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Technology extends human capacities. The monkey uses a stick to get a banana, and
that stick is technology, in this case a simple tool. More general technologies are collections
of tools. Some of them affect our communications, and thus translation.

The use of books rather than scrolls. for example. made it easier to retrieve and cross-
reference texts. Concordances were written for complex texts like the Bible, and translations
thus had to render the whole text, not just isolated phrases so that the relerences would
work. Similarly, the move [rom parchment to paper, which was generally cheaper and more
transportable, meant that more written copies were made, revised and distributed. And
since written culture was more easily re-written, translations were commonly re-translated.
Not by chance, the use of paper coincided with the translation schools in Baghdad in the
ninth century and Toledo in the thirteenth. Or again, the use of print technology [rom the
fifteenth century supported the ideal of the definitive text, hence the delinitive translation,
and thus notions of equivalence as a relation between stable, fixed texts.

What might we say now that our key technologies are electronic? Texts on the web are
constantly being updated, as is our software. We are sometimes called on to render no more
than the updates or adaptations. Our translations might thus be expected to move away [rom
the ideal of equivalence between fixed texts, becoming more like one set of revisions among
many. In the fields of electronic technologies, translators are less commonly employed to
translate whole texts, as one did for the books with concordances. Translation, like general
text production, becomes more like work with databases, glossaries, and a set of electronic
tools, rather than on complete definitive source texts.

Here we shall be looking at a series of electronic tools that extend human capacities in
certain ways. These tools fundamentally affect (a) communication (the ways translators
communicate with clients, authors, and other translators), (b) memory (how much
information we can retrieve, and how fast), and (¢) texts (how texts now become temporary
arrangements of content). Of all the tools, the ones specifically designed to assist translators
are undoubtedly those concerning memory. But we shall see that electronic technologies

affect all aspects of the translator’s work.
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1 Translator-client Communications

In our digital age, electronic formats concern not just our texts, but also our
communications with clients and other translators. Thanks to the Internet, professionals
from all over the world can be in regular contact by e-mail or various forms of instant
messaging. Work can be sent and received electronically, across national and cultural
borders. This has several consequences.

First, in theory, you can work for clients anywhere in the world. The market for
translations need not be your city or your country. A source text received at 5 p.m. in
Tarragona can be sent to a translator in New Zealand, who will return the translation before
9 a.m. the following morning, Tarragona time. Time zones can thus be used creatively, and
work can thus come from companies that are very far away. All you have to do is list your
name, language combinations and areas of specialization on one of the many websites that
aim to put translators and clients in touch with each other. One would expect this process to
lead to a situation where the fees paid for translations will become virtually the same all over
the world, in keeping with theories of a global market. This, however, is very far from
happening. Translation is still a service that depends on a high degree of trust between the
translator and the client. Little constant high-paid work will come from unseen clients; the
fees paid in dilferent countries still vary widely; the best contacts are probably still the ones
made [ace-to-face and by word of mouth.

A second consequence of electronic communications is the increased security risk.
Translators quite often work on material that is not in the public domain, and this is indeed
one of the reasons why relations of trust are so important. When sending and receiving files,
you will have to learn various forms of zipping, secure FTP, or other company-specific forms
of encoding, with all their corresponding passwords.

A third consequence is that electronic communications make it relatively easy to
distribute very large translation jobs between various intermediaries. The client may want to
market their product in 15 European languages. They hire a marketing company, which hires
a language-service provider, which hires a series of brokers for each language, who give the
work 1o a series of translation companies, who pass the texts on to translators, often
{reelancers. In this kind of system, the client may be paying as much as four times what the
actual translators are receiving per translated page. But each link in the chain is revising,
coordinating and producing the various translation products, adding value as they go. This
means the text the translator produces is commonly not the same text as the one actually
used, and there can thus be little question of copyright over the translator’s work. It also
means that translators are sometimes very far removed from the end client and the overall
context of the texts they work on. Translators in projects like software localization quite

often see no more than lists of phrases, along with glossaries that are to be respected. The
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resulting work can be quite isolating and dehumanizing.

