Is the sky the limit? Reflections on scientific investigations of translation

DRAFT Version

(E.-A. Gutt, 15.12.98; revised 17.12.98)

Introduction

The relevance-theoretic account of translation set forth in Gutt (1991) differs from other investigations of translation in some basic ways. Reviews and comments in the literature have shown that these differences are often not fully recognised, which leads to misunderstandings. This is an attempt to overcome this source of misunderstanding.

Different starting points

It seems to me that most writings that show a scientific interest in translation start from the tacit assumption that translation is a coherent phenomenon. They may or may not agree that it can be profitably studied in a scientific way, but basically they are not worried about the existence of the phenomenon they set out to discuss. After all, there is an ocean of translations, some of which they have sampled or even produced.

I once held the same assumption - otherwise I would not have studied the topic for my PhD. However, as my studies proceeded I saw myself forced to seriously question this assumption. This worried me, as may be it worries my readers now, too.

Let me try to illustrate the situation with an analogy. I hope its deficiencies will still allow me to get the main point across.

The concept of the "sky" has a firm place in the mind of most people. They can describe its appearance: it can be black, blue, grey, clear, cloudy, rainy etc, and they provide information about the things they see there: clouds, birds, airplanes, rainbows, the sun, the moon, stars, the Northern Lights, and perhaps other less common phenomena. On the whole, people operate very well with the concept of "sky" and find it useful.

Seeing the existence and usefulness of the concept, one might be tempted to devote a new discipline of science to it, a "science of the sky", a "skyology", so to speak. However, an attempt to do so would soon encounter a serious problem: what should the domain of this science be? A natural answer might seem to be: well, its domain are the phenomena found in the earth's atmosphere. That might work for clouds, birds and rainbows, and for a grey sky, possibly a blue one during the day, but hardly for the "black sky" of the night, with the stars and the moon "in it". It certainly would not work for the "sun shining in the sky", let alone "rising in the sky". 

The problem would NOT be that these phenomena cannot be studied scientifically - they all can and are being studied: we have meteorology, ornithology, physics (colour 'blue'), astronomy etc. The real problem would be that despite its intuitive appeal and usefulness in everyday affairs, the phenomena which the notion of "sky" comprises do not form a scientifically coherent domain. There are scientifically definable domains that might appear to be good candidates; one would be the earth's atmosphere, as indicated above. However, it would be too narrow: it would exclude phenomena such as soon, mooon and stars, which we would feel to be a substantial part of the concept. However, if we tried to find a scientifically definable domain wide enough to include those celestial bodies, then we end up with the domain of the universe. However, a "skyology" that covers everything in the universe is not a very useful concept for a particular discipline of science - it would be indistinguishable from the domain of science as a whole! - End of the analogy.

I have come to the conclusion that the scientific study of translation finds itself in a somewhat parallel situation. People have a concept of translation, and it seems to be quite useful in everyday life. However, when one tries to establish a scientific discipline for its study, one does not find a scientifically definable object domain. Or, put a different way, such object domains as ARE scientifically definable do not coincide with the set of phenomena people combine under the concept of translation.

Therefore, the relevance-theoretic account starts from existing scientific disciplines that are concerned with communication in general - psychology, linguistics, cognition - and then tries to explain the phenomena commonly combined under the term "translation". It does not start from the phenomena of translation and try to build a theory around them.

Interpretive use in ostensive communication

The branch of science under which translation would fall would be communication, as a part of human psychology. The most comprehensive and explicit scientific approach to communication that I am aware of is the relevance theory proposed by Sperber and Wilson. According to that framework, there are two clearly distinct modes in which our minds can process information: the descriptive mode and the interpretive mode. Note that this is NOT a typological categorisation, but a division which correspond to the two distinct modes in which mental representations can be entertained - either descriptively or interpretively.
 Figure 1 (below) indicates this division by the branching at the top of the diagram.

Most of the phenomena included in the common concept of "translation" would fall under the interpretive mode of communication, which is concerned with representing what someone (else) thought, said, or wrote, so we first of all want to focus on the right hand side of the diagram. 

The defining characteristic of interpretive use is that the text or utterance in question is intended to achieve its relevance by standing in for another representation, that is by standing in for the original. 
 Only in that case is there a presumption of faithfulness between the current text and the original it stands for. 

It follows from this characteristic that therefore the new text or utterance should interpretively resemble the original, but this in itself is not the defining characteristic. Thus, it is possible that two texts show interpretive resemblance because they share some of their explications and/or implications; however, this alone is not sufficient to say that we are dealing with an instance of interpretive use. The crucial point is whether one of the texts is intended to achieve relevance in virtue of its resemblance with the other text. As we shall see below, this point has important implications for the translator's work.

Returning to Figure 1, topmost under interpretive use is therefore the existence of an original, indicated by the narrow dark rectangle. Below the rectangle, there are two triangles; they represent the "new" text and the triangular shape is meant to indicate that this text can resemble the original to varying degrees, ranging from complete resemblance at the top to no resemblance at the bottom.



