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THE LINGUISTIC SIGNIFICANCE

OF LEXICAL ITEMS IN THE CASE

OF CONFERENCE INTERPRETATION
FROM ENGLISH TO JAPANESE

YASUKO OBANA
University of Queensland, Brisbane, Australia

Résumé

Il est généralement admis que le message transmis par I'interpréte n’est pas une
reproduction intégrale de I'original, mais le produit de I’ analyse de celui-ci. Les éléves-
interprétes éprouvent souvent de grandes difficultés a trouver le mot juste pour réexprimer le
message dans la langue-cible. L’ analyse linguistique des fautes de vocabulaire permet de
déterminer les sources d’erreurs et, partant, d’ améliorer la pédagogie de I interprétation.

INTRODUCTION

It is the general consensus in the interpretation research field that interpretation
does not mean that whatever the speaker delivers will be re-stated in another language. In
transmitting a message the interpreter must first understand what the speaker means in
the context, and then convey his message in a re-constituted form which clarifies the
speaker’s underlying meaning. This approach is evident already in note taking. Selesko-
vitch (1978) mentions that “in consecutive interpretation you do not jot down all the
details of the unprocessed information... but instead you note the results of your meaning
analysis” (p. 39). A similar approach is suggested by Hu (1990) that “the interpreter is ...
[supposed] to be flexible in generalizing and extracting the principal idea of the said dis-
courses...” (p. 85). He calls this the Abstract Interpreting Approach (AIA). Larson’s (1984)
skewing, though used in translation, aims at the same skill. ,

The approach above extends to the level of vocabulary selection in the target lan-
guage. Not only should messages be conveyed, but the appropriate selection of vocabu-
lary should also conform to a given context.

From the experience of training students in the Interpretation Course (from English
to Japanese), it has been notable that they often fail to choose appropriate words in the tar-
get language. Messages are conveyed and the audience of the target language would man-
age to guess their meaning. This means that those selected words are within the domain of
meaning the message forwards, i.e. their cognitive (conceptual or denotational) meaning is
achieved, but those words are not precise in terms of their contextual, connotational or
social meaning. This would not be considered to fully accomplish interpretation.

The present paper is concerned with the linguistic analysis of vocabulary errors in
the target language by classifying vocabulary according to its semantic and pragmatic
significance. The aim of this project is to find grounds of such errors, which hopefully
will contribute to wards improving student interpreters’ skills.

SEMANTIC THEORY AND INTERPRETATION

Language acquisition and vocabulary
Because at the time of interpretation training students are still learning more vocab-
ulary, it is the wrong selection of vocabulary that hinders the interpreted message from
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being precise; errors caused by a wrong selection are acutely related to the learning pro-
cess of vocabulary. Thus the concept of vocabulary learning in a second language is
worthwhile to look at, in order to draw inferences on causes of such errors.

American Structuralism in the 1930’s and onwards, had an influence on many lin-
guistic interests. In language acquisition, too, the foremost concem was not just learning
vocabulary, but rather mastering its sound system and its grammatical structure. This
approach is embodied in Fries’ (1945) statement that learners need enough basic vocabu-
lary to practise the syntactic structures. He classifies words as:

function words;

substitute words;

words of negative / affirmative distinction;
content words.

Ealh e

According to him words belonging to the first three categories and some of the
fourth are considered basic words; content words are cumulative, and necessary to prac-
tise learned structures. After this structural phase, learners proceed through three stages:
the learning of vocabulary for production, the expansion of vocabulary for recognition
and finally the learning of vocabulary for special areas of experience (Carter and
McCarthy 1988: 40).

With regards to the expansion of vocabulary learning, the recent trend in linguistics
is to move away from Structuralism, and be more concerned with discourse levels. The
latter are to do with contextual or collocational relations between vocabularies, between
vocabulary and its context(s). To acquire a word therefore means to know all of its se-
mantic and pragmatic fields (¢f. Anderson and Shifrin 1980, Channel 1984, Cowie 1981,
McCarth 1984).

Coulthard (1985: 147) cites Canale’s (1983) definition of communicative competence
as the composition of grammatical, sociolinguistic, discourse and strategic competences.
All these competences are necessary for learners to acquire, and vocabulary learning con-
forms to them. And then, for the first time a particular word is acquired. As is often said,
learning is a process but acquisition is the end result.