Electronic communications have also been used to enhance communication between
translators, especially through Internet forums for professional translators. These are
usually classified by topics and/or language pairs. Some may be open, in others participation
is restricted to registered members. The traffic (number of e-mails) in each group varies
from a few e-mails a month to hundreds a day. In these forums translators are very willing to
exchange advice, give tips, and generally discuss their work. Simply by reading the posted
messages, students and novice translators can learn about translation and see the kind of
support that professionals give each other. Discussion lists for professionals usually have
their own communication guidelines, and so new participants see a specific way ol interacting
among professionals. For example, when asking about terminology, professional translators
usually send a short message in which they give the term, some context, suggested
translations and the consulted sources. This model gives valuable hints about terminology
mining and teamwork skills. Or again, by reading messages about a specific computer tool,
novice translators often discover that the program is in constant evolution and has functions
they would have otherwise overlooked, These forums thus build a valuable bridge between
students and the professional world. They also put paid to the stereotype of the professional

translator somehow isolated behind a wall of dusty dictionaries.
2 Translation Memories

Translation memories ( TMs) are programs that create databases of source-text and
target-text segments in such a way that the paired segments can be re-used. These tools are
invaluable aids for the translation of any text that has a high degree of repeated terms and
phrases, as is the case with user manuals, computer products and versions of the same
document (website updates). In some sectors, the use of translation memories tools has
speeded up the translation process and cheapened costs, and this has led to greater demands
for translation services. The memories do not put translators out of work; they ideally do
the boring routine parts of translation for us.

Translation memory tools re-use previous translations by dividing the source text (made
up of one or several files in electronic format) into segments, which translators translate one-
by-one in the traditional way. These segments (usually sentences or even phrases) are then
sent to a built-in database. When there is a new source segment equal or similar to one
already translated, the memory retrieves the previous translation from the database.

An example of the Trados Workbench translation memory suite can be seen in Figure 1.
Here we are translating the segment “Restart your notebook” Chighlighted in gray); the
memory has proposed “ Apague su ordenador portatil” as a translation, based on the
translation of a previous segment (in fact the one translated just three segments earlier). But

“apague” means “turn off,” and here we need “restart, ” This is where translators either type
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a new target sentence or modily the result from the memory database. In this case, we would
accept the suggested phrase but change “apague” to “reinicie” (restart). We do not have to

rewrite the rest of the phrase.

Craated on 140472005 - ]
1256 Restart your Notebook.
Created by JOSE ;
Changed on
Changed by
= Turn off vour Natebook
) Apague su ardenador portahi
42%
Maich1aft

screenshots.doc - Microsoft Word

é‘% 10 12 14 16 18 20 22 24 26 28 30 32 34

4.2 Insert the Wireless PC Card

4.2 1 Toinsert the Wireless PC Card into a notebook
computer, do the following:

4 Apague su ordenador portatil

4 Encuentre una ranura disponible en su portatil
€ Introduzca el adaptador en la ranura

€ Restart your Notebook.

L 4

€ Apague su ordenador portatil

“ o »lg

%

11 At@9cm . Cos | REC K BRT 0w Spa'ish(Spar 12}

Figure 1 Screenshot of Trados and MS Word

At the top of the screenshot we see that Trados Workbench has highlighted the
differences between each segment and reminds us about the language combination with a flag
system. With Trados, we can translate Word documents using the Word itself, but files
with other formats need to be translated using specific built-in translation environments.

The platform used by most other translation memory suites (DejaVu, SDILX, Star
Transit) is quite different. Figure 2 shows the user interface of DejaVu X. Here we have the

source text in the left column and the translation in the right one. The suggestions made by
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the translation memory are in the bottom right corner of the screen. In this system we do not
see the document layout, since all the formatting is represented by the bracketed numbers.
Formatting is thus protected. This means that translators cannot alter it by mistake. It also

means they cannot edit it consciously.

B Deja vu X - [ssample_text_4_TM_screenshots

(M) pe Gt et ew Tiansaton Propct Leecon Users Took \ndow Heb !
DE oo ARBX. o AN &~ ) 00 %% ¢ 0.

