Ethics and Choice

One of the criticisms levelled at translation studies as a discipline is that it is too often centred either on the ideal or the unreal. Such remarks tend to come not from theorists themselves, but from people engaged professionally in the business of translation. And the theorist would have a hard time denying that some of the questions debated do seem far from the everyday realities of an occupation whose principle aim is to ensure the financial security of its practitioners. But translation theory is – or can be – more than (at best) a luxury or (at worst) some form of excrescence, provided that ‘real’ translation, i.e. translation practices, is its main preoccupation. And, ideally, theory does not just start from the real, but comes, in its turn, to influence and modify practices. Hence the objective of this paper: to address an eminently theoretical subject from a predominantly practical viewpoint – to look at ethics in translation from the point of view of the choices facing the translator. My starting point, therefore, will not be translation theory, but practice: I shall begin by describing some of the realities of translation practices.

It is difficult to generalise about the practices of translation, characterised as they are by a high degree of unpredictability. This fundamental fact of translation derives first and foremost from the range of choices that translators have to make in the course of their work. Choices made early on in a translation come to bear on later choices, but even if we know how a translator begins his or her work, we cannot accurately predict how he or she will continue. Translation practice, then, is apt to surprise us, and this all the more as external factors also play an important part. The first of these factors is the general ignorance that still prevails in all matters relating to translating as an activity. Translation in general has always been underrated or debased; with the arrival of instantaneous ‘translations’ via the internet, it is, if anything, even more so, as it appears to have become even easier – just a click away. Many initiators are only too happy to rely on unchecked machine translations, or simply call upon the services of people with a smattering of the source language (or worse, of the target language, as will be seen in the example below). Large numbers of published translations have clearly been undertaken by such unqualified people, and/or carried out in unpropitious conditions imposed by the initiator – and accepted by the translator. For when an initiator is ignorant about the complexity and difficulty of an operation, she or he will simply not wish to pay to ensure that there are adequate conditions in which the activity may be carried out; worse, the initiator may baulk at engaging the services of a professional, preferring the cheaper (or free) services of those we may call the non-specialists of the translation trade.

It is interesting to note, however, that many academics writing on translation theory do not address the question of the conditions in which translations are produced, as if the conditions were simply never problematical; moreover, when reference is actually made to the translator, there is all too often an unspoken assumption that such a person is simply a highly competent professional. Theory, in other words – particularly when attempting to address issues such as ethics – needs to account for reality in a systematic way. To that end I propose to put forward two sets of parameters that will serve as a basis for the ensuing discussion. The first set aims to account for the vast range of people who undertake translations, and hence to relativize our notion of the translator.

1. Some translators are competent.

2. Some translators are not competent.

3. Some ‘translators’ are not translators.

4. Some translators are not in a position to refuse impossible tasks.

The first two parameters distinguish between those translators who are eminently capable of carrying out their professional activities and those who are not. The third parameter identifies that vast body of people, referred to above as the non-specialists, who are called upon to translate by irresponsible or uninformed initiators, the latter clearly believing that the only qualification a translator must have – if any – is some knowledge of a foreign language. The fourth parameter introduces another measure, that of economic necessity, which may combine with any of the first three positions. At first sight, it is only the competent translator (1) who can be truly responsible for the text produced. But, as will be discussed below, not only is competence no guarantee of ethical work, but the ‘non-specialist’ may produce a translation that from the ethical point of view is acceptable. However, the moment parameter 4 intervenes, the result is unlikely to meet any predefined ethical standards.