At this point, language acquisition in general distinguishes between productive and
receptive use of vocabulary. However, because the topic here is interpretation in which
vocabulary should be always ready to be used for message transmission, acquisition of
vocabulary in this case is concerned with its productive aspect only. Thus, to know the
meaning of a word here means to know its grammatical, semantic and pragmatic features,
which at the same time should mean an easy access to production in speech. The know-
ledge of those features will lead to correct and appropriate interpretation.

Bearing in mind that the present work is concerned with interpretation skills, I clas-
sify vocabulary acquisition as follows:

1. phonological aspect;
2. morphological and syntactic functions;
3. semantic functions;
(a) componential aspect;
(b) structural collocation: selectional restriction;
(c) semantic collocation: syntagmatic affinity;
4.  pragmatic functions;
(a) pragmatic constraints in contexts, situations and /or topics;
(b) stylistic constraints.
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There may be further aspects to be considered in language acquisition in general
(for instance strategic aspects), but the above-mentioned are the fundamental and para-
mount requirements in manipulating vocabulary in interpretation.

Theoretically, errors may occur at any stage of the four aspects above, but from the
data, phonological, morphological and syntactic aspects of vocabulary seem to be most
unlikely to lead to errors. This is because interpreters produce grammatical structures
within their knowledge, i.e. produced structures are under their control. Also, interpreta-
tion is conducted verbally so that if the pronunciation of a word is not known, they sim-
ply do not produce it.

The componential aspect of semantic functions is often discussed in semantic theory
in terms of compornential analysis by using semantic features (e.g. Bolinger 1975: 192-198,
Leech 1974: 96-99, Palmer 1981: 108-114). For instance, the meaning of man can be
expressed by combinations of the following features:

man : [+HUMAN, +ADULT, +MALE]

The formula of componential analysis is often said to refer to cognitive or conceptual
meaning. In language acquisition the translated meaning is the first stage if a particular
word is not known to a learner. Componential meaning conforms to this stage. In this
project, errors of this type rarely occurred. In the same way as the first and second aspects
above, interpreters simply do not produce vocabulary if they are not familiar with its con-
ceptual meaning in the target language. For example, if they hear the word Aur in English
and do not know the translated word koya in Japanese, they cannot produce it; instead
they might produce another word which explains Auf (e.g. tiisana ie = small house). Thus,
errors of this type rarely occur.

It is therefore structural collocation, semantic collocation, pragmatic constraints
and stylistic constraints which hamper the interpretation process. (The other aspects
above are of course still important for students to acquire new vocabulary.) In the follow-
ing each term is explained.

Semantic and pragmatic constraints
Structural Collocation: Selectional Restriction

‘X’ and ‘Y’ (‘X’ and ‘Y’ are variables) are structurally collocational if *X’ requires
a certain feature which ‘Y’ has. This semantic feature is obtained within a syntactic struc-
ture and does not refer to discourse level. It is argued by McCawley (1970) that selection-
al restriction is not independent in semantic analysis, but is predictable from the meaning
of a lexical item. Unlike semantic collocation below, structural collocation is predictable
in each lexical item itself, because it has an inherent semantic feature. For example, die
can occur with John as in John died, but not with the spoon as in *The spoon died. This is
because die requires a subject which has a semantic feature [+ALIVE]. The spoon does
not have this feature; it therefore cannot be structurally collocational with die.

Semantic Collocation: Syntagmatic Affinity

‘X’ is easily associated with ‘Y’ because of its frequent and semantic relevance to
‘Y’, For example, the word candle is easily associated with the word flicker, and dog
with bark. "

Collocation is defined as an aspect of lexical cohesion which embraces a relation-
ship between lexical items that regularly co-occur. Miller (1978), for instance, does not
differentiate between structural and semantic collocations. However, there is a definite
difference between them. That is, structural collocation is a type of lexical cohesion by
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which two lexical items are structurally related because the feature of the one accords
with that of the other. Semantic collocation on the other hand is a type of lexical cohesion
which is occurrence relevance between two lexical items. Unlike structural collocation,
semantic collocation does not bind two items with a semantic feature. Only by syntag-
matic association are they collocational.

