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Translation Data Problems

1. Why is a translation like a joke?
In 2000 Arto Mustajoki and a group of colleagues and students published a
bilingual book of Russian jokes translated into Finnish. His brief introduc-
tion touches on several of the points I will develop below. – The whole col-
lection is a translation, with both source texts and target texts visible, and
thus  open  to  a  translation  assessment.  The  translations  were  done  by  stu-
dents, i.e. not by professional translators; but they have nevertheless been
published. Mustajoki comments on the special role of jokes in Russian cul-
ture, and the culture-bound nature of many examples. He points out that the
Russian word anekdot corresponds to both “joke” and “anecdote” in Fin-
nish,  and  that  one  of  the  Finnish  words  for  a  kind  of  joke  (sutkaus)  has  a
Russian origin: there are thus complex relations between the terms used in
the two languages. And he concludes that the book will have reached its aim
if the reader occasionally laughs: one cannot expect everyone to laugh at
every joke: after all, humour is largely a matter of taste.

Why is a translation like a joke? No, the answer I have in mind is not:
“they can both make you laugh”. The comparison invites a number of ob-
servations about the problematic nature of translation data, and raises issues
that have still not been resolved in Translation Studies. Translation research
makes  use  of  many kinds  of  data.  Apart  from translations  themselves,  and
their source texts, and comparable non-translated texts, data may come from
questionnaires, interviews, translation reviews, translator protocols and re-
cordings, measurements of eye movements, archives, observational field-
notes, and so on. This paper focuses on translations themselves as data, and
in particular on the question of definition. Definition problems lead to data
problems, and these in turn lead to generalization problems – and this is no
joke.
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2. The quality issue
Consider first the quality issue. Translation theory students have long been
taught that modern Translation Studies no longer sets out to be prescriptive,
telling translators how they should translate, but has descriptive and ex-
planatory aims, just like any other academic discipline. I have argued
(Chesterman 1999) that if we study how clients, readers etc. react to transla-
tions, we can find out something about quality expectations in different
contexts, and thus include quality considerations within a descriptive
framework. But the quality issue is still a problem when it comes to select-
ing data.
 Is a bad joke still a joke? If no-one laughs, or even smiles? Of the jokes
in Mustajoki’s collection, let us assume that some provoke more laughter
than others: a higher proportion of readers laugh at these, and/or they laugh
louder and longer. But the poor jokes are surely still jokes. They simply be-
long to the joke subset  “bad jokes”.  In the same way,  a  bad wine is  still  a
wine, a bad day is nevertheless a day. I imagine that, as these jokes were
collected, there was some kind of selection process. Some were excluded, as
they were not considered “good enough”. But I doubt whether any were ex-
cluded on the grounds that they were “not jokes”: the very fact that they
were on the table for consideration in the first place meant that they were
taken to be jokes of some kind – in someone’s opinion, at least. Jokes that
are not funny to one person may still be funny to someone else.

