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Abstract

The aim of this paper is to trace the contemporary perceptions/definitions of the
translator and translation in Turkey where the translation profession is not a legally regulated
profession. (In)visibility of the translator and the scope of his/her expertise are widely debated
issues among both the scholars/students of translation and the various players in the world of
translation. Although translation is no longer being defined as a mere linguistic activity,
reductionist views of translation that equate translation to ‘know’ing a foreign language still
continues to prevail. What accompanies the said reductionist view is the claim that a translator
can not translate ‘all the texts’ in different fields of expertise, at least not as successfully as
the ‘real’ experts of the field who also know a foreign language such as engineer-translators
or lawyer-translators who know English. However, recent developments concerning legal
translation in plurilingual settings evidence a completely different understanding of
translation and the identity/expertise of the translator. In such settings, translators work
together with the drafters of the legal texts and are responsible for the source legal texts as
well as the target ones, broadening the scope of the ‘expertise’ of the translator in an
unprecedented way. In the light of the implications of the said transformation of the identity
of the legal translator, this paper argues that the identity/definition of the translator/translation
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needs to be reconsidered and the results should be reflected onto the translator training
programs with the aim of helping students of translation (re)define their identity as real
‘experts’ of the translation field and contributing to the transformation of the perception of

translation and the translator.

Keywords: Translator training, Identity of the translator, Legal translation,

Translation profession.

1. Introduction

(In)visibility of the translator (Venuti, 1995) and the scope of his/her expertise are
widely debated issues among both the scholars/students of translation and the various players
in the world of translation. In Turkey where the translation profession is not a legally
regulated/protected one, there seems to be serious confusion as to the definition of translation
and translation profession. Drawing on these facts, this paper aims to trace the contemporary
perceptions/definitions of translation in Turkey with a focus on the potential contribution of

translator training institutions to the resolution of the said confusion.
2. Tracing the Perception(s) of Translation and the Translator

A striking translation case that gives clues about the perception of translation and the
translator and the above mentioned confusion is the debate Turkey witnessed on a translation
in 2006. The translation of Georges Perec’s La Disparition (Kaybolus) by Cemal Yardimci
into Turkish occupied the agenda and the translator was harshly criticized on the grounds that
he intervened in the original. What made Yardimci the target of criticism was his
“intervention”: he omitted certain parts of Perec’s text and added new ones in the translation,
because of “numerical necessities” (Yardimci, 2006) in his own words. The severe wave of
criticism he faced was revealing with respect to the perception of translation/the translator in

Turkey.

The discourse of the critics about the translation/translator implied a rigid distinction
between original and translation, between author and translator. Taking “faithfulness” as the
main and only goal of the translation process, the critics involved in the debate were irritated
by the intervention or visibility of the translator. According to Celal Uster who was very
much annoyed at the intervention of the translator, for instance, a translator “can not change

even a word of the text s/he translates'”

(Uster, 2006a, my emphasis). Again according to
Uster, what Cemal Yardimci did was “transforming the book of Perec into another book”

(Uster, 2006b). Another critic, Ferit Edgii who “could not believe” that Yardimci added a part

! Unless otherwise indicated, all translation are mine.

70



to Perec’s novel defined the translational practice of Yardimci as “craziness” and “absurdity”
(Edgii in Atmaca, 2006). The same line of thought was also present in the discourse of other
critics such as Tahsin Yiicel who argued that “a translator should remain faithful to a text s/he
translates as much as possible” (Yiicel in Atmaca, 2006) and Tuncay Birkan, according to
whom “the translator is essentially responsible to the text s/he translates and every good
translator should be aware of this” (Birkan in Atmaca, 2006).

The essentialist language which downgrades translation/translator as opposed to
original/author dominated the discourse of the critics. They all wished to debar the translator
from exerting authorial rights. However, whether consciously or unconsciously, the same
critics also mentioned the existence of interpretation in translation and in some cases they

defended that a translator can interpret or should inevitably interpret the original.