Pragmatic Constraints in Contexts, Situations and [ or Topics

Synonymous words ‘X’ and ‘Y’ are not always used in the same contexts. ‘X’ is
selected rather than ‘Y’ because of its appropriateness in a given context. This is a situa-
tional constraint. For example, require occurs in a certain context such as a formal state-
ment, ‘This requires further investigation’, but not in a conversational context, ‘Jimmy,
would you require more sugar in your coffee?’

This project dealt with conference interpretation. The topic is medicine. The speech
was made by a doctor to other doctors at a conference. This situation requires vocabulafy
selection with the following pragmatic constraints:

less emotive, less local, less literary, least child-likes, more professional, more evaluative
and more propositional

I call this word-level selection. As the content of a speech becomes more formal
and abstract, more Sino-Japanese terms (in contrast with native Japanese terms) are used.
Mizutani (1977) and Miyazima (1977) present, in their research reports, that the occur-
rence of Sino-Japanese terms is much higher in abstract texts. They argue that Sino-
Japanese terms are more specific in that they offer exact referential meaning and are used
in a narrower context. In contrast, the semantic domains of native-Japanese terms are
more elusive, thus more general, and have overlapping meanings. Therefore, the consis-
tent use of native-Japanese terms often has an obscure effect in discourse. In the case of
specialized fields such as conferences, Sino-Japanese terms are inevitably used.

Often technical terms (or jargon) are referred to when describing vocabulary in a
specialized field. But technical terms are not our concern here. Rather, to conform to the
given situation, vocabulary on a certain level is selected, and if too general a vocabulary
is selected, it is considered a violation of pragmatic constraints.

This type of constraint exists in every language, and usually vocabulary is catego-
rized according to its degrees of formality; then, it is classified as colloquial, informal,
formal or archaic. Generally this classification is dealt with as a stylistic aspect. Or, con-
versely, stylistic constraints are integrated into pragmatic constraints. However, I classify
the one as independent of the other. This is because in Japanese, although some formal
words can be related to stylistic nature, there are honorific terms which primarily control
the style of a context. This means that honorifics create a certain level of speech, but they
do not necessarily control the usage of a certain vocabulary which is compelled to be pro-
duced by its pragmatic situation. Honorifics can exist wherever there are social interac-
tions between people, whether in conference, or in normal conversation. On the other
hand, certain levels of words usually designated by Sino-Japanese terms are always
required to be used in a specialized field. Therefore, even if stylistic constraints are elimi-
nated, the question of word-level selection remains.

Stylistic Constraints

This is principally concerned with the usage of honorifics. In the case of conference
interpretation, the following points should be considered, and appropriate honorifics
should be used.
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.

To be polite to the audience, but not too humble because the speaker is invited as a guest.

2. No honorifics are used for human beings if they are quoted unless some emotional
attachment to them is to be shown.

3. To avoid colloquialism one should refrain from being too familiar towards the audience.

4. Once a certain level of honorifics is selected, it is more appropriate to maintain the

same level throughout the speech unless some intentional effects by using different

levels are aimed at.

These points are a summary of the findings of this project as well as, of a previous
one by Ng and Obana (submitted, 1991). Point 4 was pointed out by five professional
experienced interpreters (personal interviews at Inter-Osaka in Japan, in January, 1991).
Because the primary importance of interpretation is to convey correct messages, anything
that interferes with their understanding should be avoided. Honorifics do not contribute to
the content, but function only as the speaker’s intentional strategy to allow his/her mes-
sage to be favourably received by the audience. Thus, to avoid distracting them from con-
centrating on the message, it is better to maintain the level of honorifics.

Honorifics in Japanese are a complex system, and their forms vary according to the
social relationship between the speaker, the listener and the referent. However, conference
style does not need the whole range of this system. As far as utterances directed to the audi-
ence are marked by honorific terms which are neither supreme nor too humble but frequent-
ly used standard terms, the interpreter does not fail to achieve stylistic appropriateness.

