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1. Introduction 
In the United States, the use of translation has virtually been banned from the college-level 
foreign language classroom since mid-20th Century. Because translation is such a practical 
ability and one which our students are likely to employ in their careers, several years ago I began 
to question whether this lack of translation practice is justifiable. I then decided in the year 2000 
to design and offer a translation course. 

Lacking a model, I commenced the course design from scratch. Should I include translation 
theories, I wondered. Are they relevant to such a course? Is it not sufficient to simply translate 
source texts into target texts as a routine method? However, our students would likely expect a 
more intellect-involving, structured course design. It did not take long for me to realize that 
creation of a 15-week syllabus unsupported by a translation theory is absolutely impossible. I use 
the term theory here to refer to an organized set of concepts, vocabulary, and principles that 
serve as a framework for interpretation, investigation, and discussion of various linguistic and 
other kinds of phenomena. 

A more radical view of the situation is provided by Chesterman (1995:64-65). He argues 
that belief in the non-necessity of a theory is self-deception because a theory is basically a view 
of things, a conception. He writes, “To translate with no theory would be impossible. Holders of 
this belief probably mean only that their theory is common sense, or instinct, or gut feeling, and 
that they think nothing more is needed. Such willful blindness suggests a fear of knowledge … 
and also intellectual arrogance: …” We need meta-level knowledge for reflection, and all meta-
level knowledge is theoretical. 

Today, I am going to advocate the significance of such theoretical frameworks in the 
teaching and learning of translation, and I will provide illustrative examples drawn from the 2nd 
Annual Translation Contest. 
 
2. JAT Translation Contest 
Prior to this conference, the Japan Association of Translators sponsored the 2nd Annual 
Translation Contest. It consisted of two categories: English to Japanese and Japanese to English. 
I entered the Japanese to English contest category. The source text was a government document 
prepared by the Tohoku Bureau of Economy, Trade, and Industry regarding their recent policy 
change. The text was appropriate for this event; it contained many typical and challenging 
translation problems. The source text and the five finalists’ translations are posted on the JAT 
web site at http://www.jat.org/contest/ContestReview2005_JE.html. 

The ultimate purpose of this translation contest is not to determine who can translate well, 
but, rather, to stimulate discussions about translation. To this end, the finalists’ translations 
provide a cornucopia of interesting topics for discussion. Therefore, I strongly recommend that 
JAT web site provide a forum to discuss this translation contest, and that those who are 
interested in joining such discussions first translate the source text independently. Merely 
reading others’ translations is less fun and educative than comparing them with one’s own 
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translation. You will naturally focus on the places where you struggled to translate. And you will 
smile as you discover striving in other translations. 

Once we start such a discussion, we soon become aware that talking about translations is not 
easy. We normally do not have an adequate inventory of concepts. Nor does our everyday 
language provide the vocabulary needed to carry on such an activity. When commenting on 
translations, we typically use scant and impressionistic adjectives like smooth, natural, elegant, 
or awkward, wordy, odd, poor etc. When we encounter a translation that is not so idiomatic, we 
may fail to provide convincing bases for such a judgment. We assume that it is self-evident and 
hope that others will feel the same way. And, finally, someone says “I like it!”, and another says 
“I don’t like it!” ― which terminates the discussion. This kind of exchange is neither thought-
provoking nor rewarding for translators. If we desire to progress beyond this level of discourse, 
we should be ready to take translation theories into serious consideration. 

As a caveat, I should make clear that I will discuss translation problems from an educator’s 
perspective, which may significantly differ from the editorial reviser’s perspective in real world 
translation situations (cf. Klaudy 1995 for such differences). In recent years, translation is 
viewed as intercultural communication (Witte 1995), and many translation scholars consider that 
standards of evaluation are relative rather than absolute, and that the existence of ahistorical, 
universally applicable criteria for evaluation is only a myth (Cheung 1995:160). Evaluative 
criteria are no longer treated as static, normative, and prescriptive assertions; rather, they are 
treated as hypothetical constructs whose usefulness must be vigorously tested (Cheung 
1995:153). Therefore, educators in academic settings are generally reluctant to correct students’ 
“errors”. This situation is undoubtedly different from that of editorial revisers. Consequently, my 
talk is not on translation evaluation per se ― instead, I hope to demonstrate how theoretical 
frameworks can foster productive discussions towards a better understanding of the nature of 
translation practice. 
 