As mentioned above, Yardimci was accused of being ‘“unfaithful” to the original,
committing additions and omissions hence “interventions”. However, in the same discourse of
those critics who accused the translator emerged a point where the consistency of their
discourse broke down and where an inconsistency was uncovered which, I think, could be

defined as ‘the question of limit’.

By ‘limit’ I refer to the boundaries (as drawn randomly by critics) beyond which a
translator can not exert any kind of authorial right. What renders the issue of limit problematic
is especially the fact that it is determined without any criteria, very personally and the critics
who allowed the translators to “intervene” within certain limits and prohibited to do so
beyond that limits do not bother themselves with justifying their choices. For instance, Celal
Uster, the sharpest among all other critics, criticized Celal Yardimci for “adding four parts to
the text of Perec”, “changing the titles” and “transforming the book of Perec into another one”
on the grounds that a translator “can not change even a word of the original” (Uster, 2006b).
However, this seemingly consistent attitude broke down when it came to the issue of

interpretation and poetry translation as a special kind of translation:

“Kimi kitaplarin ¢evirisi, belirli bir uyarlamay1 gerektirebilir. Kimi ¢evirmenler de
cevirdikleri yazara bir hayli miidahale ederek onu iyice ‘bizden’ kilarlar....Siir
cevirisinin ‘6zgiir’ bir yaklasimi bir ol¢iide kaldirdigini, dahasi bazen kacinilmaz

kildigin sdyleyebilirim.” (Uster 2006b, my emphasis)

[Translation of some books may necessitate a certain degree of adaptation. Some
translators intervene in (the work of) the author they translate to a great extent and
make the author thoroughly our “own”... I can say that poetry translation tolerates a

“free” approach to some extent, even renders it inevitable at times. ]
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So, according to Uster who takes pains to defend a “word for word” or “faithful”
translation, the translation of “some” books may necessitate “a certain degree of adaptation”,
moreover in “some” cases a “free” approach is inevitable. Another example is Tuncay

Birkan’s criticism:

“Her iyi g¢evirmenin bir damgas1 vardir aslinda. O damgayr ornegin bdliimler
ekleyerek, kitapta olmayan tislubu kitaba dayatarak fazla 6ne ¢cikarmak gayrimesru
seylerdir. Cevirmenin asli sorumlulugu metine karsidir ve biitiin iyi ¢evirmenler bunun
farkinda olmak zorundadir. Elbette cevirmenin yaratici bir sahsiyet oldugunu gozden
kacirmamak sart. Dengeli ve ol¢iilii olmaya calismak gerekir. Bu sorusturmaya konu

olan vakada dl¢iiniin biraz kactig1 goriiliiyor.” (Atmaca 2006, my emphasis)

[In fact every good translator has a stamp. It is illegitimate to emphasize that stamp too
much by, for instance, adding parts or imposing a style which does not exist in the
book. The translator is essentially responsible for the text and all good translators
should be aware of this fact. Of course we should not overlook that translator is a
creative figure. A translator should try to be balanced and measured. In this case the

translator a little crossed the line.]

Birkan’s criticism is also marked by all the features of an essentialist, prescriptive
approach and displays an inconsistency observed most explicitly when he talks about limits.
He at the same time underlines the translator’s stamp and an illegitimate degree of
emphasizing that stamp, the translator’s creativity and going beyond the limit without
explaining how and by whom the limit or degree is to be determined. This inconsistency is
revealing with respect to the obsession with the original and the irritation caused by the
inevitability of interpretation and the role of the translator as an individual/social agent who
makes decisions consciously and unconsciously (Basile, 2005) and who is the expert

(Vermeer, 2000) in the translation situation.