But can a joke be so bad that no-one takes it as a joke? And if so, is it still
a joke nevertheless? It would of course be impossible to investigate this em-
pirically and universally (it would involve quite a bit of translation, for a
start). But there is always at least one person who does think that our imag-
ined appalling joke is a joke: the joke-teller. The teller’s intention is that this
is  a  joke and shall  be taken as a joke.  If  no-one laughs,  the teller  is  disap-
pointed, but this does not necessarily change his/her categorization of the
utterance as a joke – an intended joke may not be successful, but that does
not exclude it from the joke category unless we define this category as also
requiring the laugh/smile of at least one hearer, in addition to the teller’s in-
tention.
 Can a “translation” be so bad that it must be classified as a non-transla-
tion, outside the set comprising translations of all kinds? In comparison with
jokes, the translation case is more complicated. On the receiving end, some
readers may have access to the source text or the source language, which
may well affect their judgement of whether a given bad translation is actu-
ally a translation or not. On the production end, we have a huge range from
skilled professionals to unskilled amateurs. Most textual research in Trans-
lation Studies works with translations done by assumed professionals (or
future professionals); the translations have mostly been published, for in-
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stance. We are thus neglecting most “natural” translation done by e.g. by
children or bilingual speakers in general. (True, there are professional joke-
tellers as well, stand-up comics etc., but we do not necessarily think their
jokes  are  better.)  We also  find  that  some people  translate  out  of  their  first
language as well as into it: this may affect the quality of their work, on some
criteria, but it does not of itself disqualify such texts from membership of the
set of translations. And then there is the question of the unit in question, the
translation status of which is to be judged.
 The term “translation unit” normally refers to the portion of source text
that a translator deals with cognitively as one chunk, during the formulation
of a target-language version: typically, this is a clause, or perhaps a sen-
tence. This is not the sense of “unit” I mean here. The unit problem I refer to
is this: what is the nature of the segment of text in the target language about
which the judgement “translation / not a translation” is to be made? Let us
call this the “judgement unit”, and take an example, which also shows how
relevant this problem is to the notion of bad translation.
 On my desk I have a leaflet describing trekking excursions in Lanzarote,
run by a Canary trekking company. The text is in three languages; Spanish,
English and German. I take Spanish to be the source language, since it ap-
pears first and Spanish is the local language. The format and layout of the
three versions is the same, describing three trekking routes. There can be no
question that the English and German versions are intended to be, and are
read as, translations of the Spanish. As usual in such tourist brochures, the
English is sometimes odd and there are occasional spelling mistakes (“You
will perfectly understand how works a volcano”; “It is essencial [sic] to
wear trainers or hiking boots, light jacket, water and picnic”). But there is no
reason to deny even these bits the status of translations, albeit non-native
and/or careless. A non-native English reader may not even notice these slips.
A reader with a knowledge of Spanish may notice some minor syntactic and
semantic shifts at these points in the text (from the original Podrá entender
el funcionamiento de un volcan and Imprescindible: Calzado cerrado,
abrigo ligero, agua y picnic), but nothing unusual.

However,  the  text  also  has  some  surprises.  In  Spanish,  we  are  told  the
length of each trek: the first is 6 Km, the second 7 Km and the third 4 Km. In
English these lengths are given as 6 Km, 8 Km, and 4 Km. (All three ver-
sions have capital “K” here, which is not normal in Spanish or in English.
Was the text translated by a German speaker?) So the second trek is one
kilometre longer in English. In German the lengths are: not given, not given,
and 4 Km. – Why these discrepancies? Carelessness? Maybe. But now con-
sider the question of the judgement unit. Given the Spanish source-text seg-
ment 7 Km, shall we say that the English 8 Km is  a  translation of  it,  or  an
erroneous translation,  or  not  a  translation at  all?  Is  the omission of  this  in-
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formation in German also a translation? After all, the strategy of omission is
a valid translation solution in some circumstances.
 I suggest that if this segment is taken out of context, 8 Km cannot be re-
garded as a translation of 7 Km. However, the implicit standard solution has
been to assume that the judgement unit is the largest one possible, i.e. the
complete text. In this case, we take the whole English and German versions
to be translations, yes, although they contain errors and curious omissions at
the  level  of  smaller  segments.  A  text  as  a  whole,  then,  can  be  judged  a
translation even though it contains instances of non-translation, or inaccu-
rate, unfaithful, non-equivalent renderings. Recall that whole books can be
sold as translations even though chapters or other large segments have been
omitted or censured. And a gist translation, aiming to provide no more than
a summary of the source text, is also a valid form of translation. Taking the
whole text as the unit for judging whether or not we are dealing with a
translation is also the normal solution in research on translation recognition
(e.g. Tirkkonen-Condit 2002).
 To summarize so far: it is likely, then, that any randomly selected corpus
of translations is likely to contain instances of bad translation, possible in-
cluding segments of non-translation – perhaps because the translator was
non-professional, working into a non-native language, or simply careless or
short of time. Any descriptive theory of translation will have to allow for
this fact. This causes difficulties for at least two theories: skopos theory and
norm theory.