3. Information Addition/Deletion 
3.1. Personal Names 
Addition to and deletion from the source text message is commonly included as a negative 
criterion in translation assessment. When we discuss this criterion, we need to be aware that 
there frequently are multiple linguistic layers to consider. For example, in our Tohoku Bureau 
text, there was a passage: 
 

この「あり方」をとりまとめるにあたっては、昨年９月、域内外の有識者２０名で構成する

「２１世紀東北地域経済産業政策のあり方懇談会（委員長：下平尾福島大学教授）」を

設置し、（以下略）。 
 
In the source text, only the last name of the professor was mentioned. However, all finalists did 
research and supplied his first name in their translations. This is due to the stylistic consideration 
that in this type of document in English both first and last names are spelled out when the person 
is first introduced. 

Should it be considered as an information addition? Here, we have to separate form and 
function. Formally, or morpho-syntactically, the first name is clearly an addition. But 
functionally, it does not add any more information. Both the last name alone and the first plus the 
last name refer to the same individual. We then need to consider which layer should be regarded 
as the more prominent in each problematic case. 



The 17th International Japanese/English Translation Conference, Kobe, 17-18 June 2006 

 3 

The same logic applies to time expressions. Translating 本年１月６日 in: 
 

当局では、本年１月６日の省庁再編に伴う東北通商産業局から東北経済産業局への変

更を契機に、（以下略）。 
 

January 6th of this year and January 6, 2001 are functionally equivalent. 
 
3.2. Forgrounding Background Knowledge 
To me, the most challenging sentence in the Contest text was the following: 
 

このような中で東北は、キャッチアップ型モデルから自律型発展のモデルに転換すると

ともに、幅広い「人財」を育て活用する地域を目指すことが必要。 
 
First, I had to identify to what the キャッチアップ型モデル refers. My common sense interpreted 
it as a model that does not propose original, unique plans, but, rather, advocates following in 
someone else’s footsteps. However, it could be a technical term, referring specifically to a model 
proposed by a particular individual. After considerable investigation, I learned that it refers to a 
model which designates the West as the goal and attempts to catch up with it. This idea was 
originally formulated in the Meiji era and has been well known to ordinary Japanese. By contrast, 
the target audience is unlikely familiar with this idea. I, therefore, had to decide whether or not to 
make explicit this implicit background knowledge. This was a lot more difficult decision than the 
previous personal name case. 

In her popular translation textbook titled In Other Words, Mona Baker discusses similar 
cases. She states, “Whether a translator decides to explain a reference or not depends on whether 
the target reader is assumed to be familiar with it and the extent to which the translator feels 
inclined to intervene” (1992:244). She then provides examples. In one, the source sentence is: 
 

“Like Clive of India, Fayed must have stood amazed at his own restraint.” (A Hero from 
Zero by Lonrho) 

 
She examined French and Arabic translations and found that neither provided any explanation 
about Clive of India. She did her own research and concluded that the average English reader 
would be unable to interpret the relevance of the reference to Clive of India in this sentence, let 
alone French or Arabic readers. 