Indeed, the question of limit and the accompanying inconsistency are closely related to
the contradiction Isin Bengi-Oner observes in prescriptive, source-oriented approaches to
translation. Bengi-Oner argues that since source-oriented approaches focus on the “source”,
they are disconnected from realities of translation, which in turn converts them into a set of
contradictory rules and that all the theories developed in the period from the 2nd century BC
to the first half of the 20th century are source-oriented and prescriptive and contradiction is a
distinctive feature thereof (Bengi-Oner, 1999: 116). She depicts the contradiction in question

and the resulting uneasiness felt by the translator as follows:

“Bu kuramlarin ayrilmaz bir parcasi olan ¢eliski 6zellikle ¢eviri elestirisi alaninda agik
olarak kendini gostermektedir. Siire¢-agirhikli, kaynak-odakli ve kuralci kuramlar
cercevesinde yapilan ceviri elestirisinde, elestirmen ceviri gercekleriyle hicbir bagi

olmayan elestirel goriislerini ve begenisini adeta ceviride ulasilmasi miimkiin ve
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degismez 6zellik gosteren bir diizey varmiscasina (ama bu diizeye iliskin biitiinlitk
icinde somut 6rnek vermeden) sunmaktadir. Bu tiir elestirilerle kars: karsiya kalan ve
hep ‘eksikli’ durumda olan ¢evirmen ise kendisinden ne beklendigini dogal olarak
anlayamamaktadir. Bu tavir, s6z konusu kuramlarin 6ziinde varligim siirdiiren

celiskinin, ¢eviri elestirisine yansimasindan bagka bir sey degildir.” (117)

[As an integral part of these theories, contradiction is manifest especially in the field of
translation criticism. When criticizing a translation within the frame of process-
oriented, source-oriented and prescriptive theories, the critic expresses his/her views
and preferences, which are completely disconnected from realities of translation, in
such a way as if there exists an attainable and invariable level in translation (but
without giving concrete examples of this level in an entirety). The translator who faces
with such kind of criticism and finds himself/herself in a defective state all the time
and cannot understand what is expected of him/her. This attitude is nothing but the
reflection of the contradiction that continues to exist in the very essence of these

theories onto translation criticism. |

Since this source-oriented approach to translation and the translator still prevails, the
translators are still denied from the rights reserved for authors without any clarification
regarding the scope of their expertise and it is still easy to ‘judge’ translators as compared to
other professionals who are members of professions regulated and protected by the law and

on the scope of which exists a clear consensus among the parties concerned.

Although translation is no longer being defined as a mere linguistic activity,
reductionist views of translation that equate translation to ‘knowing’ a foreign language also
continue to exist. What accompanies this reductionist view is the claim that a translator can
not translate ‘all the texts’ in different fields of expertise, at least not as successfully as the
‘real’ experts of the field who also know a foreign language such as engineer-translators,
lawyer-translators or doctor-translators who know a foreign language. Two examples from the
contemporary translation sector in Turkey attest to the said fact. The following passage on
translation quality taken from the website of a translation company is significant in terms of

the perception of translation and the confusion concerning the scope of translator’s expertise:

“Terciimeleriniz, konusunda en az 5 yil tecriibeli, titizlikle secilmis olan terciiman
arkadaslarinmz tarafindan  yapilmaktadir. Terciimanlarmmzin c¢ogu kendi
alanlarinda uzman olup 6gretmen, avukat, doktor, ... vs. gibi en az bir meslek
sahibidirler. Bu baglamda size terciime kalitesi konusunda garanti verilir.”

(Tercumix, my emphasis)

[Our translations are produced by our translator friends who have at least five-year

experience in their fields and who are selected carefully. Most of our translators are
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experts in their respective fields and have a profession such as teacher, lawyer, doctor

etc. In this context, we guarantee that our translations are of high quality.]

The above passage is a striking evidence of the fact that translation profession is not
considered as a profession per se. Especially ironic is the company’s claim that the underlying
reason for its success is that they work with “translators who have at least one profession.” It
is also inferred from the passage that being merely a translator cannot guarantee high-quality
translation for which a ‘real’ profession is required. This perception of translation/the
translator is also manifest in the following passage taken from the website of another
translation company where it is claimed that the success of the company in technical

translation depends on engineer-translators:

“En iddial1 oldugumuz terciime konularinin basinda teknik ceviri gelmektedir. Teknik
ceviri, diger ceviri konulardan ayr: olarak ele alinmas: gereken, dilin yam sira
mesleki uzmanhk da gerektiren bir konudur. Rota Terciime Biirosu teknik
cevirileri, c¢esitli konularda miihendislik 0zgecmisine sahip terciimanlar
koordinatorliigiinde gerceklestirir. Dilin yam sira mesleki bilgilerin de cevirilerde
hissedilmesi miisterilerimizin bizi tercih etmelerinde onemli etkendir. Teknik ceviri
icin uyguladigimiz bu yontem Rota Terciime Biirolarim1 diger ceviri biirolarindan

ayiran onemli 6zelliklerin baginda gelir” (Rota Terciime)

