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We all have seen notices, signs, travel brochures, instruction leaflets and even magazine articles with translations like these:

        (1) *Our social rooms are at your disposal for the most different occasions: (Hotel in Germany)

(2) * There is an ambulance, a beach and a possibility of fishing and boating. (Tourist guide)

(3) *Our Company is pleased that you have selected one of our garments. Suits, jackets and trousers emanating from our Company are amongst the finest products Europe has to offer. (Leaflet that accom​panies Baumler Products for Men)

(4) *Do not put the power tool and accessories in work beyond their abilities, and keep unauthorized people, especially children, away from the power tool. (Hitachi Impact Drills, Handling instructions)

In these and the following Spanish-language exam​ples, an automatic word-for-word translation, or transcoding, results in a target-language text that is clumsy, erroneous or even nonsensical.

(5) * Un jardtn de verduras productivo resulto cuando la acción de todos los factores es favorable. Los factores bdsicos son en tipo audaz. Estos procedimientos deben ser modiftcados basado en la reacci6n de la planta y sus practicas culturales. --Una hor-taliza en casa producird recreacibn de la familia, ¿Se ha usted encontrado con un jardinero de mal humor? (Information for home gardeners)

(6) *La informaci6n en este paquete es muy importante para los decisiones que estará necesario en este año para su hijo. Tengo mucho sentimiento que no puedo traduzcar en todo este paquete. (Career counselor letter to parents.) 

(7) *Coopere para set recogido (donde usted coloca regularmente la basura) mobiliario desechado y articulos similares. Al limpiar su casa desde el ático hasto el s6tano y su garaje y patio, hará más seguro su casa y vecindario, más sanitaria y más bonita (Notice about Neighborhood Clean-Up)

(8) *Toda persona cuando hable es requerido que hable en el micrófono -- Abogados están requeridos a identlftcarse ellos mismos -- Ofensas graves no pueden ser resueltas por esta corte -- Hay una multa mandatoria por casos serios – Puntos por violaciones de vehiculo de motor son dados par el Estado. (Notice distributed at Municipal Court)

We may laugh at or lament the fact that a trained translator was not consulted before those signs, notices, leaflets or brochures were printed. However, even competent professionals are not immune to the traps of language transfer and occasionally succumb to the tyranny of the source language.

Alan Duff noticed these problems while working as a translator in Yugoslavia. He saw that many translations into English read not as English, but as a foreign lan​guage. A monolingual speaker of the target language (TL) would normally react to these renditions by saying, "It sounds wrong." Duff decided to see whether there were common difficulties for translators who worked into English, no matter what the source language was, and he recorded his findings in a book called The Third Language (Pergamon Press, 1981).

The process of language transfer is a complex task that includes comprehension and the reformulation of a message. This process is the same in translation and interpretation. This task consists of non-automatic op​erations that require processing capacity and time. The time element, shorter in interpreting than in translating, often makes comprehension more difficult and critical, particularly in simultaneous interpretation.

The philosophy now dominant in translation and interpretation schools, as well as in the literature, is that translation is an iterative two-phase process consisting of comprehension operations followed by a reformu​lation phase based on the message or meaning, not on the source language However, when that message is being reshaped in the form of the target language, it sometimes retains formal components of the source language. Duff calls such renditions "third language renditions."

Before a message can be reshaped in the target lan​guage it has to bc understood. Therefore, one of the first difficulties that a translator encounters is comprehen​sion. Unless the message Is properly understood, the translation cannot be accurate

In a recent article in The New Yorker, an author related how he dreaded editing translations of his own works: "1 once came across some of my personages in a translation who were standing on thc sidewalk outside a New York City hotel in the hope that someone would bring them a lemonade with a good deal of water. How strange, I thought. In English, the passage read: 'The chumps were waiting for their stretch limo.'"
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If you ask native speakers of English whether they understand the sentence “The car is very powerful" they invariably say that they do (Daniel Gile, Basic Concepts and Models for ]nterpreter and Translator Training. John Benjamins, 1995). Their comprehension is based on their knowledge of English vocabulary and grammar. But such knowledge alone would not be enough, because in a different context or situation the words "powerful" and "car" may mean different things.

Comprehension implies not only knowledge of the language, but also of the outside world. This second element is called "extralinguistic knowledge," "world knowledge" or "encyclopedic knowledge," and does not refer exclusively to pre-acquired knowledge, since the knowledge derived from the text or situation at hand can also be helpful to comprehension. Just as comprehen​sion entails more than the simple recognition of words and linguistic structures, the spontaneous, subconscious use of linguistic and extralinguistic knowledge may not be enough to ensure comprehension. Gile recounts the story of a Spanish teacher at an international school who would come into class and ask, "Every people at home?" It took some thinking on the part of the students to realize that she was asking whether all the students were present..

To account more fully for all the elements in the comprehension process, Gile adds a third element, "deliberate analysis." It is deliberate because it has to go beyond the bare minimum required to deal with the most obvious ambiguities in the SL text This analysis helps the translator meet the requirements of the task, namely to acquire a sufficiently deep and wide understanding of, the SL text to enable him to reword all the relevant information in a clear and linguistically acceptable TL text. The comprehension equation is represented as: C = KL + ELK + A, where KL is linguistic knowledge, ELK stands for extralinguistic knowledge and A for delib​erate analysis.

But even when thc message has been correctly grasped, faulty renditions in the target language may result from interference. Interference is the translator's worst problem. Failure to recognize interference typi​cally makes a translator look foolish. False cognates are a prime example. As described by Peter Newmark (Approaches to Translation, Pergamon Press, 1981), "Interference is the chaotic as well as the dynamic element in a language --continually breaking up the system, creating too many senses for one word or too

many words for one thing."

