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ETUDES TERMINOLOGIQUES ET LINGUISTIQUES 425

GENERAL THEORY OF TERMINOLOGY AND TRANSLATION STUDIES*

At the 3rd International Congress of Applied Linguistics, Copenhagen,
1972 two pioneering papers were read : one by A. Neubert and one by the late
E. Wiister.

In his paper Theorie und Praxis fiir die Ubersetzungswissenschaft (Theory
and Practice for Translation Science) (Neubert 1972) Neubert stated that transla-
tion studies were then for the first time considered a subject fit for presentation
in a plenary session of an AILA (Association Internationale de Linguistique
Appliquée) world congress. In the meantime research activities concerned with
translating and translation have come to be regarded as a generally accepted
branch of applied linguistics (cf. Wilss 1982).

At the aforementioned congress also Eugen Wiister of Austria introduced
the General Theory of Terminology as a new interdisciplinary field in his paper
Die Allgemeine Terminologielehre. FEin Grenzgebiet zwischen Sprachwissen-
schaft, Logik, Ontologie, Informatik und den Sachwissenschaften (General
Theory of Terminology — a borderline field between linguistics, logic, ontology,
information science and the subject fields) (Wiister 1972). At that time Wiister
was himself president of the then AILA Commission ‘‘Terminology and Lexi-
cography’’. Wiister’s lifelong concern was with questions of terminology or
rather special language terminology and its standardization (cf. Wiister 1931/
1970). Today a Vienna School of Terminology (cf. Felber 1981) based on
Wiister’s publications and teaching can be marked off from other contemporary
developments in the field of Fachsprachenforschung (LSP research), a field
where Wiister’s pioneering work is now duly acknowledged on an international
level.

When Wiister died in 1977, he left an extensive research library at Wiesel-
burg, Lower Austria, where he had entertained a private research centre. This
collection of terminological source material was transferred in 1981 to Vienna
to the premises of Infoterm, the ‘‘International Information Centre for Termi-
nology’’, which upon Wiister’s initiative (cf. Wiister 1974) was established in
Vienna in 1971 under a Unesco contract and affiliated to the Austrian Standards
Institute. A research project to investigate and make accessible the unfinished

; CIOMS (1967) : Terminologie et lexicographie médicales (UNESCO et OMS), Paris, Masson
et Cie.
*  Paper read at the 6% International Congress of Applied Linguistics, August 1981, Lund (revised

version).
Abstract in : Sigurd, B./J. Svartvik, (eds.), AILA 81, Proceedings I, Lund 1981, 290.
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papers and draft manuscripts in the field of Terminology and related fields left
by Wiister was initiated by the author in 1979 under the sponsorship of E. Weis
(president of the AILLA Commission ‘‘Lexicography’’) in cooperation with Info-
term and a grant was obtained from the Austrian Fonds zur Forderung der
wissenschaftlichen Forschung (Austrian Science Research Fund) for Research
Project 3938 Erschliess-ung des wissenschaftlichen Nachlasses von E. Wiister
(Wieselburg) (Investigation of the Scientific Legacy of E. Wiister). Work was
started at Wieselburg in 1980 and continued in Vienna in 1981 in the afore-
mentioned Wiister Research Library at Infoterm, with the author, lecturer at the
University of Vienna Institute of Translation and Interpretation, as project
supervisor. (For a report on the ongoing project see Biihler 1982a).

Relations between terminology science and the theory and practice of
translation had already been envisaged by the late E. Wiister himself. For
instance when FIT -— the International Federation of Translators — called for
the establishment of an ‘‘International Committee for the Co-ordination of
Terminological Activities’’, this project was remodeled in cooperation with
Wiister (cf. Biihler/Felber 1981). In 1959 Wiister took part in the 3rd World
Congress of FIT presenting a paper in which he suggested that concepts and
their relationships be investigated and made accessible for reference in sys-
tematic dictionaries and vocabularies. Wiister’s ideas, which he had previously
presented at the International Congress of Linguists in Oslo in 1957, give
evidence of an exceptional amount of foresight of subsequent developments
in the field of structural semantics (Wiister 1963 and 1959). In 1968 at the
Kolloquium on open terminological problems convened at the Auslands- und
Dolmetscherinstitut (Institute of Foreign Studies and Interpretation/Translation)
of the University of Mainz at Germersheim, Federal Republic of Germany,
Wiister gave an opening address outlining the four dimensions of terminology
work (Wiister 1969), a lecture which he repeated the same year at the Univer-
sity of Vienna Institute of Translation and Interpretation. In 1974 on the oc-
casion of a symposium on terminology and special lexicography, organized
by the Translators Organisation of the Federal Republic of Germany (BdU),
Wiister, after having been awarded the Goldene Ehrennadel of that organiza-
tion, spoke on the subject of training in terminology and terminological lexic-
ography (Wiister 1975).