Parameter 4, describing as it does the translator but implying the acceptance of work in unacceptable conditions, provides the link with the second set of parameters that I will now introduce. This new set attempts to qualify the general conditions in which translating may take place:

A. Some translating may take place in optimal conditions.

B. Some translating may take place in less than optimal conditions.

C. Some translating may take place in inauspicious conditions.

D. Some ‘translating’ may take place in conditions that do not allow for translating.

The first three parameters envisage different types of conditions. Between parameter A (i.e. proper remuneration; access to relevant documents in both languages; acceptable material conditions, including time available) and C (absence of all 3) comes B, combining some positive and some negative conditions. Parameter D accounts for all situations where accuracy, and hence proper translating, is impossible. These include poorly written, ambiguous and sometimes partly illegible source texts (where the translator has no access to the writer of the document), unacceptable pay, unrealistic deadlines, and so on. It will be clear that the two sets of parameters — the translator and the conditions in which translating may take place — may combine in various ways. Translators who are not particularly competent (2) may work in optimal conditions (A), just as highly competent professionals (1) may be asked to work with virtually incomprehensible texts (D). Not all the possibilities will be discussed below, as certain combinations (3 + C, for example) preclude any consideration of ethical translation.

Now that a brief overview of conditions and a classification of translators have been put forward, we may turn our attention to the question of ethical translation. Theorists underline that ethical translation engages a translator’s responsibility. This is one of the conclusions reached by Anthony Pym in his Pour une éthique du traducteur.
 A similar position is also held by Gillian Lane-Mercier:

… what is always […] at stake in the translation process is neither the visibility vs the invisibility of the translator nor the ethical aim of translation per se, but rather the translator’s own ethical code, his or her responsibility and engagement with respect to the choices for which he or she opts and the aesthetic, ideological and political meanings these choices generate.

For there to be ethical translation, then, there must be the acknowledged possibility of choice and, of course, proper awareness of the effects produced by the choices made.
 This is where, I feel, theory and practice tend to part company. Theoretically speaking, translators can always exercise choice, and many theorists readily acknowledge its importance;
 but in practice, they will often choose not to choose, or will merely examine an extremely limited range of potential choices, whether on the lexical, syntactic or grammatical levels. Thus, to account theoretically for practice, one needs to identify a range of possibilities that may occur in rapid succession during the translation operation. At one extreme, one finds absence of choice (when the translator chooses not to choose); at the other, a profusion of choice. Between the two lies limited choice, voluntarily (or automatically) constrained by the translator with regard to such factors as text type and the particular conditions of the translation order. In diagrammatic form, this would look as follows:


(
([image: image1.wmf]QuickTime™ et un

décompresseur 

sont requis pour visionner cette image.


Absence of choice
Limited
Profusion

(choosing not to choose)
choice
of choice

The arrow at the right-hand side of the diagram points towards the theoretically infinite number of choices that a translator could envisage for any one section of a source text. As will be discussed below, the translator will then try to weigh up and distinguish between multiple synonyms and parasynonyms on the one hand, and to cope with the exaltation of experiment with syntactic rewriting on the other hand. The professional, however, has little time to indulge in such practices. Hence the natural tendency to fall back on the first and second positions. The first, absence of choice, while corresponding to an image of economically efficient translation, can have serious consequences on the quality of the target text (and hence on the translator’s ethically oriented output) ; the second, limited choice, functions as a kind of ‘default’ position masking a translating technique that in many cases is primordially driven by habit – again a threat to the ethically-minded translator. 

Competent translators working in good conditions (1 + A) only choose when they have to choose; in other words they do not exercise systematic choice. This is part of the ‘minimax’ strategy, as originally postulated by Jirí Levy, whereby the translator strives to achieve the maximum of effect with the minimum of effort.
 Minimum effort may be employed whenever the solution is deemed to be obvious, or when long experience (or an efficient translation memory) dictates the appropriate translation. When, for example, there is a standard lexical equivalent, it will automatically be chosen. Such equivalents include a vast body of technical and semi-technical terms, many non-technical common nouns, fixed expressions and many proper nouns (international organizations, geographical names, etc.). In such cases, it may be said, the translator works on ‘automatic pilot’: choosing not to choose, but at such speed that the choice not to choose becomes a pre-conscious one.
 Syntactic form may also be subject to default treatment, particularly when a normalizing and simplifying approach is used. Translators working from French into English will often opt for canonical order in the latter language, when, in the former, there are various complex syntactic structures (i.e. preposition or juxtaposition). Efficiency means going as fast as possible; experimentation is costly in terms of time spent. By choosing not to choose, whenever this is possible, maximum efficiency is achieved. However, the ‘automatic pilot’ is not without its dangers, particularly for the ethically aware translator. As long as awareness of responsibility lasts, choice (or absence of choice) is never entirely automatic; but when pure efficiency (and speed) take over, it is hard to be genuinely responsible for the result.