[Technical translation is one of the fields we are most ambitious about. Technical
translation is an issue that should be handled separately from other translation issues
and requires professional expertise as well as language. In Rota Terciime Biirosu,
technical translations are produced under the coordination of translators who have
worked as engineers in different fields. In addition to language, professional
knowledge is felt in our translations and this significantly contributes to our reputation
as a preferred company. This method applied in technical translations is what

differentiates us from other translation companies. ]

In the above passage there is an assumed differentiation between non-technical
translation and technical translation which, according to the company, necessitates the
coordination of engineer-translators. Related to this differentiation is the company’s claim
that professional expertise of the engineer-translators is an additional qualification that makes
the company a preferred one with regard to technical translation. What is especially
significant about this claim is the inferred view of translation and the translator, according to
which a translator might not be adequate for translating a technical text if he/she is not an
engineer at the same time. The distrust to “mere translators” implied in this view can also be

said to prevail heavily in the translation sector in Turkey and, I believe, stems from the
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ignorance of the ‘real’ scope of the translator’s expertise which could only be clarified with

the aid of the target-oriented approach to translation.

3. Translator: Expert of ‘What’?

Thanks to the developments in the field of translation beginning in 1970s and to the
unprecedented target-oriented approach to translation and the translator, the perception of
these has undergone a radical transformation. Shifting the focus from the source
text/language/culture to the target text/language/culture, the target-oriented approach has
brought up a fresh look to translation phenomena. Among the many scholars in this line, the
approach of Hans J. Vermeer, one of the leading scholars in the field of translation studies, to
the issue of expertise in the context of translation is crucial for this study. Vermeer clearly
posits the translator as the “expert” within the frame of his skopos theory and a functional

approach to translation:

“The translator is ‘the’ expert in translational action. He is responsible for the
performance of the commissioned task, for the final translation. Insofar as the duly
specified skopos is defined from the translator’s point of view, the source text is a
constituent of the commission, and as such the basis for all the hierarchically ordered

relevant factors which ultimately determine the translatum. ...

As regards the translator himself: experts are called upon in a given situation
because they are needed and because they are regarded as experts. It is usually
assumed, reasonably enough, that such people “know what it’s all about”; they are
thus consulted and their views listened to. Being experts, they are trusted to know
more about their particular field than outsiders. In some circumstances one may
debate with them over the best way of proceeding, until a consensus is reached, or
occasionally one may also consult other experts or consider further alternative ways of
reaching a given goal. An expert must be able to say—and this implies both
knowledge and a duty to use it—what is what. His voice must therefore be
respected, he must be ‘given a say’. The translator is such an expert. It is thus up
to him to decide, for instance, what role a source text plays in his translational action.
The decisive factor here is the purpose, the skopos, of the communication in a given
situation. (Cf. Nord 1988:9.)” (Vermeer, 2000: 222, my emphasis)

I believe the above view of the translator needs to be strongly emphasized both in
translator training institutions and in every interaction with those interested or have a stake in
translation. This would contribute to the transformation of the above discussed perceptions of
translation and especially the translator which entail distrust towards the translator and/or do

not recognize him/her as an expert, the expertise of whom, in fact, includes inter-
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lingual/cultural communication, translation-oriented text analysis and research, text
production and all the techniques required in the pre-translation, translation and post-

translation processes.

