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FROM THE BATTLEFIELD OF TRANSLATION

Profile Tetsuo Sagara

Tetsuo Sagara has been senior manager of the Translation Dept. at Simul International,
Inc. in Tokyo since September, 1989. He was born in 1933 in Tokyo and graduated from
the Tokyo University of Foreign Studies, majoring in French, in 1957. He worked for many
years as a correspondent for Nippon Hoso Kyokai (Japan Broadcasting Corporation) and
was NHK bureau chief in Cairo from 1977 to 1979, and senior officer News at the head-
quarters of the Asia-Pacific Broadcasting Union in Kuala Lumpur from 1984 to 1987. Mr.
Sagara has translated a number of books on international affairs from English and French
into Japanese.

Monologue of a Curtain Raiser

This article is the first installment of a new series "From the Battlefield of Translation."
The first batter is an important leadoff, although bigshots and headliners usually do not
appear on the stage from the very beginning, especially in Japan. Something similar occurs
even in a letter written in Japanese. The writer begins with the vocalized belief that the
addressee is in good health, and then goes on about all sorts of things, such as the weather,
one's family and mutual friends. Only towards the end of the letter does the writer refer to,
rather casually, the main subject. I would be happy if I could simply play the role of the
opening line of a Japanese letter.

% k ok %k Kk Kk Kk ok ok %k

"If you have time to spare, why don't you do something like...well, for instance,
uh...translation?" It was in 1971 that a colleague of mine made that suggestion. And that
particular question is one of the reasons why I am here now on the battlefield of translation.

The first book I translated was one written by a British journalist about the Overseas
Chinese in Southeast Asia. Written in an easy, precise and concise style, I didn't initially
foresee any rough sailing. I was wrong. I soon realized that, in the English text, Chinese
names (names of persons, groups, institutions, places, etc.) were all transcribed phoneti-
cally into the Roman alphabet and therefore had to be reconverted to the original Chinese
characters, as both Chinese and Japanese use the same ideograms. To my inquiry regarding
the process, the British author was unable to assist me, replying that he had only used

8



JAMT V% —+ WV
1991.11 No.3

English reference materials. Upon his recommendation, however, I wrote to a Chinese
professor in Australia and several other China experts. I also made my own private tour of
libraries in Tokyo. First and foremost, I had to identify which Chinese dialect was at the
origin of each Romanized wordMandarin, Cantonese or Fukienese--and then, little by
little, reconstructed the original word in Chinese ideograms.

Needless to say, I was exhausted when the entire translation was completed, and I wasn't
even very sure whether or not I had done a good job. I was, however, quite certain that
translation was not something to be done by halves on a "well, for instance, uh..." basis. It
is a serious job.

Twenty years later, I still daily confront similar problems on the battlefield of translation.
My biggest problem at present is not English transcriptions of Chinese but of Russian,
because Russia's Cyrillic alphabet cannot be fully transcribed into the Roman alphabet.
Proper names are not the only cause for a headache. When, for example, an English text
refers to the "Soviet parliament," we need to check whether it is referring part of the Soviet
parliament, Japanese readers are far too sensitive about the names of individuals and offi-
cial institutions to disregard such detailed care.

Wrestling with these problems on a daily basis, I cannot help wondering about the actual
role international languages should play. English is running several lengths ahead of other
languages as a global lingua franca. "However," I found myself pondering one day, "why
should a Japanese letter, when translated into English, follow the sequence in which an
English letter is composed instead of beginning with a reference to the addressee's health,."
I heard an angel's voice tell me that a Japanese sends a letter in English simply because the
receiver doesn't understand Japanese, so what does it matter. Another angel's voice whis-
pered, "That's narrow-minded nationalism." Both seemed reasonable enough and I sat
there, comfortably, vacillating between the two ideas. All of a sudden, a third voice bel-
lowed across the room, bringing me back from the reverie to the battlefield. "Mr. Sagara,
there's a phone call for you from the Machine Translation Association!" Alas, we, Homo
sapiens, are no longer masters but slaves to our mechanical civilization!
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