The second position identified above, limited choice, is limited in that the translator imposes certain pragmatic restrictions. These may be the result of a translation strategy that is consciously employed, or of a mechanical (or automatic) attitude towards translating that keeps choice under control.
 Both strategy and ‘attitude’, such as I have defined it, may be influenced by the constraining effects of certain internal and external parameters. The principal internal parameter is the type of text; external parameters include the translation order and the nature of the target publication and readership, and, more generally, the ultimate goal of the translation.
 By limiting choice, the translator again guarantees a level of efficiency. Thus, for example, inappropriate registers will automatically be excluded, as will certain syntactic structures (perceived as too complex for the text type in the target language, or indeed as too simple). The danger with limited choice is one of narrowness and absence of nuance. It is quite possible that in this respect, translation theory bears a limited responsibility, with the great emphasis that has been placed on an overly simplistic opposition between source- and target-oriented strategies.
 When this is carried over into the pedagogy of translation, it tends to discourage even timid experimentation while encouraging standardization, i.e. the narrowest range of choices. Limited choice, in other words, tends to be perceived as a virtue when it is a potential danger.

The third position, profusion of choice, is inefficient in that it is highly time-consuming. It involves experimenting with unlimited semiosis by resorting to extended paraphrastic activity, as lexical variation is explored and, more importantly, syntactic paraphrases – both intra- and intersentential – are generated and examined. It is interesting to note that the learner-translator is at first reticent to explore paraphrastic possibilities, and needs to be taught paraphrase as a skill.
 With practice, rewriting of this type becomes more easy and translational solutions more inventive. However, it soon becomes clear that such experimentation is only necessary – if at all – at particular moments, and that in the name of efficiency, paraphrastic activity may, when possible, be kept to a minimum. The timid investigations of the learner-translator blossom into wider (and more gratifying) experiments – the beginning of creative translating – only to be brought under control as the professional perspective takes over. This means, in practical terms, that the seasoned professional, while doubtless prepared – in theory at least – to explore a wide range of choices, will limit such exploration as much as possible.

In order both to illustrate what precedes and to give some idea of the complexity of the issue, I shall use an example of ‘bad’ translation, or to be more accurate, a translation corresponding to parameters 3/4 and C/D above. It is a notice placed on the cheese and delicatessen counter of a supermarket in Croatia,
 inviting customers to stand in line (and only in one line) irrespective of the purchases to be made. Here are the original and translation:


The translator was not content to rely on a bilingual dictionary in order to produce a message in a language that is far from having been mastered. The noun obavijest has been recategorized into a verbal form (‘announce’); a little time was clearly spent on rewriting (cheese and ‘salamies’ have changed places, the verb in the original – meaning to wait – has been paraphrased…), but resulting in a text that by professional standards is unacceptable, and yet which may, paradoxically, be seen to fulfil its purpose. Such a notice will be read by a large majority of people with varying degrees of skill in English and by relatively few native speakers. It slots neatly into the category of ‘tourist texts’, whose main function is to allow people to get by in their chosen country of destination. It is thus emblematic of ‘international English’ – incorrect but by and large efficient – and characteristic of one part of today’s vast translation market. Such texts remind us that the issue of ethics is not just complex, but subject to the storms of globalisation. A ‘bad’ translation is not necessarily an unethical one.