Skopos theory (from Reiss and Vermeer 1984 on) assumes that a transla-
tion seeks to fulfil its skopos (purpose), and that this skopos is the primary
determining factor affecting choices of translation strategies and solutions.
The trouble is that not all translations fulfil their purposes in an optimal way
(and some may not fulfil their aim at all, if they are really bad), and skopos
theory thus seems to be describing an ideal situation rather than a real one.
Its generalization does not seem to hold for all possible members of the set
“translation”.

Norm theory (e.g. Toury 1995) assumes that translators are influenced by
the prevailing norms about what translations should be like. Ideal transla-
tors, anyway... But what about translators who do not know much about the
relevant norms, or do not care about them, or are unable to meet them? They
too  produce  translations.  Two solutions  are  offered.  One  is  simply  to  clas-
sify such texts as norm-breaking translations, i.e. not as non-translations.
Norm-breaking may lead to sanctions (e.g. rejection of the translation by the
client), but it may contribute to the establishment of new norms (a classic
Finnish example is Saarikoski’s translation of Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye;
see e.g. Koskinen 2007). The other solution is to loosen the definition of
norms. Some scholars (e.g. Hermans 1999) have argued that norms should
be regarded more generally as expectations; and expectations may concern
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what is typical rather than what is correct. Tourist brochure translations are
seldom written in an elegant, native-speaker style; we expect them to sound
odd. In this sense, the oddness of my sample text above does indeed meet
our expectations.
 So we return to the larger point: given a text T, how shall we decide
whether it is a translation or not, however bad it may be?

3. The definition issue
Both jokes and translations can be seen as forms of oral or written (or mul-
timedial) text, embedded in a discourse. Formally, jokes have at least one
clear distinctive feature: the punch line at the end. If there is no punch line,
there is no joke. Jokes often also have an initial marker (such as “Did you
hear the one about...?”), but this is not obligatory. With translations, the
situation is not so clear: not all translations are supposed to raise a smile, for
a start. Competing definitions abound.
 Perhaps the most influential attempt to specify a set of distinctive fea-
tures for translations is Toury’s three postulates (1995, 33f). Strictly speak-
ing, these are presented as conditions which, if they hold, support the as-
sumption that a given text T is a translation. The postulates are, in my para-
phrase: (1) there is, or has been, a source text; (2) text T has been derived
from  this  source  text  via  a  transfer  process;  and  (3)  there  is  a  relation  be-
tween  text  T  and  this  source  text  which  we  can  call  some kind  of  equiva-
lence. The nature of this equivalence relation is not specified a priori, how-
ever; it depends on culture-specific norms, and these may vary widely. –
These postulates have not gone without criticism. A translation may derive
from several source texts (so-called eclectic translations), perhaps in differ-
ent languages. Postulates 2 and 3 seem to overlap. And what about the status
of texts that may fulfil postulates 1 and 2 but not 3? These would break the
culture-specific norms concerning the intertextual relation between source
and  target  text  –  i.e.  they  are  “not  equivalent  enough”  in  some  way  –  but
they might still be taken to be translations, by some people at least... On the
other hand, the postulates do have the advantage of widening our dataset to
allow the inclusion of a much wider range of assumed translations than is
allowed by a narrower definition.

For instance, on these criteria, the dataset of assumed translations also in-
cludes pseudotranslations, as Toury indeed points out: these are texts that
are presented as translations, but are later proved not to be. Literary history
has many famous examples, one being Voltaire’s Candide. It thus makes
perfect sense, in the case of a pseudotranslation, to say: I first thought it was
a translation but then realized it wasn’t. (Or even, in the converse case of
pseudo-originals: I thought it was an original, but it turned out to be a trans-
lation.)  What  about  jokes?  The  situation  seems  parallel.  One  can  say:  I
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thought it was a joke, but then I realized it wasn’t. One can also say: I first
took it seriously, but then realized it was a joke.