The larger triangle delimited by the broken line comprises interpretive use within the same language, intra-lingual interpretive use. At least in principle, complete interpretive resemblance is possible in form of a "direct quotation". So, within intra-lingual interpretive use there can be congruity between original and "new" text; this is indicated in the diagram by the fact that the base of the triangle with the broken line is co-extensive with the rectangle above it, which stands for the original.

The smaller, dark triangle is meant to represent cases of interpretive use across language boundaries, or inter-lingual interpretive use. As I have tried to show in Gutt (1991), across language boundaries there is no "direct quotation", which means there is no guarantee that complete interpretive resemblance can be achieved. This fact is marked in the diagram by the smaller base of the dark diagram: it is not co-extensive with the rectangle of the original. Other than that, in inter-lingual interpretive use resemblance is also a matter of degree, ranging to no resemblance at the bottom.

Given these basic forms of ostensive communication - what about "translation"?

Accounting for "translation"

Looked at from the relevance-theoretic point of view, one possible scientific definition of "translation" would be "interpretive use of language across language boundaries". This is one suggested offered in Gutt 1991. However, as I point out there, for many this definition would be too wide to be useful: it would include anything from a three-word summary of a book in another language to a word-by-word rendering of it in another language. In terms of the analogy with "skyology", this would correspond to the option of declaring the "universe" as its domain: that is too wide a domain in comparison to the common concept. In the diagram I have tried to show this "common use" limitation of the domain by the broken line across the triangle. (Its slanted position indicates that different people would draw the line at different points.)

In a way, here lies the crux for establishing a "theory of translation": interpretive resemblance moves along which simply does not contain or display any natural breaks or divisions. The only fixed point of the continuum is the base of the triangle: complete resemblance.
 If we took that scientifically definable endpoint of "complete interpretive resemblance across language boundaries" as a definition of translation, we would encounter two problems. First, as pointed out above, complete interpretive resemblance is not generally achievable across language boundaries, so the best one could do is settle for an "approximation" to complete interpretive resemblance (Cf. Gutt 1991: …). However, again for many people this delimitation would be too narrow - it would exclude many phenomena that would be included in the common use of the term. This attempt at a definition would correspond to the option of defining "skyology" as the "study of phenomena in the atmosphere". It would be unlikely to find general acceptance because of its narrow scope.

One reaction to this problem would be to suspect that the scientific framework used is inadequate. This does, indeed, seem to be the intuitive reaction of some reviewers: they feel the fault lies with relevance theory rather than with the concept of translation. However, even apart from relevance theory, the fact that resemblance between original and translation moves along a cline, without principled break-off points, seems to be fairly obvious. 

I suggest therefore, that the problem of formulating a scientific theory of translation appears to lie in an interesting, though not really surprising, feature of our conceptual system: that it allows us to form concepts that do not coincide with any scientifically coherent domain of phenomena. For most practical purposes, we are well able to operate with such concepts, and they appear to be quite useful. However, they are bound to lead to problems as soon as we try to treat them as a natural domain for scientific study: then the lack of a definable domain becomes a root problem. "Translation" is a case in point.

This is a grossly simplified sketch of the situation, but I hope it will serve to drive home the one main point: though we have no problem entertaining a concept of "translation" and though we are able to use it quite successfully, this fact alone does not warrant the assumption that the phenomena it covers form a coherent domain for scientific discipline of investigation. In fact, one of the most powerful theories of human communication to date seems to support the conclusion that these phenomena do not form a scientifically coherent domain. That seems to go a long way towards explaining the puzzle that centuries of attempts of getting a hold of this domain have not led to real success: they cannot because - from a scientific point of view - there is no such domain, just as there is no such domain for a "skyology".

The thorny issue of "covert translation"

According to the feedback I have received, one of the main problems for readers of Gutt (1991) seems to lie in the application of "descriptive use" to certain phenomena of translation, phenomena that have sometimes been called instances of "covert translation".

Thus I have claimed that, for example, the German language manual that comes with a photocopier made in Japan does not constitute a case of interpretive but of descriptive use, even if it was produced by a translator from the Japanese original.

Some have attributed this claim to the fact that such translations allow the translator greater freedom to either subtract or add information in the manual, depending on the background knowledge of the target readers. However, this is not the reason. As pointed out above, it is not the degree of interpretive resemblance that determines whether an act of communication constitutes interpretive use, but it is the way in which it is meant to achieve its relevance. 

The manual of the photocopier is not meant to be relevant to the German customer as a means of informing him of a text which a technical writer in Japan composed. The manual is included by the manufacturer with the manifest purpose of instructing the buyer how to operate the machine successfully. The fact that there is also a Japanese manual for the same machine and that the German manual was produced by a bilingual person, translating the original into German is of no interest for the buyer ; it is an irrelevant detail of a complex production process. The manual could have been written by a monolingual speaker of German who had been thoroughly trained on the machine and understood its operation well, without any reference to the Japanese manual at all. 