Her second example is about the late Egyptian president Anwar Sadat: 
 

“While fully conscious of his shortcomings I hoped that the responsibilities of office 
would strengthen the positive elements in his character and enable him to overcome the 
weak ones. The example of Truman was always present in my mind. …” (Autumn of 
Fury: the Assassination of Sadat by Mohamed Heikal) 

 
The Arabic translation, which is back-translated, reads: 
 

“… In my mind there was always the example of the American President Harry Truman, 
who succeeded Franklin Roosevelt towards the end of World War II. At that time ― and 
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after Roosevelt ― Truman seemed a rather nondescript/bland and unknown character 
who could not lead the great human struggle in World War II to its desired and inevitable 
end. But Truman matured and became one of the most prominent American presidents in 
modern times. I imagined that the same thing could happen to Sadat. …” 

 
This is rather a long addition, but without it, the average Arabic reader would not understand the 
analogy that the source text audience was expected to draw. 

This was a difficult decision. I finally decided to take a middle path and translated キャッチ

アップ型モデル as the Catch-up the West Model. 
 
4. Frame Semantics 
The professional norm stipulates that one should only translate into one’s native language (Code 
of Professional Conduct, the Institute of Linguists, UK). In our Contest, I translated in the 
opposite direction, into my second language, because it is more relevant to my profession. Of the 
five finalists, I believe I was the only non-native speaker of English. This is an interesting 
opportunity. So for my research purposes, I looked for the cases in which my translation differed 
from all of the other finalists to see if there is difference in translation strategies between native 
and non-native translators. To my delight, I found this example. We have already seen this 
sentence earlier, but the word in question now is 有識者. I translated it as intellectuals, whereas 
all other finalists translated as experts. 
 

この「あり方」をとりまとめるにあたっては、昨年９月、域内外の有識者２０名で構成する

「２１世紀東北地域経済産業政策のあり方懇談会（委員長：下平尾福島大学教授）」を

設置し、（以下略）。 
 
有識者 are not 専門家 ‘experts’, but, rather, they are articulate intellectuals who can eloquently 
narrate the common sense of the people ― the idea of representativeness that resembles the basis 
of the jury system. In Japan, 有識者 (e.g. writers, college professors, movie directors) are 
frequently called on for commentary in the mass media. Their expertise is often not directly 
related to the subject matter on which they comment, many newcomers to Japan are puzzled by 
this 有識者 phenomenon. 

No dictionary lists 有識者 as experts, and the cultural literacy of the Contest finalists is 
apparently very high. Why then did they translate 有識者 as experts? This is an example par 
excellence to illustrate the relevance of the theory of Frame Semantics (cf. Fillmore 1982, 1985). 
Frame Semantics posits a theoretical construct called frames. A frame is a cognitive structuring 
device. It is a system of concepts related in such a way that to understand any one of them, it is 
necessary to understand the system as a whole, and that introducing any one concept in a frame 
results in all concepts within the frame becoming activated in the language user’s mind. For 
example, to understand what Sunday means, we need to understand the CALENDAR frame, 
including day, week, and month. In Frame Semantics, words are considered representing 
categories of experience, and they evoke associated frames. 

In our Tohoku Bureau translation, the key term was committee. Whereas its appropriateness 
is debatable, all five finalists translated 懇談会 as committee. Once the word committee is 
activated in the translator’s mind, it evokes the COMMITTEE frame, which may contain such 
knowledge as two or more persons are appointed by some individual or organization for some 
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special function or ongoingly, and after deliberation, the committee submits its findings to the 
appointer, etc. This frame supplies conceptual underpinnings to interpret the text thoroughly. In 
the US, typical appointees for governmental committees are expected to be experts. It is this 
different cultural frame of reference that led the native English speaker finalists to translate 有識

者 as experts. 
 
5. Conclusion 
Advancement of academic and professional fields crucially depends on vigorous and sound 
exchanges of ideas by their practitioners. Exchange of ideas requires a common ground and 
shared vocabulary, which is especially substantial when intercultural communication is involved. 
Various theoretical frameworks in translation studies, linguistics, and intercultural 
communication provide requisite concepts and vocabulary in translation practice and discussion. 
In the near future, I hope to see ― and participate in ― such discussion groups flourishing 
among Japanese-English translators. 
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