This pinpoints a crucial insight: both joke-telling and translating are
communicative acts. Both involve an intention and an associated claim by
one party, and acceptance of these by another party. In the case of transla-
tion, the two relevant parties are the translator and a receiver (client or
reader). On completing and submitting a text as translation, a translator
makes the implicit claim that the text in question is indeed a translation – the
translator’s intention is that the text should be accepted as such – and also
the implicit claim that the translation is adequately equivalent to the source
text (Pym 1995). In other words, the implicit claim is that the text represents
its source in some relevant way, both as proxy (standing for the source) and
in terms of relevant resemblance (Hermans 2007). Compare the joke-teller’s
implicit claim or intention to be telling a funny story. But this claim may be
disputed. A reader (or many readers) may disagree; we may not take the in-
tended joke as a joke. The claim may also be mistaken, or insincere. A
translator may claim that the text represents the source, even though in fact
it misrepresents it: throughout history there has been no shortage of (in-
tended or unintended) distorted translations. (For a discussion of recent ex-
amples, see Baker 2006.)

Ultimately,  therefore,  the  status  of  the  text  as  a  translation  or  not  is  a
matter to be negotiated and agreed – usually, of course, only implicitly, ex-
cept  in cases of  dispute.  In the final  analysis  the same holds for  all  defini-
tions: they are all interpretive hypotheses, revisable agreements accepted by
a community. (For further discussion of Toury’s and other proposals for
formal definitions of translation, see Pym 2007; and also the special issue of
Target 2007, 19, 2, on the metalanguage of translation.)

So, in addition to the fuzziness introduced by the quality issue, we have
further sources of fuzziness, introduced by the inevitable role played by dif-
ferent agents, at different times and in different cultures, in defining what is
to be accepted as a translation.

4. What kind of concept are we looking for anyway?
There is still a third source of fuzziness. The Translation Studies community
has not even yet agreed on the kind of concept we should be trying to define.
 Since there is are obvious fuzzy borders around the concept, e.g. between
“translation” and “adaptation”, we cannot be dealing with a classical, clear-
cut concept. One proposal has been to see the concept as a prototype, with
typical forms of translation at the centre and less typical forms on the pe-
riphery. Halverson (1998) presented some empirical, experimental evidence
in favour of this interpretation. At the centre of her model she places pub-
lished professional translations, at least for the industrialized West, but al-
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lows quite a variety of other types around it, including natural translations
and “student translations”. She also accepts that all prototypes are culturally
determined and may thus vary.
 Against the idea of translation as a prototype concept, others such as Ty-
moczko (1998) have argued that precisely because prototypes themselves
tend to vary across cultures and times, we cannot formulate a prototype con-
cept that would be valid universally. Compare Toury’s view of translation as
norm-governed activity, mentioned above: norms are not universal. This
does not actually contradict Halverson’s position, but Tymoczko draws a
rather different conclusion. In place of a prototype concept, Tymoczko of-
fers Wittgenstein’s notion of a cluster concept, like that of “game”, whereby
different instances of the category are linked only by family resemblances,
not by a set of shared essential features. In Chesterman (2006) I explored the
extent to which the key semiotic features of similarity, difference and me-
diation, proposed as fundamental to translation by Stecconi (2004), are dif-
ferently represented in the etymologies of words denoting translation in a
variety of languages, leading to different kinds of conceptual clusters. It
seems that in some languages, such as most Indo-European ones, words de-
noting translation cluster around the notion of transferring something that
remains unchanged, whereas corresponding words in some other languages
cluster more around the notion of difference (such as the Finnish verb
kääntää ‘translate’, for instance, which literally means ‘turn, change direc-
tion’).
 This issue – of the type of concept we are dealing with – remains open.
The fuzziness is acknowledged, but there is no general agreement on
whether translation is best conceived of as a prototype or as a cluster con-
cept, or perhaps as some combination of both. What both prototype and
cluster concepts have in common, however, is that they do not assume a
universally valid, essentialist version of the concept in question. Variation
across place, culture and time, as well as context, is fundamental – as also in
the case of jokes.
 Why should this be a problem?