However, there is still room for optimism. Despite the dominance of the ‘narrow’ view
of translation and the translator sketched above, recent developments concerning legal
translation in plurilingual settings evidence a completely different understanding of
translation and of the identity/expertise of the translator. In such settings, translators work
together with the drafters of the legal texts and are responsible for the source legal texts as
well as the target ones, broadening the scope of the ‘expertise’ of the translator in an
unprecedented way. In her comprehensive overview of the guidelines for legal translation
beginning from the Roman Empire up to contemporary era, Susan Saréevi¢ depicts the
changing role and status of the legal translator in accordance with the changing circumstances
affecting legal translation. She underlines that “word for word translation” or “strict literal
translation” was the only recognized strategy of legal translation for a long period of time and
this faithfulness-oriented tradition has started to change with the notion of “legal equivalence”
which requires the legal translator to produce a text “that will lead to the same legal effect”
(Saréevi¢ 2000: 25, 71) instead of a “word for word” copy of the source text, especially in the
context of bilingual and plurilingual legal practices where the translations of one source text
in different languages are considered “equally authentic” and desired to provide “uniform
interpretation and application” (121). Saréevi¢ also states that the goal of achieving uniform
interpretation and application has led to the incorporation of the legal translator “into the
legislative process, entrusting him/her with new authority and responsibility” by which “for
the first time, the translator was given limited authority to take part in the production of the
source text”, “transforming the translator into a text producer and ultimately a co-drafter”

(97-98, my emphasis).

In terms of the point I am making in this paper, the transformation of the identity of
the legal translator is a critical example demonstrating the changing identity of the translator
in two senses: change in historical continuum and change as an intrinsic part of the
translator’s identity which is a changeful one. The change observed in the historical
transformation of the legal translator from ‘a mere copier of the source text’ into ‘an expert
involved in the production of the source legal text as well as its translation’ displays, on one
hand, how spatio-temporal factors shape the strategies to be used by the translator and hence
his/her identity/role. It displays, on the other hand, the changeful skills the translator might be
required to possess as a part of his/her expertise. I believe this is the burning fact that needs to

be recognized and internalized by all the players in the world of translation.
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If the above discussed cases concerning the perception of the translation and the
translator are considered from this point of view, the critics in the first case irritated by the
interpretation committed by the translator can be said to be unaware of the fact that a trained
literary translator, inevitably acts, thinks and writes as an author and has the freedom and
responsibility of taking all the necessary measures and making decisions in accordance with
the skopos of the translation determined by means of his/her knowledge and expertise. The
same holds true also for the discourse of the two translation companies with distrust to ‘mere
translators’ and the implication that ‘mere translators’ lack the required skills for the
translation of a text in the field of engineering, which can be duly done with engineers having
language skills. This approach is also the outcome of an unawareness of the fact that a trained
technical translator does not need to be an engineer in order to translate an engineering text,
for he/she possesses the required text analysis, terminology research and technical text
production skills and it is up to him/her to decide when it is necessary to consult an engineer
if need be. Moreover, this is what trained translators do when they translate advertising texts,
scientific texts, information technology texts, news and media texts, poems, plays, stories and
novels, medical texts, automotive texts, games etc. A trained translator knows that he/she is
required to think, feel, act and write as an advertiser when translating an advertising text, as a
journalist when translating a news text and as a poet when translating a poem. However,
above and after all, he/she is the translator who is trained to become an expert in
communication. Thinking, feeling, acting and writing as the experts of various fields for
translation hence communication purposes are included in the translator’s scope of expertise.
This should not mean that specialization in one or more fields in translation is unnecessary,
however, I think, it should be borne in mind that translator training institutions are essentially
responsible for helping translation students develop a core specialization in acting in
accordance with the changing requirements of different fields and sub-fields of specialization
and the necessary skills to carry out the required processes of different

translation/communication situations.

In the light of the above considerations, I believe the perception of the
identity/definition of the translator/translation needs to be reconsidered and the results should
be reflected to the translator training programs with the aim of helping students of translation
(re)define their identity as real ‘experts’ of the translation field and contributing to the
transformation of the perception of translation and the translator. Translator training
institutions should speak out about this fact with a louder voice. I think it is only in this way
will it be possible to raise awareness about and transform the perception of translation and the
translator in a profound way, contribute to the establishment of translation profession for the
sake of translators who are tired of answering and confronting questions and criticism as to
the scope of their profession, expertise and identity and to ensure that the translator’s “voice is
respected” (Vermeer, 2000: 222).
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