


In Other Words

This book addresses the need for a systematic approach to the
training of translators and provides an explicit syllabus which reflects
some of the main intricacies involved in rendering a text from one
language into another. It explores the relevance of some of the key
areas of modern linguistic theory and illustrates how an understand-
ing of these key areas can guide and inform at least some of the
decisions that translators have to make. It draws on insights from
current research in such areas as lexical studies, text linguistics and
pragmatics to maintain a constant link between language, translation,
and the social and cultural environment in which both language and
translation operate.

In Other Words examines various areas of language, ranging from
the meaning of single words and expressions to grammatical categories
and cultural contexts. Firmly grounded in modern linguistic theory,
the book starts at a simple level and grows in complexity by widening
its focus gradually. The author explains with clarity and precision the
concepts and theoretical positions explored within each chapter and
relates these to authentic examples of translated texts in a variety of
languages, although a knowledge of English is all that is required to
understand the examples presented. Each chapter ends with a series
of practical exercises which provide the translator with an oppor-
tunity to test the relevance of the issues discussed. This combination
of theoretical discussion and practical application provides a sound
basis for the study of translation as a professional activity.

Mona Baker is Chairman of the Education and Training Committee
of the Institute of Translation and Interpreting. She has more than
seventeen years' experience as a translator and has taught at a
number of academic institutions such as the University of Birmingham
and the University of Manchester Institute of Science and Technology.
She is General Editor of the forthcoming Routledge Encyclopedia of
Translation Studies and co-editor of Text and Technology: In Honour
of John Sinclair (1993).
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Preface

The idea of this book initially grew out of discussions with a number
of colleagues, in particular with Dr Kirsten Malmkjaer, formerly of
the University of Birmingham and currently at the Centre of English
as an International Language, Cambridge. It has been considerably
refined during the course of last year through discussions with
postgraduate students at the University of Birmingham and students
at the Brasshouse Centre and Birmingham Polytechnic.

I am exceptionally lucky to have been able to draw on the
outstanding expertise of a number of colleagues, both at the Uni-
versity of Birmingham and at COBUILD, a lexical project run jointly
by the University of Birmingham and Collins Publishers. From
COBUILD, Stephen Bullon, Alex Collier, and Gwyneth Fox provided
initial help with Russian, German, and Italian texts respectively.
From the Shakespeare Institute, Katsuhiko Nogami helped with
Japanese and Shen Lin with Chinese texts. From the School of
Modern Languages, James Mullen (Russian), Bill Dodd (German),
Paula Chicken (French), and Elena Tognini-Bonelli (Italian) helped
me work my way through various texts and took the time to explain
the structural and stylistic nuances of each language. From the School
of English, Tony Dudley-Evans and Sonia Zyngier helped with
Brazilian Portuguese and Wu Zu Min with Chinese. Tim Johns read
and commented on Chapter 5 (‘Thematic and information structures’)
and kindly allowed me to use much of his own data and report some
of his findings on the subject.

Chinese and Japanese texts required additional help to analyse;
this was competently provided by Ming Xie (Chinese) and Haruko
Uryu (Japanese), both at the University of Cambridge. Lanna
Castellano of the Institute of Translation and Interpreting read a
substantial part of the draft manuscript and her encouraging com-
ments were timely and well appreciated.



L owe a special debt to three people in particular: Helen Liebeck,
Philip King, and Michael Hoey. Helen Liebeck and Philip King are
polyglots; both kindly spent many hours helping me with a variety of
languages and both read and commented on Chapters 2, 3, and 4.
Philip King also provided the Greek examples and helped with the
analysis of several texts.

Michael Hoey is an outstanding text linguist. In spite of his many
commitments, he managed to find the time to read through the last
three chapters and to provide detailed comments on each of them.
His help has been invaluable. It is indeed a privilege to work with so
distinguished a scholar who is also extremely generous with his time
and expertise.

Last but not least, [ must acknowledge a personal debt to John
Sinclair. John has taught me, often during informal chats, most of
what I know about language, and his own work has always been a
source of inspiration. But I am grateful, above all, for his friendship
and continued support.

