar rather than the
content.

Becausc of cxperience in learning a foreign language in
school, most persons assume that literalness in translating means
faithfulness to the text, even though close, literal renderings are
often seriously misleading. In English, for example, the repeti-
tion of a word usually implies emphasis, but not in Bahasa Indone-
sia, where repetition only signals plurality. In the Quechua dialect
of Bolivia the suffix -runa marks the preceding noun as plural, but
in conversation Quechua speakers use the suffix only at the begin-
ning of a section and do not constantly repeat it, as is the case
with the plural suffix in Spanish. Accordingly, a literal translation
which represents every plural -5 in Spanish by the Quechua suffix -
runa is regarded by Quechua speakers as being not only strange
but cven an insult to the intelligence of hearers.

Because of the many discrepancies between meanings and
structures of different languages, some persons have insisted that
translating is impossible, and yet more and more translating is
done and done well. Those who insist that translating is impossi-
ble are uwsually concerned with some of the more marginal features
of figurative language and complex poetic structures. The use of
figurative language is universal, but the precise figures of speech
in one language rarely match those in another.

It is truc that in some languages one cannot say “My God” .
because native speakers insist that no one can “possess” God, but a
person can speak about “the God 1 worship” or “the God to whom
I belong.” Translating is simply doing the impossible well, regard-
less of the objections of such famous authors as Goethe,
Schlciemacher, and Ortega y Gasset, who insisted that translating
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is impossible and yet did not hesitate to have their own writings
translated (Gittinger 1963).

Another paradox of translating is reficeted in the contention
that translating is valid but paraphrase is wrong. In fact, all trans-
lating involves differing degrees of paraphrase, since there is no
way in which one can successfully translate word for word and
structure for structure. In Spanish me fui is literally ‘I went my-
self,” in which me is a so-called reflexive pronoun, but this Span-
ish phrase can often be best translated into English as ‘I left right
away’ or ‘I got away quickly.’ In English, as well as in most oth-
er European languages, one speaks of the “heart’ as being the cen-
ter of emotions, but in many languages in West Africa a person
‘loves with the liver’ and in some of the indigenous languages of
Central America people talk about ‘loving with the stomach.’
Since languages do not differ essentially in what they can say, but
in how they say it, paraphrase is inevitable. What is important is
the semantic legitimacy of the paraphrase.

A further paradox occurs in the widespread view that a trans-
lator should first produce a more or less literal rendering of the
source text and then proceed to improve it stylistically. Style,
however, is not the frosting on the cake, but an integral part of
the process of interlingual communication. It must be built into
the text right from the beginning. It is usually better to aim first
at a stylistically satisfactory rendering of the source text and then
review it carefully to “tighten it up” by analyzing and testing the
correspondences. A few errors in the correspondences of lexical
meaning are much more excusable than missing the spirit and aes-
thetic character of the source text.

Since translating is a skill which generally requires consider-
able practice, most people assume that it can be taught, and to an
extent this is true. But it is also true that really exceptional trans-
lators are born, not made. Potential translators must have a high
level of aptitude for the creative use of language, or they are not
likely to be outstanding in their profession. Perhaps the greatest
benefit from instruction in translating is to become aware of one’s
own limitations, something which a translator of Steinbeck’s Of
Mice and Men into Chinese should have learned. Then he would
not have translated English mule-skinner into a Chinese phrase
meaning ‘a person who skins the hide off of mules.’

For many pcople the need for human translators seems para-
doxical in this age of computers. Since modern computers can be
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loaded with dictionaries and grammars, why not let computers do
the work? Computers can perform certain very simple interlingual
tasks, providing there is sufficient pre-editing and post-editing.
But ncither advertising brochures nor lyric poetry can ever be re-
duced to the kind of logic required for computer programs. Com-
puter printouts of translations can often be understood, if the per-
sons involved already know what the text is supposed to say. But
the results of machinc translating are usually in an unnatural form
of language and sometimes just plain weird. Furthermore, real
improvements will not come from merely doctoring the program
or adding rules. The human brain is not only digital and analogic,
but it also has a built-in system of values which gives it a compo-
nentially incalculable advantage over machines. Human transla-
tors will always be necessary for any text which is stylistically ap-
pealing and semantically complex — which includes most of what
is worth communicating in another language.

The most difficult texts to translate are not, however, highly
literary productions, but rather those texts which say nothing, the
type of language often used by politicians and delegates to interna-
tional forums. In fact, a group of professional translators at the
United Nations headquarters in New York City have insisted that
the most difficult text to translate is one in which the speaker or
writer has attempted to say nothing. The next most difficult type
of text is one filled with irony or sarcasm, since in a written text
the paralinguistic clues to the meaning are usually much more dif-
ficult to detect than when someone is speaking. And perhaps the
third most difficult type of text is a book or article on translating
in which the illustrative examples rarely match. In fact, a book on
translating almost always requires extensive adaptation.

One of the most surprising paradoxes of translating is that
there is never a completely perfect or timeless translation. Both
language and culture are always in the process of change. Further-
more, language is an open system with overlapping meanings and
fuzzy boundaries — the bane of logicians but the delight of poets.
The indeterminacy of language is part of the price that must be
paid for creativity and for the new insights which come through
symbolic reinterpretation of human experience.

Some people imagine that the greatest problem in translating
is to find the right words and constructions in the receptor or tar-
get language. On the contrary, the most difficult task for the
translator is to understand thoroughly the designative and associa-