The mark of a good translator is his sensitivity to interference, which affects both diction and syntax. Newmark identifies nine aspects of interference:

(i) Collocations or lexemes with similar form but different meanings (False cognates fall into this cate-gory'). To interpret lRecibi algunas utilidades del ne-gocio as "I received some utilities from my business" is an example of false cognate interference.

(2) Collocations or lexemes with similar form and the same meaning. Strictly speaking, this is not interference, but sometimes translators look for a synonym instead of using a "straight" translation due to uncertainty. Some translators always avoid using a cognate, even when it is a true cognate, for fear of using false cognates. But the translator's first job is to translate; only when this is not possible for situational and linguistic reasons (context, connotation, etc.) must he resort to synonyms, then to componential analysis, then to definition, and finally to his last (but not infrequent) recourse, paraphrase.

(3) SL syntactic structures inappropriately superim​posed on the TL. Syntactically, languages appear to differ more widely when used to express feelings and give orders and instructions than to make statements. Compare: "The paint is wet" with the warning "Wet paint."

(4) SL word order or phrase order inappropriately reproduced. In English, word order is essential to the meaning of the sentence. We are accustomed to finding words in a certain order, and it would be unusual to express certain ideas in a different way. For instance, it sounds odd to hear: "Use after shaking well." "The doormat is over the key," or "I'd like the manager to speak to me." Custom requires that we say: "Shake well before using," “The key is under the doormat" and "I'd like to speak to the manager."

(5) Interference may come from a third language.

(6) The primary meaning of the word interferes with the appropriate contextual meaning. "Green ideas" for example are ideas that are not yet formed, while a "green" T-shirt may be one made of pure cotton that comes from an environmental mail-order house.

(7) Stylistic preferences of the translator This in​volves not only the choice of register, but also the way in which a translator can help his reader (or an inter​preter his listener) to understand source language terms for which no satisfactory equivalent exists in the target language. This may bc true even for concepts such as education, culture, democracy, progress or civilization
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(8) The primary meaning of a word interferes with an important secondary meaning. In general, when a translator considers which equivalent to use, there are various factors to weigh, an important one being the emotional meaning associated with a particular word We sometimes hear that the word firm can be defined as follows:

I am firm. You are obstinate. He is pig-headed.

While the propositional meaning of firm, obstinate and pig-headed is the same, the emotional meaning is very different. Mona Baker (In Other Words, Routledge, 1992) distinguishes four main types of meaning: "propositional," "expressive," "presupposed" and "evoked." "Propositional meaning" is the relation be​tween the word or utterance and what it refers to, while "expressive meaning" relates to the speaker's feelings or attitude, rather than to what the word or utterance refers to. "Presupposed meaning" arises from the co-occurrence of selectional and collocational restric​tions, and "evoked meaning" is grounded in dialect or register variations.

(9) The translator's idiolect, including his regional and social dialect. From his idiolect, the language of his habitual use, with its personal peculiarities of grammar, lexis and word-order, the translator creates the linguistic reproduction of the situation he sees through the SL text. The effectiveness of his version depends on the elegance and sensitivity of the translator's command of the language.

Our initial examples illustrate some of these inter​ferences. In example (1) "at your disposal" follows the syntactic structure of the original. "Our social rooms are available" would be the usual way of expressing that idea. "Are available" has produced in Spanish the commonly used están disponibles, which also shows the superimposition of the English structure on the Spanish language. In Spanish it would have been all right to say a su disposición: Nuestros salones sociales están a su disposicidn para muchas ocasiones diferentes.

Example (2) needs reformulation, as the ambulance and the beach are ill-combined with fishing and boating A suggestion could be: "An ambulance service is pro​vided at the beach. Fishing and boating facilities arc available."

In (3), "emanating" sounds odd and could have been left out: "Our suits, jackets and trousers are amongst the finest products Europe has to offer."

As to (4), a native speaker feels that we cannot speak of "putting a tool to work," rather, one puts a machine in "operation" One cannot speak of a tool having "abilities," but one can talk about a machine that can "cope with a load." Likewise, there is a problem with the word "unauthorized" because the tool referred to is going to be used at home Some recasting of this admonition is required, but it is difficult to formulate that idea concisely. Duff's suggestion is: "Do not overstrain the power tool and accessories and keep the tool away from children and from those who do not know how to handle it."

To turn to the Spanish examples, in (5), we see a primary meaning interference when "bold" was trans​lated as audaz in the gardening instructions There is poor word choice in the selection of culturales as the adjective for prácticas instead of saying prácticas de cultivo. The question at the end also shows incorrect word order.

The counselor's letter (6), illustrates the difficulty posed by idioms. Tengo mucho sentimiento has been used to express: "I regret very much or I am very sorry that I cannot translate the whole package." By the way, to translate "package" as paquete when referring to a tour package or a bail package is another example of interference. I usually say una combinación de con-diciones para la fianza for the latter.

In the notice from the Sanitation Department (7), there arc incorrect references, making it difficult to determine which adjectives apply to the home and which to the neighborhood.

The last example (8), illustrates incorrect translations of the passive voice. And, in general, these examples show plain grammar mistakes and the use of incorrect equivalents.

Interpreters and translators work on and in parole, never on or in langue, and they have to regard dic​tionaries, grammars and works on linguistics with caution. Only "massive common sense," more like the common sense of a good general or statesman than that of an intellectual, will protect the interpreter or trans​lator against his own ingenuousness.


A version of this paper was presented at the 1995 American Translators Association Conference in Nashville.
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