METHODOLOGY AND FINDINGS

Method

To conduct this project, eight informants were asked to interpret. Five of them are
students of the Interpretation and Translation Course in the postgraduate studies, one is a
graduate from this course (1990), and two are currently professional interpreters. Five of
the eight are English speakers and the rest are Japanese speakers. They are all excellent in
both Japanese and English. The speech is about transplantation and it is delivered by an
Australian doctor to Japanese doctors at a medical conference held in Japan in 1990.
Before the recording, the background of the issue of transplantation was explained to the
informants. Afterwards, they were asked to interpret consecutively from English to
Japanese. All the medical terms such as cardiac arrest, myocardial infarct known as tech-
nical terms were given to the informants to avoid unnecessary interruptions. Since techni-
cal terms are normally studied in advance for an actual conference too, information on
these terms should not go astray from the reality. All the interpretations were recorded
and then transcribed, and errors were extracted to be analyzed according to the classifi-
cation made in the previous section.

Findings and discussion

In spite of some anticipation that native speakers of Japanese might not evidently
show types of errors of our concern, though they might make other types of mistakes (e.g.
structure grasping in the source language, misunderstanding English words), they made
errors similar to those of English speakers regarding selection of vocabulary with certain
pragmatic functions. That is, they are equally unaware of pragmatic constraints, i.e. situa-
tional constraints, due to the situation of medical international conference, and of stylistic
constraints, i.e. the use of honorifics. However, the same informants rarely produced
errors of semantic constraints, i.e. collocational contraints whether structurally or seman-
tically. This is shown in Fig. 1:
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;%Zi?r: English Speakers
A D E B C F G H Total
(a) Structural Collocation 0 | 1 15|23 4]6 22
(b) Semantic Collocation 0 0 1 2 4 3 2 3 15
(c) Pragmatic Constraints 1 4 6 7 9 8 8 7 50
(d) Stylistic Constraints 2 2 4 4 5 8 4 4 33
Total 3 7 12 | 18 | 20 | 22 | 18 | 20
Figure 1
Errors

The number of errors in Fig. 1 does not necessarily determine the quality of inter-
pretation. Errors were counted only when they occurred in relation to the source message.
This is because some informants were occasionally incapable of interpreting, which
resulted in either omitting phrases or producing incomprehensible messages. Such cases
are not evident in Fig. 1. The reiterated error of the same term was counted as one. Also,
when completely wrong messages were produced, that is, extreme content distortion
occurred, they were not considered types of errors in this study, and were excluded from
the data analysis.

As far as the overall quality of interpretation is concerned, Informants A and B are
the best despite B’s larger number of errors as compared with D and E.

The following are examples of errors in each type.

Structural collocation:
EX. 1. ...criteria for pronouncing a patient as brain dead. ..
(A) Whin x HE 43 EE
noosi to hantei suru kizyun
(B) WhAr v XE 73 K#
noosida to kettei suru kizyun
€ B #Hey F 1T Halnor EIBD
noosi ga dooiuu toki ni attaka to kimaruka
D) W% % HE 13 k%
noosi wo hantei suru kizyun
(EB) Wi t &% ¥ 95} o %¢
noosi wo senkoku suru toki no Kizyun
F) Bifc pohtoz A o R
noosi ni  kakatteiru hito no kizyun
© mRrE r #BET> %
noosidato  happyoosuru kizyun
H) Fak t ez X%

noosi to sindansuru kizyun
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The problem here is the relation between noosi (= brain death) and its verb pro-
nouncing. All the informants understood the meaning of pronouncing and its Japanese
counterparts all targetted the cognitive meaning. However, Informants E, F, G and H
erred because their verbs in Japanese were not structurally collocational with the noun
brain death. Senkokusuru in E’s interpretation should collocate with an item which is
related to crime. Thus, this verb is normally used for court verdicts. Kakatteiru in F’s case
should collocate with an item which has a feature [+LIVE]. Brain death has a feature
[-LIVE] so that it cannot occur with that verb. Informant G’s happyoosuru should occur
with an item which is publicly announced such as an announcement to the press.
Informant H’s sindansuru should collocate with an item which has a feature [+LIVE].
Normally this verb is used as a diagnosis for living patients who are suffering from some
disease.

EX.2....the public have the confidence that the medical profession knows what it is
doing....

(A),(C: —#x o FR o 1288 3 PC
ippan no simin no sinrai wo oku
(B),(E),(G), (H: E% 1= 645 3t H~, 18
(isya) ni zisin wo motu/idaku
(D): not interpreted ,
F): % & P Fe3A%
*simin ga sirubeki

This is a problem of collocational usage of sinrai and zisin. Both mean confidence.
The former will occur with an item which contains [+THIRD PARTY] or the like, where-
as the latter collocates with an item of [+SELF]. While one is ‘to trust someone else’, the
other is ‘to be confident in oneself’.