Tt rows [ soeren Efeichiaame = o R
1 15 = G pr DVY_2
7"%‘ . IE: M] 93 sample. text_4_TM_soresnshots 1.dod
4.2 Insert the Wieless PC Card .
4.2.1 To insert the Wireless PC Card
Into a notebook computer, do the
following:
“n o '3
Tumn off your Notebook B Apague su ordenador portatil
{50 Locate an available slot on your w {50 fencuentre una ranura disponible en
Notebook {53} su portatil{ 53}
{54}Insert the Adapter into the slot & {54} introduzca el adaptador en la
{57} tma’{f»i‘;
» {58)Restart your Notebook. {01 } o|

8 estart ymr [Apague noordenador
tatoo {61} )

Benefiyour Notebook | (Apague = orderadr
i

PALDNHZ - LDV 2. 14/04/2005 .,
Gene. . SSmpks_texe_4_TH_sire, Lhrramon
Memary; D\ v _Bes\memo.dvmaty S0%
) sample_text_a_TM_screenshots 1.doc

_ Ans/Ase aprASd IACh OV |30 0/ 777 lLast modediby | (14104/2005 17:3308 |

Figure 2 Screenshot of DejaVu X

Translation memories change the way translators work. If you are provided with a
memory database, you are usually expected to follow the terminology and phraseology of the
segment pairs included in that database, rather than write the text using your own
terminological decisions and style. Further, translation memories enable several translators
and revisers to participate in the production of the same translation. While this is needed to
meet industry deadlines, it may lead to a translation with no cohesive style, made up of a set
of sentences put together. The result can read like a “sentence salad” (cf. Bedard, 2000).

The possibility of re-using previous translations means that clients ask translators to
work with TM systems and then reduce the translator’'s fees. The more exact and [uzzy
matches there are (equal and similar segments already translated and included in the
database), the less they pay. This encourages translators to work fast and often uncritically
with the previously translated segments, with a corresponding decline in quality. When
higher-quality work is required, special emphasis must be put on revising the outputs of

£y 6 R
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translation-memory tools.

An associated complication of translation memory software is the ownership of the
databases. If you sell your translation, should you also sell the database of matching
segments that you have created while doing the translation? Should you sell that for an added
fee? Then again, il you have used the work of previous translators by importing a database
(or receiving one from your client) ,can we say that the translation is really all yours to sell?
These are ethical questions that escape the parameters of traditional copyright agreements,
The possible legal {rameworks vary [rom country to country (cf. Megale, 2004). In
practice, however, translators receive and deliver databases without paying or charging fees,
thus according effective ownership to the clients or language-service providers they work
with. At the same time, most translators are used to keeping copies ol the databases, or
integrating them into their own. To our knowledge, no law has yet been used against them.

This practice, though, will almost certainly die out with the use of the online memories.
This system is highly appreciated by clients, since their texts and memory databases remain
on a secure server rather than being copied and scattered to translators’ personal computers
all over the world. Moreover, the owner of the database server (the client or language
vendor, never the freelance translator) is the only owner of the memory, as there are no
other copies. This means that when these technologies become widespread, translators will
not have access to their own previous translations, and project managers will be the only
masters of the reference materials translators have access to.

The industrial applications of translation memory tools are based on the idea that
translation is a word-replacement activity. On the other hand, translation theories since the
1980s have tended to see translators as communicators whose duties go beyond the
replacement of source-text words; translators are employed to provide meaningful
communication. Translation memories make this difficult. Indeed, they move translators
back to the linguistic equivalence paradigms of the 1960s. Worse, now that texts commonly
comprise not only written words but also images, videos and layout (think of any website),
translation requires a division of labor. Thanks to our tools, translators are commonly only
expected to deal with written words; they are invited to forget about the other elements

configuring the text. This division of labor may not always create satisfying long-term employment.
3 Texts Without Ends

The way translators work is also being affected by the nature of the texts we work on.
We are all familiar with texts that have automated cross-references (links) to other
documents, which enable the reader to jump from one text to another. The most common
examples are the links in websites, The use of these links means that there is now no clear
beginning or end to texts, and that readings are no longer expected to be linear. Indeed, we

now talk about *users” rather than “readers.” While this is nothing fundamentally new



