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Internet blogs are rich sources of information for translators
and interpreters. They allow users to post questions,
exchange ideas, network, and read news and commentary
on a specific subject. The topics featured in this column are
actual blog postings concerning issues pertinent to your col-
leagues in the field today. For more blog listings, visit
www.atanet.org/careers/blog_trekker.php.

Blog Trekker  
Is There a
Translator in the
House?

(Posted on June 2, 2010, by Martin
Cross on Translating Patents, the official
blog of Patent Translations Inc., http://
patenttranslations.wordpress.com.)

Translators are required
to make hundreds of judgments every

day. Some of these are analytical

judgments, which call on the trans-

lator to come to conclusions based on

limited evidence. That means

answering questions:

• What is the author trying to get

across?

• What does this term mean in this

particular context?

• Does this adjective modify the

whole noun phrase or just the noun

in that phrase that is closest to it?

• What is the implied agent in this

passive construction?

Other judgments are prescriptive,

which is to say that they concern the

conventions of the target language,

and include questions like:

• What is the best term to express

this concept in this context?

• In what tense should this be

written? (When there are tenses

that exist in the source language

but not the target language or vice-

versa.)

• Should I use plural markers, sin-

gular markers, or no number

markers at all? (Again, not all lan-

guages have the same options.)

These sorts of questions are of par-

ticular importance in cases where the

wording of the translation is likely to

be scrutinized. Legal translations are

an obvious example, but translators

of poetry or advertising copy may

spend even more time struggling with

these decisions.

Most of the time, the answers are

obvious or can be determined with a

bit of research, but there also exist

cases of genuine ambiguity in the

source language or lack of consensus

in the target language. In such cases it

may almost seem that there is nothing

to do but flip a coin, but a professional

translator is obviously obliged to

come to a reasoned decision.

This situation is, in fact, analogous to

that faced by doctors on a regular basis.

Just as a translator may encounter a sen-

tence that he or she cannot understand,

even after consulting all of the diction-

aries and Google, a doctor may

encounter a patient with symptoms that

are not clearly indicative of any one par-

ticular illness, even after various diag-

nostic tests. Or, just as a translator may

understand a phrase but be unsure of the

best way to render it in the target lan-

guage, a doctor may know exactly what

is wrong with a patient but hesitate

when it comes to the best treatment.

In such situations the doctor will

seek a second opinion, and the trans-

lator’s best course of action is to do

exactly the same. At Patent Translations

Inc., we are fortunate enough to work in

teams, so there is always a native

speaker, or a technical specialist, or a

legal expert to consult. It is not

uncommon for us to have three or four

people discussing one particular term or

phrase. But many freelance translators

do not have this support. Fortunately, it

is possible for freelancers to build their

own support network.

Honyaku English<>Japanese Translation List
http://groups.google.com/group/honyaku?pli=1

Patent Translators List
http://tech.groups.yahoo.com/group/Patent_translators

ProZ
www.proz.com

Japanese Patent Translation List
http://tech.groups.yahoo.com/group/patent_translation/
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There are many places where

translators routinely support each

other in this way, such as the Honyaku

list for Japanese-English translations,

the Japanese Patent Translation List,

and the Patent Translators list, which

is for all languages, but tends to deal

with a lot of German. ProZ is also a

good place to ask questions and get

answers. Keep in mind that,

whichever forum you use, your ques-

tion is likely to get the most attention

if you have a reputation for answering

other people’s questions.

It is also possible to go to non-trans-

lators for an opinion, but just as the

doctor will be reluctant to ask the advice

of a non-doctor, there is good reason to

seek the advice of another translator

first. The trouble with muggles is that

they are likely to tell you that it does not

matter which word you choose (engi-

neers are particularly guilty of linguistic

indifference) or to suggest a radically

different phrasing, or even a different

technical solution to the one described.

In short, they rarely “get” what the job

of a translator is.

One last source of counsel, which

should not be overlooked, is the

person or company ordering the trans-

lation, particularly if this is a transla-

tion agency.

Wherever you turn for your second

opinion, remember that asking is a

sign of strength, not weakness, and

that small-group consensus is the

mainstay of almost every profession

that relies on judgment.

The XIX World Congress of the International Federation of

Translators (FIT), to be held in San Francisco, California, on

August 1-4, 2011, will bring together translators, interpreters,

terminologists, and other professionals from all over the world

to discuss topical issues. Over 75 educational sessions will be

offered in a variety of categories.  

Presentation proposals are now being accepted in the fol-

lowing categories: Audiovisual Translation; Community

Interpreting; Copyright; Human Rights; Language Standards;

Legal Translation and Interpreting; Literary Translation; New

Trends; Terminology; Training and Education; Translation

and Culture; Translation Technology; Varia.

Proposals will be selected through a competitive peer-review

process. Presentations may be offered in English and French

only.

Deadline: December 10, 2010

The FIT XIX World Congress will be hosted by ATA in coop-

eration with FIT. For more information, including the pro-

posal form, visit www.fit2011.org/proposals.htm.

Bridging Cultures

XIX World Congress of the
International Federation of Translators

Hilton San Francisco Union Square
San Francisco, California

August 1-4, 2011
www.fit2011.org

CALL FOR 
PRESENTATION PROPOSALS