Semantic Collocation

EX. ...cadaver organ donors...

(A),(B): W% & F-T-

zooki no doonaa

C: W * Fdiz A
zooki wo kihusuru hito
(D), (B), (G), (H): W% #E &
zooki teikyooo -sya
(F): not interpreted

The problem lies in the interpretation of donors in relation to cadaver organ. Infor-
mants A and B used a loan word dooraa which is accepted in modern Japanese. Kihusuru
by C is associated with donating money or goods to a charity organization, but should not
collocate with a person donating his cadaver organ. Teikyoosuru is most appropriate in
this context.

Pragmatic Constraints
EX. 1. ...death can be diagnosed when....
A: L » REK

si no teigi
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®B):
©C):
(D):
(E):
B

(G):

Meta, XXXVIII, 3, 1993

AW BLTTE pehz e

hito ga siboosuru toiuu koto

/o,t;’b. Fea Lo 1L
sinu  toiuu mono wa
A mw ‘-f;/i 1z ft’,-’h
hito* ga kanzenni sinu
Bk enhy TY

sinu toiuu koto
T L3l
siboo  -simasita

% o 85 12 BI¥TLEY

si wa ....toki ni handansimasu

As is mentioned in the section on semantic theory and interpretation, a medical
conference is a situation which imposes certain levels of vocabulary. Except for A and
H’s si (= death), which is most appropriate for doctors’ usage, the others are either too
general (B and F) or too colloquial (C, D, E, G).

EX

(A):
B):
©:
(D):
(BE):
(F):
(G):

(H):

2. ...when the heart has stopped and breathing has ceased,...

WHR o IEx v R a KX
sinzoo no teisi... kokyuu no teisi
WO - 3. L #her ¥ b BbHGD

sinzoo ga tomatte -simaukoto... iki wo suwanakunaru

W 3z g N kia
kokoro ga tomaru... iki ga tomaru
WO E

sinzoo teisi... (the rest not interpreted)

SV A E r viowinss

sinzoo ga tomaru... iki wo suwanakunaru _
WK ot k33 v A REE X33
sinzoo ga tomaru... kokyuu no  kinoo ga _tomaru
WK R 3 Hozote wER 1 LZuga

sinzoo ga moo ugoiteinai... kokyuu  mo siteinai

WHK »t E33n vwfeR 0 k32
sinzoo ga tomaru... kokyuu ga tomaru

Although the heart, stop, breathing and cease are neither technical terms nor spe-
cial proprietary terms in English, they should be interpreted into Japanese terms which
render a particular pragmatic function. In this respect Japanese is more demanding in the
selection of specific vocabulary. Informant C’s kokoro still means Aeart, but this is too lit-
erary; it is normally used in a poetic situation. Tomaru (= stop) is too general for a medi-
cal speech. So are iki (breathing) and suwanakunaru (= cease breathing) although they
are all correct grammatically and semantically. Informant A’s interpretation is most
appropriate. All the terms used by A are Sino-Japanese words which are perhaps hardly
used in normal conversation; they occur in a limited situation.

Stylistic Constraints

As is mentioned in the section on semantic theory and interpretation, stylistic con-
straints are more conspicuous in Japanese because of the usage of honorifics. First, the
speaker (= the interpreter) should be deferential to the audience while he/she is careful



THE LINGUISTIC SIGNIFICANCE OF LEXICAL ITEMS 499

enough not to be too humble. Especially if the content is directed towards the audience,
honorific usage must occur. In the speech, there were some phrases which referred to the
audience.

