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FROM THE BATTLEFIELD OF TRANSLATION

Hiromi Sodekawa
Profile
Hiromi Sodekawa is a translator and checker at Simul International, Inc., in Tokyo, a position she
has held since September 1988. After graduating from the Tokyo University of Foreign Studies with a major
in French, she entered the graduate program at the University of British Columbia, in Canada. There on a
scholarship from the Japan Foundation, Ms. Sodekawa studied modem Japanese literature and received her
M.A.in 1988.

Is It True That the Business of Translation is Trendy?

I have recently heard it said that the job of translator is now considered rather fashionable, almost trendy.
The spotlight, it is said, seems to be shining as brightly on the professional translator as it does on the news-
caster or the fashion stylist. Being a translator, I find this surprising, even amusing. As if to prove to me that
it is so, however, a TV drama I watched recently had the pretty young heroine working as a translator of
movie subtitles.

Because I am working as an in-house translator, I manage to keep hidden those hysterical moments when,
madly rushing to meet a fast-approaching deadline, I devote my full energies to the rhythmic tap-tap-tapping
of my computer keyboard. During those anxious moments I do my best to appear calm. I must be aware of
my appearance at all times. But still, what I do at the office seems to me nothing like my image of a "fashion-
able, trendy, and spotlighted” occupation. My work consists of translating material from English into Japa-
nese and from Japanese into English, as well as checking other translations. Each step in the translation
procedure requires a patient and unflagging attitude to the work. This can be very asocial at times. So much
so, that I often say to myself, "What a nekura, or gloomy job this is!!" I sometimes feel that it is a job best
suited for a person who likes to feel closed in.

Quality control, which Simul sets particular store by and which a checker is ultimately responsible for, can
be described as the most nekura work of all. This arduous task consists of comparing the draft translation
against the original document, in order to expose any mistranslations or omissions. If any errors are found, it
is the checker's job to correct them. In addition to that, the checker must, if necessary, research any nebulous
information that is found in either the draft translation or the original text. This entire process forces a
checker to form the habit of trying to find the weak points in the translations of others and criticizing their
work, while at the same time putting aside his or her own weaknesses. What nitpicking work it is! Checking
does, however, make a huge difference in the quality of the final translation.

When it comes to really big projects, we often employ an even more rigorous method of quality control. If
the project deals with a translation from Japanese into English, for example, we hold meetings involving the
Japanese client, a native-English translator or editor, and myself. My role at these meetings is principally that
of translator, and I work to adjust and summarize the opinions and statements of each party in order to render
them as effective and accurate phrases in the language of the other party. At times I become a pure national-
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ist, trying to make clear to native-English speakers specific words or ideas that are indigenous to Japan. At
other times I take on the role of Anglophile and try to convince the client of the merit of a particular English
point of view. During this effort at cross-cultural communication there often emerge some very elegant and
eloquent phrases. And it is at moments like this that I feel particularly proud, it is then that I lose the
"gloomy" feeling I sometimes have toward my work. I take great pleasure in participating in a dynamic
moment, when two different languages and two different cultures connect. At these moments, translation is
truly "spotlighted” for me, and the beam is warm and rewarding.

I have a great love for words. I don't remember quite when I began to feel this strong attraction, but it
started when I was very young. When I run across phrases which speak the truth, which strike to the very core
of humanity and plumb the depths of our being, I am greatly moved, even thrilled. Well-expressed, beautiful-
sounding words also hold a great fascination for me. Before I began studying foreign languages, I was only
able to access this joy through language by way of the Japanese tongue. Now, however, I can appreciate some
of the beauty in other languages as well. Unfortunately, it is very rare for me to encounter fascinating expres-
sions in the documents I handle at the office. But still, it is because I am able to enthusiastically involve
myself in words that I somehow remain satisfied with my work, even while I complain about the nckura
quality inherent within it.

Standing, as I do, in this relationship to language, it is not surprising that I hold a real revulsion to com-
puter or machine translations. At the bottom of my heart there resides an absolute trust in human intelligence,
even a touch hubris born from this unremitting faith in humanity. And it is this faith which underlies my un-
compromising belief that machines can never, and will never, sufficiently process such highly sophisticated
human activities as language.

Imagine my surprise then when I saw a demonstration of machine translation the other day. My reaction
was contrary to what I had expected of myself. In fact, I felt like saying to the machine, "Well done, good for
you!" In the process I witnessed, the machine brings up in the form of questions those things which it cannot
handle. In actuality, it works the same way as our brains do when we are of two minds regarding a particular
decision or judgement. I could empathize, therefore, with this particular characteristic of the machine, so
eerily reminiscent of a basic human attribute. It could even be inflexible and hidebound. This too I found
surprisingly human--it reminded me of a stubborn old man.

The question then is this: How can we narrow the gap--how even can we realize a marriage--between ma-
chine translation, human translation, and the use of moving phrases and words which touch our souls?

When I ponder this question, my thinking about translation becomes unfocused and meandering. In the
twenty-first century--this word seems to be the most frequently used of the words appearing in business
documents these days--what will happen to the translation business? No matter how much machine transla-
tion progresses, translators seem destined to grind away at their jobs and nitpick on details as we do. Perhaps
it will truly become a "fashionable, trendy, and spotlighted” occupation, in which people will cooperate with
machines to produce sharp and expressive impressions which will stir our human sensibilities.

Although many have posited some rather dark prognostications for the next century, this wandering of
thought puts me in a state of mind where I am looking forward to the new millennium with a great deal of
anticipation.
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