Having said this, there is one exception where the translation process can become relevant to the user - and that is where it leads to wrong or unclear instructions, and this is where the distinction between "descriptive" and "interpretive" use can become important. Suppose that the target audience requires less or additional information, due to their background knowledge, the legal requirements in the target country or other reasons. In that case any "translation-based" arguments, such that the original did not include that information, not even implicitly, perhaps, are irrelevant to the buyer: he did not want to know what the original said; rather, he wanted to learn how to operate the machine safely and successfully.

An even clearer example concerns the information provided with medicines. In some countries, very little information is provided for the product. In other countries, detailed information is required. So, if a translator is given a simple product description from abroad and asked to translate it into German, the result will almost certainly be inadequate in the eyes of the German customer and perhaps even the legal authorities. The reason is not a "bad translation" - that is, that the German description failed to resemble the original description in relevant respects. The reason is that the original simply did not contain the information required for the product in Germany, and the translator, qua translator, had no way of deriving this information from the original.

Again, if the description was rejected by the authorities in Germany, it would be besides the point to defend it by saying that it was, after all, a very accurate translation of the original. The point is that the German law requires a description of a medical product that conforms to certain legal specifications, not an accurate translation of original descriptions.

Unfortunately, due to a failure to recognise the distinction between descriptive and interpretive use of language, the approach that has sometimes been taken toward these problems has been to extend translation theory to accommodate these instances as well. (This is indicated by the left-hand side of Figure 1, where "covert translation" is find as part of descriptive use.) Looked at from the viewpoint of relevance theory it is hardly surprising, that it has not been possible to develop '… a theory of translation [that] will do justice to both Bible and bilingual cereal packet' (Kelly 1979:226). They belong to psychologically distinct ways of using mental representations, and are therefore different in nature and fall under different constraints.

Outlook

In summary this may seem to be a very negative, not to say depressing, finding for anybody with a scientific interest in translation, as myself. And indeed, I have experienced this disappointment myself rather sharply. (At one point I was tempted to conclude that there was no such thing as "translation" - but this position has as much appeal as trying to tell people that there is no sky!) However, even if the phenomena people like to refer to as "translation" do not form a coherent domain of their own, they can still be scientifically studied in as much as they all fall within the domain of the sciences relating to human communication. As relevance theory maintains and corroborates, human communication follows certain laws, principles, and properties that are determined by our human psychological setup, which interact in terms of cause and effects and are therefore open to scientific investigation. 

So, what I end up doing in my book is scrutinising the phenomena that are commonly subsumed under the concept "translation" from the point of view of the cause-effect relationships operative in communication. I try to account for the existence of those phenomena and explain them in the framework of the relevance theory of communication. In a way, like all phenomena we observe in the sky can ultimately be shown to be subject to the laws of physics, so the phenomena observed in translation can all be shown to be subject to the laws of human psychology.

This exercise could have some extremely useful outcomes, and that is what I hope to achieve: the better the engineer understands the scientific laws relevant to the product he designs, the better his control of the product will be and the more likely its success. Along the same lines, the better the translator understands the lawful dependencies that operate in human communication, the better his ability to control his product and its success. Just like a better understanding of aerodynamics, gravity, and related disciplines of physics eventually enabled engineers to construct mechanisms that can fly in the sky, so a better understanding of the laws of communication, inference, memory, linguistics and related disciplines will put the translator in a better position to design his product in such a way that it will achieve the intended effects.

By the same token, as an understanding of the laws of physics etc. cured people of the idea that one day human beings could fly in the sky like birds by tying wings to their arms, so a better understanding of the laws of communication etc. could one day cure people from trying to do what is scientifically impossible in "translation".

The main thing such progress requires is an open mind. At the moment, much scientific thinking about translation seems to start from the wrong end; it assumes translation to be the basic concept and assesses related scientific theories by their ability or inability to make sense of the concept. This is like measuring the validity of relevant branches of science by their ability to make sense of the concept of sky. If you wish, this is a peculiar way of "making the sky the limit" of natural science. For the sake of successful communication, it is my sincere hope that in translation there will soon be a consensus to get matters the right way around, that we will stop "making translation the limit" of the science of communication.
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� Put very simply, the formal difference can be thought of as the difference between a proposition as such, and a proposition embedded in a higher level representation. If we take  The book is on the table is taken as a thought, this would be an example of a descriptively entertained mental representation; in the thought Richard said 'the book is on the table, the representation would not be entertained descriptively, but interpretively: not as a description of a state of affairs but as an interpretation of what Richard said.


� Technically, it would be more correct to say that the text in question "interprets" the original representation. However, because in ordinary language the word "interpretation" is often understood to introduce an element of arbitrariness, I use the non-technical term "stand in for" instead. 


�  The bottom of the cline is not a sharp point - resemblance "peters out", there is no definable point where one could say to the right of it we still have some resemblance, and to the left of it there is none. The sharp point of the triangle is a bit misleading here.
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