ZESZYTY NAUKOWE UNIWERSYTETU RZESZOWSKIEGO

SERIA FILOLOGICZNA
ZESZYT 14/2002 STUDIA ANGLICA RESOVENSIA 2

Piotr CYMBALISTA

UNTRANSLATABILITY AS CULTURE-SPECIFIC
PHENOMENON

The problem of untranslatability, or the degreainfranslatability, which is
the essence of the question of fidelity in tramnstat(Steiner 1975:251;
Wojtasiewicz 1957:28ff), ontologically resultingom the two extremes of
communication referred to by Steiner, is relateth@®onumber and nature of the
conditions which must be taken into consideratioroider to produce a target
language (TL) text which could be deemed satisfgcto

To address this question | will resort to Tytlef1907) On the Principles of
Translation in which, as a complement to his definition ofnshktion, he
proposes threlaws of translationThey seem to comprise the complexities of all
the aspects of interlingual translation. The thiews are the following
(Ibidem:9):

(i) Translation should give a complete transcripttee ideas of the original work.
(i) The style and manner of writing should betas same character with that of the original.
(iii) The translation should have all the easehd# briginal composition.

It may be claimed, therefore, that an ideal TL w&hauld be characterised by
a level of linguistic competence at least comparabl that of a TL native
speaker, the level adjusted lexically and styléljcto the requirements of the
TL specific reading audience, hence inevitably deleat on the TL text
relevance to the TL culture.

The relevance to the TL culture seems to be thet momprehensive
requirement, and the one which underlies all tiherst as well. The reasons are
twofold.

First, even a native speaker’'s competence in thecedanguage (SL) comes
to no avail the moment a translator faces an unknooncept specific to the SL
culture. Non-existent in his own cultural domairdaas a result, in his own
language, such a concept is totally alien bothhéottanslator, usually bicultural
in theory only, and to the prospective TL recipidBy the same token only the
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knowledge of a given culture guarantees the apja@pusage of the nuances of
its language.

Secondly, due to the fact that different languaayesinseparable from their
cultures and that different — sometimes dramaticalifferent — cultures
determine equally diversified, culture-specific wagf perceiving the world
there is no automatic equivalence between wordshen source and target
languages, and apparently similar structures mayehalifferent uses and
different connotationgGile 1995:49).The translator, therefore, can avoid the
mistake of this illusory equivalence only if he lsame feeling for the accrued
implications of a wordSavory 1968:15).

Interlingual untranslatability, whether total or rij@ (Wojtasiewicz
1957:28-29), technically may be derived from thet that languages are not
isomorphic, i.e. they do not offer one-to-one cgprndence on the level of:

(i) lexical items,
(ii) linguistic structures (i.e. grammar, stylistiges, etc.).

This division (Gile 1995:49; Wojtasiewicz 1957:3®oves my reasoning
in respect of the culture-specific reasons of urdlaability because the lack
of one-to-one correspondence between languagesgasds both lexical items,
in particular, and, at some level of generalisgtiemen linguistic structures
may be traced down to the difference between thecsoand target cultures.

Another line of reasoning which inevitably links ethquestion of
untranslatability with the culture-specific phengraanay be drawn with the use
of pragmatic analysis.

Pragmaticsthe study of the relationship between an utterasrca text and
its user, i.e. its speaker/writer and its hearesfter (Kussmaul 1995:55],..]
including all aspects of language usage, understancind appropriateness
(Crystal 1997:301)has had its place in translation studies for maegrg now
(Kussmaul 1995:56). A noteworthy example of such approach is the
situational analysis. Founded on the assumptianetktga-linguistic elements are
easily discernible in any text to be translateds tffers a model of translation
quality assessment, which compares the non-linguisiements — i.e.
responsible for the non verbal, implicit informatjassociations, etc. — retained
in a TL output to the SL input. The model | am refg to is the one presented
by House (1977:42—48), in which the situational elsions inherent in language
use are divided into:

() the dimensions of a language user (geograpbiigin, social class, time),
(i) the dimensions of language use.

