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ERROR ANALYSIS IN TRANSLATION:
A PRELIMINARY REPORT

H. Vivanco, J.C. PALAZUELOS, P. HORMANN,
C. GARBARINI, M. BLAJTRACH,
Pontificia Universidad Catdlica de Chile, Santiago, Chile

The Catholic University of Chile created the Translation Program in 1971. It is a 5-
year program which provides general training in translation and offers two language com-
binations: English-French into Spanish and English-German into Spanish. During the
10th and last term, students are required to do a translation practice outside the University
(320 hours = 8 hours per day during 2 months) and to prepare a small guided research
paper. Students are also required to pass a final exam which consists of translating two
texts (according to the language combination chosen) of approximately 300-350 words
each and of defending their translation orally.

In 1987, a group of teachers including three translators and two linguists received
funds from the Research Division™ of the Pontificia Universidad Catélica de Chile to
carry on a one-year project on error analysis of English into Spanish translations.

The project was originated after systematically observing that in the translation
courses the nature of the errors made by the students varied widely. We believe that a
clear distinction of the nature and characteristics of these errors could be of help to modi-
fy and restate, if necessary, the curricula of our Translation Program so as to minimize the
occurrence of errors and to gain insight into the process of translation teaching.

This paper is a preliminary report of the studies, analyses and discussions carried
out by the group in a six-month period. The corpus of our study includes translations
from English into Spanish, that is, from a foreign language into the translator’s native
tongue, made by students from the first and last courses. Our research focuses on the
definition of the concept of translation error. We will attempt a classification of errors
after analyzing a sample of approximately 160 translations made by 20 students from the
first and last courses of the program. The texts are varied: scientific, literary, political and
technical.

The group contemplated the possibility of using the error analysis technique and of
applying its theoretical principles that, although originally used to study the linguistic
deviations generated by learners of an L,, seems to have applications in the field of trans-
lation errors.

This technique classifies errors according to the kind of deviation (morphosyntac-
tic, lexical, phonological, on the one hand, of omission, addition, selection or misorder-
ing, on the other) and the mechanisms or strategies that generate them (transfer,
overgeneralization, etc.). One of our objectives is to propose an ad-hoc taxonomy since
we do not know of any classification specifically referring to translation errors, nor of a
bibliography that provides theoretical foundations for the analysis of translation errors.
Nevertheless, there are some models as the one proposed by P. Corder, which we will
complement with the theoretical considerations made by E. Coseriu in his article “Lo
acertado y lo erréneo en la teoria de la traduccién”, in EI hombre y su lenguaje, 1985.

Our School of Translation postulates, believes and practices the principle that
translators should translate into their mother or native tongue. It is often quoted that the
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language into which a text is translated is usually the native or a near-native language and
that therefore, this is the area where problems are least expected. Notwithstanding, the
scope and extent of the translation errors of students translating into their mother tongue
is quite significant.

Studies done on a world-wide basis indicate that correct or proper expression
(reflecting communicative competence) in one’s mother tongue is a critical aspect of
secondary and university education. Students do not always think logically and thus when
writing they are unable to organize their thoughts in a rational way. This is an issue of
major importance at present but one which we cannot obviously cover and do not intend
to in this paper. We have only mentioned the point because “correct” written expression
in one’s native language is a “must” or a skill which eventually all transiators should
acquire.

Furthermore, studies conducted by Frank G. Konigs at the University of Bochum,
West Germany and by the National Resource Center for Translation and Interpretation,
U.S.A., claim that even if an argument or an idea is clearly stated and many translators
understand it, these same individuals many times cannot render a truly idiomatic text in
their mother tongue. The texts are well written, paint a precise picture, yet the students
have difficulty finding the most accurate structures.

What has come to be known as “error analysis” has generally been related to the
investigation of the performance of second language learners. We are inclined to believe
that this approach is not fully applicable when referring to translation errors.
Nevertheless, we might say both share an identical ultimate object: explanation. The last
stage in error analysis should always have a psycholinguistic basis, inasmuch as it
attempts to account for how and why the errors have been made. We think, and we are
sure many will agree, that there could be no reason to engage in error analysis unless we
had in mind at least two aims: a linguistic and psycholinguistic one. Our aim is undoubt-
edly manifold or multiple. Consequently, we would expect our research project to provide
relevant information in different areas:

m Contrastive analysis
m Types of errors

m Causes of errors and
B Translation teaching

According to modern linguists, errors have come to be regarded as evidence of the
learner’s strategies and the route he follows when building up his competence in the
target language. This is the standpoint of Corder, among others, who states:

A learner’s errors [...] are significant in three different ways. First to the teacher in that they
tell him, if he undertakes a systematic analysis, how far towards the goal the learner has
progressed and, consequently, what remains for him to learn. Second they provide to the
researcher evidence of how language is learned or acquired, what strategies or procedures
the learner is employing in his discovery of the language. Thirdly (and in a sense this is their
most important aspect) they are indispensable to the learner himself because we can regard
the making of errors as a device the learner uses in order to learn (Corder, 1967:167).

