

















By Frank Johnson

consider
bilingualism a requirement

Many people
of any good translator.
For instance, Roger Chriss
states, “A good translator
is by definition
bilingual."l Some persons
go even further and
counsel that the “best
translators are those who
were raised bilingual or

multilingual.”2 Many good

translators, including
some who do not consider
themselves bilingual,
probably would disagree
with both of these
statements. When we
consider bilingualism in
relation to translation
and interpreting, the

issue 1s wusually whether
being bilingual 1is enough
to be a good translator or
interpreter. Can almost
anyone with high-level
bilingual skills do a good

job of translating or
interpreting? The natural
assumption of many people
is that translation and
interpreting are
inherently bilingual
activities. After all,
both activities involve
communicating in two
languages; therefore, the
persons who engage in the
activities must be
bilingual. Thus, the
implied question asks
whether bilingualism by

itself is enough.

Two Distinct Tasks

Including both translation
and interpreting in a
discussion of bilingualism
can be confusing. Although
some translators interpret

and some interpreters
translate, the two
activities are distinct.
When we speak of
bilingualism, we are

usually making a judgment
about some perceived level
of oral fluency in two
languages. Since

interpreting is an oral
activity, most people would
agree that a certain degree of
bilingualism is a requirement
for an interpreter. At first
glance, defining bilingualism
seems like an easy task. A
simple definition is that
bilingualism is “using or being
able to use two languages,
especially with equal
fluency."3 Another definition
that adds the oral element is
“the ability to use either one
of two languages, especially

when speaking.”4 This last
definition opens the door to
acquiring bilingualism at Jjust
about any stage of 1life by
eliminating the requirement
that one’s speaking ability be
the same in both languages. On
the other hand, true
bilingualism can be described
as a skill that relatively few
people possess. “[A] true
bilingual is someone who is
taken to be one of them by the
members of two different
linguistic communities, at
roughly the same social and
cultural level.”> In other
words, when among native
speakers, a true Dbilingual can
“pass” as a native speaker in
either language. This degree of
bilingual-ism is usually
obtainable only by people raised
in a bilingual household in which
both 1languages and cultures are
active. These definitions of
bilingualism are not very

helpful
bilingual
interpreters
translators. The first
are not specific enough and
the third is too
restrictive. In assessing
student readiness to take
my introduction to
interpreting course, I have
found the following
definition helpful as a
minimum acceptable level of
bilingualism. For the
beginning interpreting
student, at a minimum, a
person who 1is bilingual is

in discussing the

skills of
and
two

able to carry on (to
understand and be
understood) “adult”
conversations

(conversations about mat-

ters of daily living using
language normally used by
adult speakers) in a second
language with a monolingual
adult speaker of the second
language.

Bilingualism is No
Guarantee

Students who enter my
course with this bare
minimum level of
bilingualism quickly
discover that being
bilingual does not
guarantee success. In fact,
even students who enter
with a higher level of
bilingualism eventually
discover that being

bilingual by itself is not
enough.
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Generic interpreting is
not a generic activity.
Interpreters work in
specific contexts and use
specific vocabularies
whose meanings and usage
change from context to
context, both between
subject areas (medical,
legal, etc.) and within
subject areas (folk
medicine, advanced cancer
treatment, etc.). The
specific advantage the
interpreting student with
a higher level of
bilingualism has over a
lower-level student is
that the higher-level
student can more readily
acquire necessary
vocabulary and cultural
understanding. That
acquisition is more of a
struggle for the lower-
level student.
Even the acquisition of
vocabulary and cultural
understanding is not
enough to turn a beginning
interpreting student into
a skilled interpreter
because bilingualism alone

does not address
communication between
languages. Bilingualism is

usually defined in terms
of communication in two
languages, not as the
ability to communicate
between two languages.6 A
bilingual person is able

]

An interpreter,
ora lranslater
.11as to take
someone

else’s ideas...

to express his or her own
ideas in either of two
languages. Sometimes he or
she will prefer one
language to another in
specific context.

The ability to take another
person’s ideas, which are
expressed in that person’s
own idiolect, and transfer

those ideas to another
language while faithfully
communicating the message

in all its aspects is the

crucial element that
separates translation and
interpreting skills from
mere bilingual skills.

Oral Communication

When we turn from
interpreting to
translation, we face a
significantly different
situation. In addition to
the inter-linguistic
communication skills that
are common to translation
and interpreting,
interpreters have to Dbe

able to communicate orally
in both languages at the
level required by the
interpreted context. For
bilateral interpreters,
their source and target
languages are constantly
changing. This demands a
high level of oral
productive ability in both
languages. Translators, on
the other hand, usually
only translate into their
native or dominant
language, and do not need
written or spoken skills in

language.7

their source
Thus, even 1if we expand
bilingualism to include

reading and writing skills
as well as listening and
speaking skills in both
languages, complete

functional bilingualism is
skill for

not a Dbasic
translators.

Reading Skills

The one part of
definition of Dbilingualism
reading that 1s a required
basic skill for translators is
a high-level reading skill in
the source 1language. However,
this linguistic skill must be
combined with subject area of
expertise in the target
language. The best translator
for a specific text would be

an expanded

one who 1is an expert in the
subject matter and who knows
the source language well
enough to know when the
foreign text says something
other than what the
individual’s expertise would

lead him or her to expect it
to say.8

I have heard it said that a
good translator must know his
or her specialty well and be a
good writer in the target
language, and that it is also
helpful to know the source
language.9 Perhaps this is a
bit of hyperbole because in-
depth knowledge of the source
language within the context of

the subject area and source
text 1s very valuable for a
translator.

Many times regional
differences and nuances in how
matters are expressed in the
source language can change
considerably how a statement
should be translated. A

translator needs to be a very
good reader 1in the source
language in his or her field.

Basic skill Level
Differences
For translators, bilingualism

is not the basic skill that it
is for interpreters. The basic
foreign language skill for
translators is the ability to
read and understand the source
language in the specific
translation context to the
extent required to be able to
render faithfully the message
of the source text into the
target language.
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Even when there is an
acceptable level of
bilingualism on the part of
the interpreter or Thigh-
level reading skills on the

the

prerequisite is the ability

to write the target language
with far better fluency than
average native
Whereas the native speaker or
writer needs to express only
his own thoughts in his own

point for an interpreter,

acceptable level of writing

skill in the target language

speaker. 1s a basic requirement and a
starting point for as
translator.

part of the translator, language, the translator is A Starting Point

along with the development expected to render in the Being bilingual is not enough.
of bicultural competencies target language any idea that For interpreters, bilingualism
and inter-language anyone can formulate in any is a start and a requisite
communication skills, the ¢ the languages he skill, but by itself,
professional skills of translates. bilingualism is not enough for
translation and interpreters to be good
interpreting (including apoye all  else, a good interpreters. For translators,
technical skills) still have ¢ gnglator is a good writer. bilingualism is helpful. For
to be developed. For the 1t goeg not matter how much one thing, it enables
translator, the moSt  oyphject expertise or high- translators to communicate
important professional skill q_,¢1 foreign language better with direct clients who
is to be able to write well ,.,4ipng gkill a translator may be reluctant to entrust a

in the target language.

has if the translator cannot

job to a translator who cannot
. 11
speak their language.

. . express the message well in Having
iz;ijremiigm t?ﬁat ObVlEEZ the target language. We could g comb?natiog of subject area
translator be able to read say that Just as an expertlge, high-level reading
and  understand the source agcgptablg .level ?f skills in the source language,
< i ; bilingualism is a basic and excellent writing skills

requirement and a starting in the target language.
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