Text elements pointing to the factors specified angi) are strongly
culture-specific as a matter of course (Wojtasiewli®57:66—88, 111-119), so
I will concentrate on (ii) the dimensions of langeause, which are further
subdivided into:

1. Medium (written vs. spoken),
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2. Participation (monologue vs. dialogue),

3. Social role relationship (equal-to equal, subtt-to-superior, or superior-
to-subordinate),

4. Social attitude (measured against the continuamging from cordial
proximity between friends etc., to hostile distabeéveen strangers etc.),

5. Province (the area of operation of the langusdivity, e.g. law, technology,
economics, etc.).

Directly related to the existence of specialiggdvinces of language use
as understood by House (1977:48), i.e. professidaabuages of law,
economics, banking, etc., is the fact that withiose provincesdocuments
have been produced whose linguistic features becoomventionalised in
course of time. They are known as text types (Gdemntsortg, e.g.business
letter, instruction leaflet, scientific abstrach®larly article, legal document,
ordinance, job advert(Kussmaul 1995:55, 72-83) as well as, basic ® th
content of this paper, documents such as the lgttire shareholders, auditor’s
report, prospectus, etd.hey have to be correct from the point of view of
language and transferring the sense of the origingdorzeniowska &
Kuhiwczak 1994:187). They are inevitabignited by the style and form that is
acknowledged and accepted by the TL audience fndl its cultural
backgroundlbidem:187-188).

The importance of text types, highly conventioredisand culture-specific,
in the context of interlingual untranslatabilityvsry significant becaud@e fact
that the TL version of a single SL translation png. a text segment dealt with
as a single unjt (cf. Gile (1995:101-102))is acceptable does not ensure
acceptability of the whole text. There may be is@iancies in terminological
usage, or a stylistic drift between the beginningd ahe end of text [...]
(Ibidem:105), not to say between the SL and TLaéxtgeneral. Thusn each
individual case we have to take text-function ahe target culture into
considerationNKussmaul 1995:69).

Moreover, the lack of -culture-specific text-typolog adequacy in
translation may be considered as identical with taek of one-to-one
correspondence on the level of linguistic strucu¢grammar, stylistic rules,
etc.), i.e. the second category of untranslatgbilihe lack of one-to-one
correspondence on the level of lexical items beling first one (cf. Gile
(1995:49); Wojtasiewicz (1957:30)).

Thus, in practice, the question of untranslatapilit non-literary translation,
the cultural specificity being the underlying reasonay be divided into two
main problem groups (having excluded word plays athr structure-related
phenomena):

1. word-to-word correspondence,

2. text-typological adequacy.
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Word-to-word correspondence

While producing any — | may risk saying, in thehligof the previous data —
translation, one facegaps in languages, which cannot be filled by tratist
because for a word that may be quite familiar inredanguage there is no
equivalent in anothefSavory 1968:16). Problems of this kind, resulfiram the
lack of one-to-one correspondence between lexieald of the source and target
languages may be said to involve two aspects lfcive):

1. total lack of one-to-one correspondence,

2. illusory one-to-one correspondence.

Total lack of one-to-one correspondence

This is, definitely, the cause of the most difficpfoblems for translators
(Gile 1995:49; Wojtasiewicz 1957:30ff). Given theasons underlying this
problem, in order to determine a pattern of itsuoence it is enough to turn
one’s attention to the lexical areas most deeplpezided in the culture of the
language in question or, rather, any language. i@ane enumerate a number of
categories which are characterised by a very high of total untranslatability
cases (cf. Savory (1968:16); Wojtasiewicz (19579%%6—-111-119)), such as
geographical phenomena (monsoon), names of aniarads plants (jaguar),
artefacts of the material culture of a given comityufdlacha, sushi, sari, kayak),
as well as non-material products of a given cul{stdtee, taboo, tango), hints to
the cultural heredity, geographical and social bamlind, time of the plot,
individual persons, literary genres and terms, rtemyeaunits (the yen), etc.

Most of the terms included in the lexical fieldsesiied above, although
untranslatable, are present in target languagesdwiole because they have
acquired the status of borrowings, usually adapte@ given TL within the
bounds of its phonological and structural tolerance

In some cases there have been produced translatoighe implicit
“sense”, the denotative, connotative, illative, dntional, associative range of
significations which are implicit in the original..[] and of whichthe native
auditor or reader has an immediate understandi@tginer 1975:277) are lost in
the TL, e.g. as in the casetefr (compare: Russian, Polish and English).

lllusory one-to-one correspondence
This category, whose name | quote after Savory§11%j, should, obviously,

be treated as the case of total lack of correspmedas well, but there is one
specific reason why | am presenting it as a sepaategory. It is because of the
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fact that this category is a brilliant example loé tapacity of even congenial and
kindred cultures for adapting the same word, a atmgnto totally different
contexts, associations and usage. As a resultoptbcesses, cognates, the words
of the greatest, one might think, potential for-tm@ne correspondence, become
known, by the power of the culture-specific, foeittnotoriety for raising trouble
in translation under the name of ‘false friendgint® examples:

« akcje (in the sense of shares) — actions,

« obligacje (in the sense of debentures, bonds)igathins,

e przedstbiorstwo prywatne — private company.