Mona Baker
May 1991



Do we really know how we translate or what we translate? ... Are
we to accept ‘naked ideas’ as the means of crossing from one
language to another? ... Translators know they cross over but do
not know by what sort of bridge. They often re-cross by a different
bridge to check up again. Sometimes they fall over the parapet into

limbo.
(Firth, 1957: 197)

Translation quality assessment proceeds according to the lordly, but
completely unexplained, whimsy of ‘It doesn’t sound right.’
(Fawcett, 1981: 142)
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1 Introduction

Professionals in every walk of life form associations and institutes of
various kinds to provide practising members with a forum to discuss
and set standards for the profession as a whole, to set examinations,
assess competence, and lay codes of conduct. The standards set by a
given profession may well be extremely high, but this does not
necessarily guarantee recognition by those outside the profession.
Notwithstanding the length and breadth of one’s experience, recogni-
tion, in our increasingly qualification-conscious society, comes mostly
with proof of some kind of formal education. Every respectable
profession (or every profession which wants to be recognized as such)
therefore attempts to provide its members with systematic training
in the field. One of the first things that the Institute of Translation
and Interpreting of Great Britain did as soon as it was formed was
to set up an Education Committee to design and run training courses
for members of the profession.

There are two main types of training that a profession can provide
for its members: vocational training and academic training. Voca-
tional courses provide training in practical skills but do not include a
strong theoretical component. A good example would be a course in
plumbing or typing. At the end of a typing course, a student is able
to type accurately and at speed and has a piece of paper to prove it.
But that is the end of the story; what s/he acquires is a purely practical
skill which is recognized by society as ‘skilled work® but is not
generally elevated to the level of a profession. Like vocational
courses, most academic courses set out to teach students how to do
a particular job such as curing certain types of iliness, building
bridges, or writing computer programs. But they do more than that:
an academic course always includes a strong theoretical component.
The value of this theoretical component is that it encourages students
to reflect on what they do, how they do it, and why they do it in one
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way rather than another. This last exercise, exploring the advantages
and disadvantages of various ways of doing things, is itself impossible
to perform unless one has a thorough and intimate knowledge of the
objects and tools of one’s work. A doctor cannot decide whether it
is better to follow one course of treatment rather than another
without understanding such things as how the human body works,
what side effects a given medicine may have, what is available to
counteract these effects, and so on.

Theoretical training does not necessarily guarantee success in all
instances. Things still go wrong occasionally because, in medicine for
example, the reaction of the human body and the influence of other
factors such as stress will never be totally predictable. But the value
of a theoretical understanding of, say, the human apparatus and such
things as the nature and make-up of various drugs is that (a) it
minimizes the risks involved on any given occasion and prepares the
student for dealing with the unpredictable, (b) it gives the practising
doctor a certain degree of confidence which comes from knowing that
his/her decisions are calculated on the basis of concrete knowledge
rather than ‘hunches’ or ‘intuition’, and (c) provides the basis on
which further developments in the field may be achieved because it
represents a formalized pool of knowledge which is shared and can
be explored and extended by the professional community as a whole,
not just locally but across the world. Needless to say, this type of
theoretical knowledge is itself of no value unless it is firmly grounded
in practical experience.

Throughout its long history, translation has never really enjoyed
the kind of recognition and respect that other professions such as
medicine and engineering enjoy. Translators have constantly com-
plained that translation is underestimated as a profession. In sum-
ming up the first conference held by the Institute of Translation
and Interpreting in Britain, Professor Bellos (reported by Nick
Rosenthal) stated that ‘The main impetus and concern of this first
ITI Conference was the unjustly low status in professional terms of
the translator. An appropriate theme, since it was one of the main
reasons for the formation of the ITI’ (1987: 163). There is no doubt
that the low status accorded to translation as a profession is ‘unjust’,
but one has to admit that this is not just the fault of the general
public. The translation community itself is guilty of underestimating
not so much the value as the complexity of the translation process
and hence the need for formal professional training in the field.
Translators are not yet sure ‘whether translation is a trade, an art, a
profession or a business’ (ibid.: 164). Talented translators who have
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had no systematic formal training in translation but who have
nevertheless achieved a high level of competence through long and
varied experience tend to think that the translation community as a
whole can achieve their own high standards in the same way:

Our profession is based on knowledge and experience. It has the
longest apprenticeship of any profession. Not until thirty do you
start to be useful as a translator, not until fifty do you start to be
in your prime.

The first stage of the career pyramid - the apprenticeship stage —
is the time we devote to investing in ourselves by acquiring
knowledge and experience of life. Let me propose a life path:
grandparents of different nationalities, a good school education in
which you learn to read, write, spell, construe and love your own
language. Then roam the world, make friends, see life. Go back
to education, but to take a technical or commercial degree, not a
language degree. Spend the rest of your twenties and your early
thirties in the countries whose languages you speak, working in
industry or commerce but not directly in languages. Never marry
into your own nationality. Have your children. Then back to a
postgraduate translation course. A staff job as a translator, and
then go freelance. By which time you are forty and ready to begin.