For the future three aspects of the interface between General Theory of Terminol-

ogy and Translation Studies will have to be given special attention : the didactic,

the practical and the theoretical aspects.

Wiister’s statements of 1975 were re-examined and supplemented more
recently by Sager in his contribution to a commemorative publication for Eugen
Waiister (Sager 1979). Since languages for specific purposes (LSP) and terminol-
ogy as the lexical aspect of LSP play an important part in the work of the
translator and interpreter, the teaching of LSP has been accorded a prominent
place in the training programs for interpreters and translators on the university
level (cf. for instance Petioky 1974, Wilss 1979a, Arntz 1980). More recently
they are being complemented by the instruction in terminology work as a
supradisciplinary area of study that has received impulses from Wiister's
theory (cf. Picht 1979, Arntz 1979a, 1979b, Biihler 1980a).
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The University of Vienna has a long tradition in the teaching of terminol-
ogy as a science since Wiister himself lectured from 1972 to 1974 at the Institut
fiir Allgemeine und Angewandte Sprachwissenschaft (Institute of General and
Applied Linguistics). This lecture series was published in 1979 after Wiister’s
death as Einfiihrung in die Allgemeine Terminologielehre und terminologische
Lexikographie (Introduction to the General Theory of Terminology and Ter-
minological Lexicography) (Wiister 1979) and is now continued by Wiister’s
former collaborator, the present director of Infoterm.

The Institute of Translation and Interpretation of the University of Vienna
follows a LSP-teaching concept geared to the training of fiexible all-round
translators and conference interpreters (cf. Petioky 1974). It therefore offers
L.SP-lecture courses in all the major language sections that follow a 4-semester
cycle as well as courses in Rechts- und Wirtschaftssprache (language of law
and economics) in several languages. In addition to the aforementioned lecture
course on terminology theory, which is also open to students of translation
and interpretation, two new courses stressing practical aspects of terminology
have been introduced more recently; both are given by the author on the pre-
mises of Infoterm. Within the framework of the English section of the Institute
of Translation and Interpretation a Terminologieseminar (terminology seminar)
is offered, which comprises an introduction to practice-oriented terminology
work (i.e. terminography) for translators and interpreters on the basis of the
Vienna School of Terminology and requires students to prepare terminological
mini-projects (seminar papers) on German and English LSP-terminology in a
given field. As part of the general basic training for translators and interpreters
another seminar course called Konversatorium zur Terminologieforschung
(terminology research) is given, offering an introduction to terminology theory
geared especially to translators, consultation in regard to independent termi-
nological projects such as diploma theses, as well as user education for the
Wiister Research Library at Infoterm.

These two courses were preceded during the fall term of 1979 by a pilot
project of the author ‘‘General Theory of Terminology and its Practical Applica-
tions. A University Course for Translators’’ at the Division of Interpretation
and Translation of the School of Languages and Linguistics of Georgetown
University, Washington D.C. (for a course outline of this one-semester course
see Biihler 1980 a). The course was given in two main parts (theoretical back-
ground, practical applications) of five two-hour sessions each. Since in a course
on terminology geared to translators the approach to the theory of terminology
will have to be essentially user-oriented, an attempt was made in part I to
reduce General Theory of Terminology to the basic facts in two two-hour
sessions. In addition, a ‘‘Popular English Introduction to General Theory of
Terminology’’ was recorded in a studio session on a 30-minute videocassette
intended for future use at the university. It can also be understood as a pilot
project for low-level basic training in terminology for students with varied back-
grounds that may not always have included formal training in Western concept-
ual thinking and with a non-native command of English. The discussion of
practical applications in part II of the course was designed to prepare future
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translators for their presumptive tasks of terminographer and terminology user
(cf. Sager 1979:153). Several students were assigned the task of preparing
short LSP-glossaries in carefully limited subject fields in their non-Indo-
European mother tongues, work that could not have been successfully complet-
ed without a theoretical basis. Most of the time was however devoted to an
introduction to the possibilities and problem areas of terminological data banks
used as a translation aid. As has been pointed out elsewhere, it is to be expect-
ed that such instruction during the early stages of training will reduce user
reluctance on the part of translators as well as shorten on-the-job training
periods (Biihler 1980b).

It is suggested that a one-semester basic course on general theory of terminology

and its practical applications be envisaged as a compulsory part of a future-

oriented training program for translators on the university level, and further
models for such a course are called for.

The user-oriented approach to Wiister’s General Theory of Terminology
should be discussed in the context of computer-aided terminological lexicog-
raphy, since in our time translators will be increasingly required to make use
of terminological data banks.