Text-typological adequacy

As shown abovea native speaker’s at-homeness, largely subconsciou
because inherited and cultural-specific in his wationgue, his long-conditioned
immersion in the appropriate context of the spokewritten utterancgSteiner
1975:277) results in his sensitivity not only tdfelient provinces of language
use i.e. specialised languages of different areashwfhan activity (House
1977:48), but also to so-called text types, charatic of those specialised
languages (Kussmaul 1995:72).

This interrelatedness of texts with cultures halveags caused problems for
translators(Kussmaul 1995:65) because:

[...] atext can be read only in connection or opjtion to other texts; they constitute a frame
of reference through which a text is read and sbitgy way of generating expectations which
enable the reader to spot the prominent featuresdatermine their structure. Therefore, [...] the
common knowledge applied while reading is a fumatibother textgCuller 1977:159.

This observation holds true for any TL culture asda consequence of this
the following conditions must be satisfied for a 8lessage to generate the
originally intended effect on the TL recipients:

1. Any SL text type must be translated into theegpondent text type prevailing
in the TL culture because translation, i.e. the mamication of a message
expressed in a SL texs always a communication limited by its addresa to
specific reading audienc@/enuti 1995:18) and only a text conforming to the
TL culture conventions of stylistic rules, appr@pe registers etc. may be
considered an acceptable TL version (obvioushemithat at the same time it
is acceptable on the level of its lexical items).

2. After the appropriate TL text type has been reiteed for the TL version of
the SL text, the translator must be consistent bidiag by whatever its
conventions are.

I Translation mine.
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The importance of text types and text-typologicdéguacy in translation
can hardly be overestimated, especially in the a#dseconomic and legal
translations where the degree of conventionalitysometimes as high as to
determine the lay-out of the documents. Such tgged follow extremely
specific linguistic conventions, and a translatastto know these conventions in
order to produce translations which will be takesrisusly by their professional
readers(Kussmaul 1995:59).

Translator’s responsibility

There is no doubt that the highest percentage taflyotranslatable texts is
found among business and technical t€Wejtasiewicz 1957:99). Nevertheless,
the optimism of the above statement may be counteyehe fact that although
the translatability rate is definitely high, it tito decrease in direct proportion
to the increase in complexity of the texts in cdasation, and the more complex
and demanding the texts are, the greater the reigility of the translator is.

From the viewpoint of professional ethics, consegas to be considered are those that will
affect the author, the readers, and the clientslofinformation, wrong information, loss of impact
with respect to the author’s aims efGile 1995:109).

Translators may have to accept much responsibifity, instance when
translating or interpreting important political spehes and legal texts
(Ibidem:1), as well as business documents relatefinancial liability of the
parties involved.

The responsibility which an economic or legal ttats must assume
sometimes is more than substantial. A very infoiveaexample may be the
responsibility of economic and legal translatorbilingual Quebec. As far as the
securities market is concerned, the Quebec law désndghat the offering
document, i.e. the prospectus, must be translattedFrench. If, to add to the
difficulty, an international, hence multi-jurisdichal, offer for sale is concerned,
the complexity and, consequently, the cost of thediation of a prospectus is so
exorbitant as to outweigh possible profits (Ros841972), althouglusually no
more than five to ten Canadian pages must be pegpan addition to the
American versionjncluding a cover page formatted in a manner famnito
Canadian investorgRoss 1994:170). These ‘five to ten pages’ toraaslated
into a local text type and local legal regireel General Motors in a recent
offering not to offer securities in Canada sincee@Qec would not waive the
requirement (Brown 1994:xx). The responsibility and competenak the
translator able to handle the data belonging teitpeificantly different — as seen
in the above example — culture-bound text types (anadian, as opposed to
American, statements in changes of financial pmsiétc.) involving different or
differently defined items is impressive.
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The immense responsibility of economic and legahgtators may be
translatable into liability and therefore transtatmay insure against liability. To
avoid the risk of legal proceeding®nslators should make sure as far as it is
reasonable that they are qualified for any assigntrtbey accept. This is an
explicit clause in the code of professional etlitthe International Association
of Conference Interpretef@IIC) (Gile 1995:108) and a principle of professional
conduct in general.