(Lanna Castellano, 1988: 133)

Lanna’s recommended career path would no doubt work for many
people. Her own case proves that it does: she is a widely respected
first-class translator. The question is whether it is feasible for most
aspiring translators to pursue this career path and whether this
approach is right for the profession as a whole, bearing in mind that
it stresses, at least for the first thirty or forty years of one’s career,
life experience rather than formal academic training. One obvious
problem with this career path is that it takes so long to acquire the
necessary skills you need as a translator that your career is almost
over before it begins.

Lanna Castellano is not opposed to formal academic training; on
the contrary, she encourages it and recognizes its value to the
profession. But I have met professional translators who actually
argue strongly against formal academic training because, they sug-
gest, translation is an art which requires aptitude, practice, and
general knowledge — nothing more. The ability to translate is a gift,
they say: you either have it or you do not, and theory (almost a dirty
word in some translation circles) is therefore irrelevant to the work
of a translator. To take the analogy with medicine a step further: if
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we accept this line of thinking we will never be seen as anything but
witch doctors and faith healers. And while it may well suit some
individuals to think that they can heal people because they have
magic powers or a special relationship with God, rather than because
they have a thorough and conscious understanding of drugs and of
the human body, the fact remains that witch doctory and faith healing
are not recognized professions and that medicine is.

Most translators prefer to think of their work as a profession and
would like to see others treat them as professionals rather than as
skilled or semi-skilled workers. But to achieve this, translators need
to develop an ability to stand back and reflect on what they do and
how they do it. Like doctors and engineers, they have to prove to
themselves as well as others that they are in control of what they do;
that they do not just translate well because they have a ‘flair’ for
translation, but rather because, like other professionals, they have
made a conscious effort to understand various aspects of their work.

Unlike medicine and engineering, translation is a very young
discipline in academic terms. It is only just starting to feature as a
subject of study in its own right, not yet in all but in an increasing
number of universities and colleges around the world. Like any
young discipline, it needs to draw on the findings and theories of
other related disciplines in order to develop and formalize its own
methods; but which disciplines it can naturally and fruitfully be
related to is still a matter of some controversy. Almost every aspect
of life in general and of the interaction between speech communities
in particular can be considered relevant to translation, a discipline
which has to concern itself with how meaning is generated within and
between various groups of people in various cultural settings. This is
clearly too big an area to investigate in one go. So, let us just start
by saying that, if translation is ever to become a profession in the full
sense of the word, translators will need something other than the
current mixture of intuition and practice to enable them to reflect on
what they do and how they do it. They will need, above all, to acquire
a sound knowledge of the raw material with which they work: to
understand what language is and how it comes to function for its
USETS.

Linguistics is a discipline which studies language both in its own
right and as a tool for generating meanings. It should therefore have
a great deal to offer to the budding discipline of translation studies;
it can certainly offer translators valuable insights into the nature and
function of language. This is particularly true of modern linguistics,
which no longer restricts itself to the study of language per se but
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embraces such sub-disciplines as textlinguistics (the study of text as
a communicative event rather than as a shapeless string of words and
structures) and pragmatics (the study of language in use rather than
language as an abstract system). This book attempts to explore some
areas in which modern linguistic theory can provide a basis for
training translators and can inform and guide the decisions they have
to make in the course of performing their work.

1.1 ABOUT THE ORGANIZATION OF THIS BOOK

The organization of this book is largely hierarchical and is based on
a straightforward principle: it starts at the simplest possible level and
grows in complexity by widening its focus in each chapter. Chapter
2, ‘Equivalence at word level’, initially adopts a naive building-block
approach and explores the ‘meaning’ of single words and expressions.
In Chapter 3, *‘Equivalence above word level’, the scope of reference
is widened a little by looking at combinations of words and phrases:
what happens when words start combining with other words to form
conventionalized or semi-conventionalized stretches of language.
Chapter 4, ‘Grammatical equivalence’, deals with grammatical cate-
gories such as number and gender. Chapters 5 and 6 cover part of

what might be loosely termed the textual level of language. Chapter

5 deals with the role played by word order in structuring messages
at text level and Chapter 6 discusses cohesion: grammatical and
lexical relationships which provide links between various parts of a
text. Chapter 7, ‘Pragmatic equivalence’, looks at how texts are used
in communicative situations that involve variables such as writers,
readers, and cultural context.