If the initiator had given the order to a competent anglophone translator, the result would certainly have been rather different. There is at first sight every opportunity for one to exercise one’s talents as a rewriter, the key question now being what the translator’s brief is. A translation order indicating that the text is designed not just to shepherd people into the right queue, but also to attract people to the counter, would give rise to a series of variations. The hypernym salama could then be explicitated (cold meat, ham, sausages…) and the whole repackaged in order to sound inviting (for example: ‘looking for sausage or ham? tempted by our superb selection of cheese? this is the place to queue’, or ‘whether you wish to sample our mouth-watering cheese selection or peruse all the local ham and sausage specialities, you are invited to wait in line right here’). Many other variations suggest themselves, and the translator could enjoy producing them, but at the cost of efficiency. If, however, there was no indication that the text was supposed to advertise, then speed would dictate much simpler proposals, such as an arrow suspended above the counter, or a little notice saying ‘please queue here’.
The above example reminds us that choice is a privileged moment implying a considerable investment in time and money. Now the translator should be given the opportunity of spending the necessary time to explore rewrites in the target language in order to ensure that the ethical aims of translation, as embodied in the translation order, are met. The onus, in other words, lies with the initiator, who must make it possible for the work to be carried out in optimal conditions (parameter A above). If the conditions are indeed optimal, and the translator belongs to parameter 1 (he or she is competent), then ethical translation becomes a possibility. But the combination of parameters A + 1 is, unfortunately no guarantee of the result. Thus we can wonder, with Olivier Demissy-Cazeilles, what motivated the changes made to the official French translation of ‘the war on terror’, as used by George Bush in his State of the Union addresses.
 Demissy-Cazeilles writes:
 

Concernant les concepts géopolitiques américains de "Global War on Terror" et "War on Terror", l'amalgame se fait ici entre "terror" et "terrorisme". Si en 2005 et 2006 les traductions proposaient "lutte contre le terrorisme" dans les deux cas, on remarque qu'en 2007 le traducteur n'hésite plus à employer le mot "guerre" dans les expressions "guerre mondiale contre le terrorisme", qui est pernicieux car "global" ne signifie pas toujours "mondial" (à moins d'imaginer une troisième guerre mondiale) et "guerre contre le terrorisme". Le traducteur avait-il le devoir de rectifier les propos du président américain en 2005 et 2006? Ce faisant, ne donnait-il pas une certaine crédibilité au discours de M. Bush qui lui-même avait refusé l'expression "Global struggle against violent extremism" proposé par ses conseillers?

The reasons for the change are certainly ideological, and are not to be found in the material circumstances surrounding the translation. There remains the question of who is to be held responsible for the changes. Work on translated texts illustrates that the translator is only responsible for the proposed translation; the text actually published is the ultimate responsibility of the editor.

I have tried to suggest that the general circumstances surrounding translating, where conditions are very often not ideal, together with the paradoxical result of the increased skill that comes with experience (meaning that the translator is in a position to choose less and less, or to choose not to choose) lead either to the adoption of the ‘minimax’ strategy, or the adoption of an automatically applied attitude to translating that is only (if ever) questioned when the source texts pose a genuine problem. Everything encourages the translator to increase efficiency, even if this means testing the all too permeable frontier between the (just) acceptable and the unacceptable. Optimal conditions, in other words, need to become the rule rather than the exception, and translators finally need to be given the status that has always seemed to elude them – that of highly skilled professionals undertaking arduous tasks requiring appropriate remuneration. However, it is not enough to fantasize about an ideal world where initiators would suddenly wake up to the rigours experienced by a profession whose services they would rather not employ; it is also up to translators constantly to work on their clients, with a view to explaining that ethical translating – the result that everyone wants – is the product of long work in optimal conditions. This means having the courage to refuse work whose conditions fall under parameters C and D – however utopian this may sound. It also means that translators have to be prepared to question their own work habits, particularly when they believe they have achieved a degree of efficiency and fluency. While both are undoubtedly splendid acquisitions, they move translating towards a relatively automated activity, inviting one to put together strategies that lead to corners being cut and potential choices ignored. The ethical translator needs to know when it is necessary to refuse the ready-made solutions that long practice suggests, and hence come to recapture the joys of exploring the vast resources of the target language.
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