Below | have analysed some real life examplesaridiations in which the
usual requirement of maximum accuracy coupled thighnecessity to render the
SL economic and legal concepts intelligible to e reader without losing
emphasise on the differences in liability appeapdse numerous problems to
the translators.

Subject and methodology of analysis

There are two types of documents which constitutebiasis of the analysis
presented below: the prospectus, the documentinorgacompany information
in connection with a new issue of securities, dreannual report, a document
published yearly by public companies. These twaidants are an international
standard, though, obviously, there are differentalorequirements (Ross
1994:169-180; Saul 1994:162-165) as to their pedioar.

A prospectus is a document of particular importantethe case of a
privatisation of public sector enterprises worldavidf the privatisation is
conducted by the offering of shares for public supsion, the prospectus is the
document containing all the data vital to a proigeduyer, which is the reason
why it is critical that the information included stbe reliable.

In view of the massive privatisation being effeciedhe former Soviet block
countries and the need for capital, the quality aglghbility of the English
translations of such documents may be a convenieans of attracting foreign
investors to Poland and winning the competitionféoeign interest and funding.

The data presented in the analysis below was iedliudto the English
translations of the following documents:

(1) AmerBank S.A. prospectus, 1994
(2) Bank Przemystowo-Handlowy S.A. annual repbeo4
(3) Bank Wspotpracy Regionalnej S.A. annual rep893
(4) Bank Wspotpracy Regionalnej S.A. annual ref®94
(5) Pierwszy Polsko-Amerykaki Bank S.A. annual report, 1994
(6) Polski Bank Rozwoju S.A. prospectus, 1994

For the sake of clarity and brevity of the refees)cthe above company
documents will be referred to by the numbers agahich they are specified in
the above list.
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Italicised terms and expressions included in thadyasis are exact quotations
from either the documents specified above, or filoereference literature.

The methodology of the analysis consisted in tteps involving the use of
three kinds of sources in search for adequate &ngénderings of the terms
specific to the economic and legal framework of phigatisation proceedings in
Poland:

1. English-Polish and Polish-English economic kgl dictionarie$,

2. English professional reference books on inté@nal finance and economits,

3. highly specialised materials on banking and/gtisations, including bank
privatisations’

Discussion: Translations ofOpinia biegtych rewidentow

(1) Auditor’s Report

(2) Auditor’s Report

(3) Auditor’s Report

(4) Auditor’s Report

(5) Auditor’s Opinion

(6) Auditors’ Reporbr Declaration of the Chartered Accountant

Opinia biegtych rewidentous the title of one of the obligatory sections of
both SL and TL prospectuses and annual reportsciilheral embedding of this
term only in two cases, i.e. documents (5) and@yved to be a problem for the
translators.

The inadequacy of the translation in (5), resultirgn the incautious use
of a TL cognate obpinia, does not impede communication, which is also the
case in document (6), although the latter mistediesi, i.e.Declaration of the
Chartered Accountant has, obviously, different underlying reasons. The
possible cause of the latter wording may be theterce of another SL version
of the same nameé)swiadczenie biegtych rewidentdwhose literal, though
inappropriate in the context of the TL text typanislation is the other solution

2 For further reference see the following dictiorarind encyclopaedias:sldam & Jalan
(1991); Kozierkiewicz, Putawski & Woytowicz-Neymand991); Lyons (1997); to#ska &
Matkiewicz (1997); Niewiadoma (1997);23a (1998); @ga (1999); Wrdblewska (1996).

% For further reference see: Bannock, Baxter & D4¥892); Bannock & Manser (1995);
Hussey (ed.) (1999); Mascull & Murphy (2000); Pmiicdet al. (1992).