The division of language into seemingly self-contained areas such
as words, grammar, and text is artificial and open to question. For
one thing, the areas are not discrete: it is virtually impossible to say
where the concerns of one area end and those of another begin.
Moreover, decisions taken at, say, the level of the word or gram-
matical category during the course of translation are influenced by
the perceived function and purpose of both the original text and the
translation and have implications for the discourse as a whole. But
artificial as it is, the division of language into discrete areas is useful
for the purposes of analysis and, provided we are aware that it is
adopted merely as a measure of convenience, it can help to pinpoint
potential areas of difficulty in translation.

Like the division of language into discrete areas, the term equiv-
alence is adopted in this book for the sake of convenience — because
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most translators are used to it rather than because it has any
theoretical status. It is used here with the proviso that although
equivalence can usually be obtained to some extent, it is influenced
by a variety of linguistic and cultural factors and is therefore always
relative.

The organization followed in this book is a bottom-up rather than
a top-down one: it starts with simple words and phrases rather than
with the text as situated in its context of culture. This may seem
somewhat at odds with current thinking in linguistic and translation
studies. Snell-Hornby (1988: 69) suggests that ‘textual analysis, which
is an essential preliminary to translation, should proceed from the
“top down”, from the macro to the micro level, from text to sign’,
and Hatim and Mason’s model of the translation process (1990) also
adopts a top-down approach, taking such things as text-type and
context as starting points for discussing translation problems and
strategies. The top-down approach is the more valid one theoreti-
cally, but for those who are not trained linguists it can be difficult to
follow: there is too much to take in all at once. Moreover, an
excessive emphasis on ‘text’ and ‘context’ runs the risk of obscuring
the fact that although ‘a text is a semantic unit, not a grammatical
one ... meanings are realized through wordings; and without a
theory of wordings ... there is no way of making explicit one’s
interpretation of the meaning of a text’ (Halliday, 1985: xvii). In
other words, text is 2 meaning unit, not a form unit, but meaning is
realized through form and without understanding the meanings of
individual forms one cannot interpret the meaning of the text as a
whole. Translating words and phrases out of context is certainly a
futile exercise, but it is equally unhelpful to expect a student to
appreciate translation decisions made at the level of text without a
reasonable understanding of how the lower levels, the individual
words, phrases, and grammatical structures, control and shape the
overall meaning of the text. Both the top-down and the bottom-up
approaches are therefore valid in their own way; I have opted for the
latter for pedagogical reasons — because it is much easier to follow
for those who have had no previous training in linguistics.

1.2 EXAMPLES, BACK-TRANSLATIONS AND THE
LANGUAGES OF ILLUSTRATION

In each chapter, an attempt is made to identify potential sources of
translation difficulties related to the linguistic area under discussion
and possible strategies for resolving these difficulties. The strategies
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are not preconceived, nor are they suggested as ideal solutions; they
are identified by analysing authentic examples of translated texts in
a variety of languages and presented as ‘actual’ strategies used rather
than the ‘correct’ strategies to use. The examples are quoted and
discussed, sometimes at length, to illustrate the various strategies
identified and to explore the potential pros and cons of each strategy.
Although the discussion is occasionally critical of certain translations,
finding fault with published translations is never the object of the
exercise. It is in fact virtually impossible, except in extreme cases, to
draw a line between what counts as a good translation and what
counts as a bad one. Every translation has points of strength and
points of weakness and every translation is open to improvement.

The source language of most examples is English. This is because
in non-literary translation, the main concern of this book, English is
probably the most widely translated language in the world. And since
it also happens to be the language in which this book is written, I
feel justified in assuming that all readers will have an adequate
command of it. Much as I would have liked to include examples of
and exercises on translation into English, I have had to accept that
it is not possible to write a general coursebook on translation unless
the source language is kept constant. With a few exceptions, the
direction of translation is therefore assumed to be from English
into a variety of target languages. However, readers — particularly
teachers of translation — are invited to adapt the examples and
exercises to suit their individual purposes. Once a given topic is
discussed and understood, alternative texts can be easily found in
other languages to replace the examples and exercises in which
English is treated as the source language.

The target languages exemplified are by no means all Euro-
pean. They include major non-European languages such as Arabic,
Japanese, and Chinese. The emphasis on non-European languages
may seem unusual, but it is meant to counterbalance the current
preoccupation with European languages in translation studies. It is
high time the European translation community realized that there is
life — and indeed translation — outside Europe and that professional
non-European translators use a range of strategies that are at least
as interesting and as useful as those used by European translators.
Moreover, it is particularly instructive for translators of any linguistic
background to explore difficulties of translation in non-European
languages because the structure of those languages and their cultural
settings raise important issues that could otherwise be easily over-
looked in discussions of language and translation.