If translators want to theorize on the process behind error-making, on the psycho-
linguistic aspect of translation, we should then discuss the above stated point of view.
Everything stated by Corder is certainly true when speaking of second language acquisi-
tion (and we as translators are in no position to argue his statement). Things change when
we speak of error analysis in translation. First, errors are no doubt helpful to us as teach-
ers of translation because they tell us what the problems are and how students are moving
towards the goals we have in mind. Second, they might provide relevant data, if analysed
systematically, on the causes of the errors. In what second language acquisition differs
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from translation, in relation to error analysis theories, is that in the case of translation,
errors are not indispensable to the learner (or translator apprentice in our case) because
they are not a device the “learner” or “translator” uses to learn. Rather, they are clear
indications of several problems:

m interference of the source language in the target language,

B lack of comprehension of the source language,

m inadequate communicative competence or performance in the translator’s mother
tongue (considering the different components of communicative competence [CANALE
1983]),

W lack of extralinguistic background.

As already mentioned, we have based the present study on the linguistic theory of
Eugenio Coseriu who considers translation should be a part of text linguistics.

The concept of error we have used is taken from the Diccionario de la Real
Academia Espariola and coincides with the definition provided by Webster’s New World
Dictionary, 1972, which states that an error is “a departure from the accepted [...] code;
transgression”. A fault is “failure to have or do what is required”. Errors can be detected
either when speaking, writing or, in our case, when translating, at any of the following
three levels: coherence of thought; correction or conformity to linguistic norms and ade-
quacy of the text to the type of public or reader to whom the text is originally intended.

According to the above mentioned definitions an error or fault is meaningful when
an “obligation” is transgressed, in other words when “a requirement is not met”. What,
then, are the “obligations or requirements” implicit in a translation which will allow an
identification of errors?

Translation implies two types of “knowledge™:

B one refers o knowing how to interpret the designation and the meaning of a text in a
given source language.

W the other refers to knowing how to “re-produce” (to render) the designation and the
meaning of a text in a given target language.

Since when speaking of translation we are talking of understanding, interpretation,
and re-production of texts (rendering into a target language), we must take into account
the idiomatic knowledge or level of our sampled students. By idiomatic knowledge we
mean “speaking according to the linguistic tradition of a community”. This because one
of the variables that participate in favour or against reading comprehension and in favour
or against the production of written texts is the speaker’s linguistic competence (in L
or L,).

When analyzing translations we could have the following relations:

a. Correct interpretation and reproduction

b. Correct interpretation and incorrect reproduction
c. Incorrect interpretation and reproduction

d. Incorrect interpretation and correct reproduction

These relations should be understood as follows:

a. The translator has correctly interpreted the textual content of the source text and has
correctly reproduced (translated) this textual content into the target language. What we
obtain here is a correct/adequate translation, that is, a translation without errors.

b. Correct interpretation of the textual content in the foreign language and incorrect
reproduction (translation) of the same content in the target language. This means that the
product, i.e., the translation, has errors due to an inadequate communicative competence
in the target language on the part of the translator.

c¢. Incorrect interpretation and incorrect reproduction (translation) of the textual content.
In this case, the translator has produced a translation which presents errors at two levels;
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comprehension of source language and rendering into the target language in conformity
with linguistic norms.

d. Incorrect interpretation of the textual content and correct reproduction (translation) of
the interpretation of said content. The result in this case is a translation which presents
errors due to problems of comprehension of the foreign language. The translation reads
smoothly, is adequate according to the linguistic norms of the target language. Unless the
source text and the target text are compared nobody will know the translation is unfaith-
ful to the original message.

Accordingly:

a) implies a “correct” or “good” translation

b) and d) could be evaluated as incorrect translations because of errors at the level of
rendering into a target language or at the level of decoding the foreign language

c) will always mean a “very bad” translation because of errors made at both levels (for-
eign language or source language and mother tongue or target language).

In brief, up to now our analysis has allowed us to reach certain conclusions, which
at the same time open a way to methodological aspects.

A translation is subject to errors which could be of two types: translation errors and
errors due to a lack of competence in the target language. But indeed, how can we know
or be sure if the cause of the translation error is an incorrect interpretation, or an incorrect
reproduction? Therefore, when analyzing translation errors, both the source and the target
texts should be at hand. When speaking of “literal” (word by word) translation, how can
we know if such a translation was caused by lack of understanding or simply because the
translator was “careless™?

The findings of this research should lead to an error taxonomy which will allow us
to study the linguistic and psychological mechanisms involved when re-creating in a
natural tongue a message originally expressed in a different one. They could also be
applied to improve the teaching methodology in the translation as well as in the foreign
language undergraduate and graduate programs. In general, they will be useful to im-
prove evaluation systems and particularly to unify evaluation criteria among the teaching
staff of the Department of Translation. On a more specific basis, this research could serve
to reinforce the teaching of L; and L, within a Translation Program and to systematize
structural and lexical contents in practical courses of translation.

Finally, we hope that it will throw some light on several issues or at least pave the
way to new research projects which will help consolidate the study of translation at a
scientific level.

* The Research Division promotes and finances research projects presented by academic staff working at the
Pontificia Universidad Catélica de Chile. Each year, this division organizes a contest through which funds are
awarded on a 1-2 or 3 year basis to projects that have been successfully evaluated by referees from national or
foreign universities or scientific organizations.
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