4 For further reference see: a book by Anderson It98.] an experienced bank
professional, Associate of the Chartered Instinft@anking, Senior Banking Tutor at the Training
College of Trustee Savings Bank Plc, one of thdimgaclearing bankgcf. the note on the author
ibidem) and Brown & Ridley (eds) (1994), a book gmeed of articles written by corporate
lawyers and partners in law firms practising iremiational business matters who are members of
the Section on Business Law of the International/&sociation.
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adopted in (6). Moreover, in the case of documéhtthe lack of consistency
in terminology usage once again seems to be thmoma of the employment
of more than one translator whose tasks were togs separate portions of
the SL text.

As regards document (5uditor certainly may be seen as an equivalent of
kontroler rachunkowy, rewident, cztonek komisjiigwnej (Niewiadoma 1997);
Jalan & Jdlan (1991)) orrewident ksigowy (Kozierkiewicz, Putawski &
Woytowicz-Neymann (1991)). Nevertheless, althouuh duggested translation,
I.e. Auditor’s Opinion(5), is informative, it should be discarded asatatling by
the TL text type conventional term, i&uditor's ReportAlthough, seemingly, it
does not qualify for an equivalent of the threevedat, and involving a plural
form (i.e. rewidentow, Opinia biegtych rewidentowvstill, it is the text type
compatible version which should be follow#dorder to produce translations
which will be taken seriously by their professioredders(Kussmaul 1995:59).
Symptomatically, under thauditor’s reportentry in bilingual dictionaries there
are no references to the customary section of paigpes or annual reports, but
only explanations as to the character of the repddrred to ashe Auditor's
Reportin the TL texts, e.graport rewidentéw kegowych(Niewiadoma 1997)
or sprawozdanie komisji rewizyjnej, protokoét rewizgidg handlowychJalan &
Jaslan (1991)).

As for document (6), the trouble witthartered accountantoffered by
bilingual dictionaries as one of the possible ealgints obiegly rewidentis that
it actually is a hyponym o#uditor, i.e. an accountant or firm of accountants
appointed by the directors on behalf of the shalddms of a companyo verify
the accuracy of the accounts of the company (Amel®91:140; Bannock &
Manser (1995)), and refers only to one particudegory of auditors. In Britain,
a chartered accountants an auditor who is a member of the Institute of
Chartered Accountants in England and Wales (Ban&odkanser (1995)) and
this is the reason why bilingual dictionaries asiegjents ofcharted accountant
offer, e.g.rewidentor ekspertksiegowy (Kozierkiewicz, Putawski & Woytowicz-
Neymann (1991); 3&an & Jalan (1991)) rewidentksiegowy or biegty kségowy
(Niewiadoma 1997), as well &®nsultantpodatkowy(Kozierkiewicz, Putawski
& Woytowicz-Neymann (1991); Niewiadoma 1997). Nehetess, if the
translators of document (6) refer to an auditomad@shartered Accountan(6),
they overwhelm the TL reader with an alternativevad interpretations: either
the auditor in question is a member of the Insitoit Chartered Accountants in
England and Wales (which attests to the expectedlatd), or the familiar name
serves merely as a cover for an unknown auditiagdstrd prevalent in the SL
country, in which case a painstaking analysis ef ititentions of the ignorant
translator is required. Therefore, under such aistances the risk o
wholesale domestication of the foreign t&nuti 1995:18) should be avoided
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because the aim of translation is to provide a €ader with accurate and
reliable information on the SL country.

In the light of the aforesaid facts, considering T text type convention, it
may be eventually stated that the most approptiateslation ofOpinia biegtych
rewidentowis theAuditor's Report

Conclusions

The analysis of the above-presented translationstgomot only to the
existence of a vast problem area which is encoedtby translators whenever
they attempt to process business texts contaifegances to economic or legal
specificity of Poland or, more generally, any Sluetry, as it was claimed in the
theoretical introduction.

An equally important observation must be made that quality of the
translations of these texts, which, like prospextusr annual reports, are often
meant to be promotional business cards of a gieempany, leaves much to be
desired. Thus, a statement might be risked, tleg@ardless of the companies’
choice of a given translator or a team of transfatthe qualitative inadequacy
must have been caused either by the negligenckeopairt of the translators, or
by their insufficient professional competence, whi;m a number of cases, is
aggravated by the translator’s inability to copghwulture-specific phenomena.

In either case, the acceptance of the commissi@yusl to violating the
professional and ethical standards of a transi@ide 1995:108), which seems
to justify the need for training professional tdatsrs who should be aware not
only of the conditions necessary to produce afgaics TL text, but also of the
responsibility inherent in their job.
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