Wiister himself prepared an interlingual model dictionary based on his
theories in a technical field (Wiister 1968), but did not live to witness the full
development of computer-aided terminological lexicography and no reference
to it was made in his lecture course. However, in an unpublished manuscript
he mentions the fact that he as an Austrian was guest of honor in 1969 at
the foundation ceremony for the Bundessprachenamt (Federal Office of Lan-
guages) at Hiirth, Federal Republic of Germany (Wiister 1971). This institution
was the first in Europe to operate a terminological data bank used as a trans-
lation aid.

No attempt shall be made to enumerate or evaluate the various systems
of such banks in operation or in the planning stage. But attention should be
drawn to the fact that during the ‘‘Meecting of Experts on Terminological Data
Elements’’ convened in Vienna in September 1980 (Infoterm 1980) it became
obvious that, since terminological records are user-dependent, term banks
that are used for translation purposes and have to supply foreign language
equivalents have problems distinct from other types of banks. Thus, for in-
stance, the question of synonymy has different aspects for translators than
for information scientists, phraseological entries present specific problems,
quality criteria must be considered essential. The minimum set of data elements
required for translation purposes has yet to be determined and such a limited
list is to be considered a prerequisite for international cooperation.

It will therefore be a worthwhile subject for applied translation studies to invest-

igate the scope and structure of terminological data elements for translation-aid

term banks in the light of the principles of terminological lexicography based on

Wiister. .

As to the third aspect, the theoretical interface, an attempt will have to
be made to relate the terminology science of Wiister to the theory of translating
and translation and to describe its place in such a theory. Since both fields
can be said to be still in the stage of formation, very few attempts have been
made to that end (cf. Picht 1975, Wilss 1979b).
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The basic notion in Wiister’s lifelong concern with the phenomenon of
language is what he used to call bewufte Sprachgestaltung (deliberate shaping
of the language). According to his monumental Systematic Defining Dictionary
of the basic concepts of the theory of terminology (cf. Biihler 1982 b), which
he left unfinished on his desk, language planning is one aspect of the above.
In an unfinished draft manuscript, which was translated into English and pub-
lished after his death, he holds that language planning is characterized by two
distinct and independent processes: the linguistic aspect, the deliberate creation
of language items, and the sociological aspect, the deliberate adoption of these
language items, especially standardization (Wiister 1980).

Language items in the sense of Wiister are lexical units. In their study
on ‘“‘Standardization of Terminology in a Model of Communication”’ Johnson
and Sager make a distinction between words, terms, and standards, with
““reference’’ (which relates the conceptual to the lexical plane) as the distin-
guishing criterion. Words are lexical items characterized by general reference,
where the referential properties are vague or generalized and not specific to
any discipline. Terms are items characterized by special reference within a
discipline. If agreement can be achieved on the part of all users to use a term
with a specified fixed reference, that term is recommended as a standard
(Johnson/Sager 1980).

According to Wiister, terminology work starts with the systematization
of concepts to which terms are assigned later, either by selection from existing
terms or by creating new ones. This assignment is a deliberate and permanent
one (Wiister 1979). Thus Felber, a disciple of Wiister, in a recent study dif-
ferentiates between three types of linguistic signs: Wort, Fachausdruck, and
Thesauruswort. He holds that a Wort (common language word) is kontextab-
hiingig (context dependent), while a Fachausdruck (term or standard belonging
to a special language) depends upon the concept system to which it belongs
(begriffssystemabhiingig). According to Felber a Fachausdruck is permanently
assigned to a concept by some authority, be it a terminology commission or
an expert in the field (Felber 1980).

From the statements of Johnson/Sager and Felber we may conclude that
the borderline between term and standard runs along the linguistic-sociological
line set out by Wiister, and that normative processes are characteristic of
languages for specific purposes.

Furthermore Johnson and Sager hold that ‘‘terms can only be used as
such if the user already possesses the configuration of language which deter-
mines the role of the term in a structural system’ (Johnson/Sager 1980:87).
Felber goes one step further by claiming that a Fachausdruck will retain its
meaning, delimited by its place in a concept system, also in the actual context
of a specific subject field (Fachkontext) (Felber 1980).

How do the above assertions relate to the theory of translation? It seems
evident that Wiister’s theory must be discussed within the framework of text-
type-oriented theories of translation (cf. e.g. Broeck 1980). The phenomenon
of what the author would like to call context-free fixed reference, attained by
some form of consensus within a specific user group, will be essential for
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those sorts of texts where it is necessary to make communication maximally
effective (cf. also Biihler 1979).

Translation research with a textual and communicative orientation might therefore
pay greater attention to the tendency in specified types of texts to replace the
natural creativity of language by normative processes as well as to the normative
function of translation itself in such processes. Since standardization represents
a transition from the parole level to the langue level, it will also be necessary
to re-examine the status of translation theory as a linguistique de la parole (Sprach-
verwendungslinguistik) in the light of the above.

Hildegund Biihler
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