EX. ...you, the medical leaders in your community, must be in the forefront of developing
the code...
(A): B1333 EEX 0 % (7 oppame
minasama  isyatati ga sossensite -ikanakereba
HHUe ¢ % 23 HI TG
-naranai to kangaeru wake desu

B): Anuzi NP N ToRAE ¢ Bozd
minasama ga riido ni tatubekida to omoimasu

©€): REH1L o Fizp o LA r Bzy
oisyasan ga zensin ni tatubekida to omoimasu

O purd FEEZE 2 - BT Lo
anatatati igakusyatatini....  kaihatu -siteitte

Lihoze £ B2 HY3T
-moraitai to omotteorimasu

E: BZ R o 45~ ri7 |/EIN27F
igakukai no riidaa tosite setteisubekidesu

F: af o BE & {FE & wF2bd A2

nihon no isya wa sagyoo ni tazusawaru -bekida

Y ‘ﬂe W aa’
to omoimasu

(G): Eé— 2°a K yahv o - L 3 gy 34y
iryoo purohuessyonaru ga riido -sinakerebanarimasen

(H): 3¢ ¥ 3,203 A & £ <« IEQ
kokoni atumatteiru  hito wa sentan ni tatana
TIUTTYEEA
-kerebanarimasen

None of the interpreted messages are honorifically-marked. Only A and B refer to
you as minasama which means everyone with a honorific marker sama, but the verb ‘be
in the forefront of” is not deferential in either interpretation. Informant D’s anatatati
(= you all) is provocative, because in Japanese the term directly referring to you is avoided
or omitted (i.e. subjectless in the sentence) unless the conversation occurs between close
friends in the same age group or from the senior to the junior.

The auxiliary must in English here is interpreted as bekidesu (= should) or nakere-
banarimasen (= have 10). However, these auxiliaries are too strong in the sense that the
Australian doctor is merely suggesting to the Japanese audience to do an action. Infor-
mant D’s siteittemoraitai (= want you to do...) also sounds demanding.

Honorifics are hard to produce even in every day conversation. If the conversation
is heated, lengthy honorific terms are rather an obstacle to convey messages. Even more
so in interpretation because of an instant conversion from one language to another under
the extreme time pressure. And yet it is inevitable to use certain honorifics not to provoke
the audience. Otherwise, the speaker will be considered as either rude or arrogant, which
results in disqualifying the interpreter for his /her inappropriate use of honorifics.

From the previous work (Ng and Obana, submitted 1991) and this project, it is
found that informants tend to attach honorific marking to human beings and their actions
although they are quoted, thus, considered as factual. For example, if the context is about
patients in general, there is no need to interpret it as kanzya-san (san = polite). This is a
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typical error among the English speakers. Also, it is notable that the informants used very
colloquial terms such as tyanto (should be sikkarito = adequately), -sinakutya (should be
sinakutewa = must do). These colloquial terms were successfully avoided by the Japanese
speakers. The errors by the Japanese speakers in Fig. 1 were normally found in utterances
which refer to the audience (such as the example above) or which are the speaker’s tenta-
tive suggestions. The Japanese speakers may know the usage of honorifics but in the
interpreting situation the knowledge remains receptive. Or, simply they are still not capa-
ble of handling certain honorifics.

CONCLUSION

Interpretation training is rather a special stage of language learning. Although stu-
dents have already achieved a highly advanced level in a second language, the course
training involves more vocabulary leaning, which at the same time should be made as
productive from receptive knowledge. What is more, under the extreme time pressure,
while understanding the underlying meaning of messages, interpreters should be ready
with productive knowledge of vocabulary, and with knowledge of all of its semantic and
pragmatic fields. It is natural, then, to assume that there are many factors that hamper the
production of appropriate vocabulary. The present work focusses on vocabulary errors
and analyzes them in terms of their linguistic significances. This can go a certain way to
achieve improving student interpreters’ skills. But it does by no means indicate that only
by knowing such significances students will achieve perfect vocabulary selection. The
process of learning a second language is greatly related to the mechanism of our brain.
Yet, we have at the present time very little information of how human memory functions
and of how production mechanism pertains to vocabulary selection. The project here is
only one way of approaching our goals.

The findings of this work draw our attention to the point that in training students,
especially from the native language into a second language, trainers should keep remind-
ing students of the variety of semantic fields of vocabulary. In the case of Japanese, even
native speakers produce errors because of their unawareness of, or naive attitudes
towards, pragmatic constraints, i.e. pragmatic collocation and stylistic constraints. As is
pointed out, the usage of certain levels of Sino-Japanese terms and honorifics is still to be
learned by native adult speakers. This makes the learning of a second language more
complex and difficult. Yet, to obtain our goal of raising a professional interpreter, it is
both the trainers’ conscious efforts and the trainees’ acute awareness as to what are the
shortcomings in the present course training.
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