5. So what?
I have outlined three sources of fuzziness in Translation Studies, which all
make it difficult, if not impossible, to establish clear criteria for what counts
as  a  translation:  the  problem  of  bad  translations,  the  context-boundness  of
definitions of translation as a communicative act, and the unclear nature of
the translation concept itself. This means that it is not self-evident what we
should accept as translation data. (Do we include the Canary trekking text or
not? All its segments?) The consequence is problematic if there is an ex-
pectation that Translation Studies, like any other academic field, is inter-
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ested in formulating generalizations about its object of study. It simply does
not seem possible to make justified claims – about tendencies or patterns or
regularities or laws – that are valid for all translations, universally.

In the prescriptive tradition this has long been recognized. At least since
Savory’s famous list (1968) of contradictory prescriptive statements –
translations should give the words of the original / the ideas of the original;
translations should read like an original work / should not read like an origi-
nal work; etc. – we have been wary of universal prescriptive generalizations.
It has long been obvious that useful prescriptive statements depend on the
purpose of the translation, the text type, and so on. The only valid universal
prescriptive guidelines are therefore very abstract indeed, and even risk be-
ing somewhat trivial, such as “a translation should aim to fulfil its purpose”.
 Nowadays, despite the interest in research on translation universals (e.g.
Mauranen and Kujamäki 2004), we realize that we must also be wary of
universal descriptive generalizations. Any claim starting “all translations
are...” raises doubts. Many projects have tested hypotheses about so-called
translation universals, only to find that in the material studied the universal
trait is not so clearly manifested after all, or even that there is more counter-
evidence than evidence. The evidence for and against one such hypothesis –
the retranslation hypothesis, which claims that later translations of a given
text, into the same target language, tend to be closer to the original than ear-
lier translations – is discussed in detail by Koskinen and Paloposki (forth-
coming).  The  writers  come  to  the  conclusion  that  the  hypothesis  is  quite
simply false, if it is assumed to apply universally.

Does this mean that we must simply give up all attempts to generalize?
Are all generalizations in Translation Studies a danger, as Agorni (2007)
argues? Agorni’s proposed solution is “localism”, i.e. to focus on the local
contingent conditions of each particular case. But this seems unnecessarily
restrictive. Without neglecting the particular, we must surely seek to go be-
yond it and look for some kinds of general patterns. But it must be acknowl-
edged that interesting empirical generalizations can only be conditioned
ones, restricted to a given quality of translation, a given cultural, historical
and linguistic context, and a given definition. This may be one reason why
so much of translation research is based on case studies.

This is not to say that such limited generalizations are not useful. On the
contrary. Working with a cluster notion of translation, for instance, we are
finding many interesting and useful things to say about translations of cer-
tain kinds in certain contexts. We can even note similarities between one
cluster and another: between the belles infidèles of 18th-century French lit-
erary translation, for instance, and the strongly adaptive translations that are
found in modern localization.

One important consequence of this situation is the need for a systematic
typology of such clusters, or translation types, based on a repertoire of pos-
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sible variables, such as those mentioned above: quality, historical and cul-
tural context, purpose and so on. We are still some way from achieving such
a goal.

It may finally be of some consolation to recall that interesting concepts
always defy precise definitions – they are always open to new interpreta-
tions. That’s why they remain interesting. In this respect, translation is in the
good company of a whole host of other fuzzy concepts ranging from lan-
guage itself to humour.

Author’s email address: andrew.chesterman helsinki.fi
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