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THE GROWING CRISIS IN SCIENTIFIC 
TRANSLA1.,18N 

D .. ci. SI NCLAIR, Ottawa. 

Before the s eco nd world wa r t h e m a jority o f fir s t-ra n !{ sc ie ntists w er e multi 
lingua l at least for purposes o f reading in the lite ra tu res of their own s ubject s. l n 
Englis h speaking co untries this m eant in prac tice tha t the French taught a t 
s econda ry a nd unde rg1·adua te lev e ls was gen era lly s uffic ie nt for this purpose. while 
as a requisite for doctora l s ta nding candida tes wer e ex pected to s h ow a fa ir reading 
knowledge of Germa n as w e ll. With t hese t hree m a j or E u ro pean ta ng ues it was 
fe lt t ha t perha ps e ighty -five pe r cent of the important lite rature in most scie n t ific 
fi e ld s was open to them. 

Since 1945 , howeve r, t h e s ituation h a s c ha nged radicall y. The s pectac ula r 
a dva nces m a de in a il bra nc h es of scie nce during the last two decades ha v e a dded 
e normous ly to the de ta iled conte nt of t he v a rio us bra n c hes of sc ie nce a nd at t he 
sam e time the areas of s pecia lization ha v e na rrowed . T o keep pace with these 
developm e nts t he volume of p ubli s hed m a t eria l h as assumed the prop ortion s of a 
veritable flood , so tha t today t he prac tising sc ie ntist, ev en whe n h e possesses the 
n ecessar y lingu istic a bility, finds himse lf ba re ly a b le to k eep a breast of publicat ion s 
in his own la n guage a nd has little time for the u s ua lly s lower a nd m or e labor ious 
work of s tudy ing t he foreign lite ra ture. 

The universities h a ve long bee n a ware of the n eed to t each la ng u a ges to sc ie n ce 
s tudents a nd m ost of t he m r ecomme nd tha t a r eading kn owledge of Fre n c h a nd 
Germa n be acq ui red by the fo u rth y ea r , but in prac tice thi s has not been easy to 
achie ve . One of the r easo ns, n o do ubt, is tha t in the pas t the r espective a im s a nd 
inte r est s of Ja nguage a nd scien ce depa rtme n ts h a ve seem ed fa r a pa rt, a nd because 
ther e h as been li tt le time or money a vailable to e ithe r fa cult y fo r organizing e ffect iv e 
courses designed to m eet the s pecific n eeds of scien ce stude nts. The problem is still 
f u rthe r complicat ed toda y by the fact t ha t t he re is n o lon ger a n y easy a nswe r t o the 
question of wha t Ja nguages s h ould be taught. Germ an , once the unc ha lle n ged second 
la nguage of scie nce has ha d to g ive w ay before Russia n Ol , a tre nd t ha t wi ll undoub
-tedly be accele rated by Russia 's r ecent s pect a c ula r achiev em e nts in rocket r y a nd 
a strona utics. It is interesting to n ote t hat in this conn ection t h e U nive r s ity of 
B riti s h Columbia now h a s courses in R ussia n for scie n ce s t ude nts . In a ddition t o 
French , Germa n a nd Russ ia n, h owever, importa nt w ork is being publi s hed in several 
other la ngua g es. Specifically w e m ay m ention Ita lian, Spa nis h , D utc h , the Scandina
via n la nguages a nd J a pa nese(2) . 

In a ny eve n t th e expectation t h a t tomorrow's scie ntists wi ll g ra dua t e with a n 
a b ility to find a nd r ead a il the n esessary fore ig n lite rature r em ai n s li tt le m or e t ha n 
a pious hope. A f ew of the bes t w ill continue t h eir s tudies a broad a nd r eturn with 
a knowledge of som e fore ig n la nguages a nd the ir numbe r s w ill be som ewha t r e in forced 

( 1 ) For a succ iHct account ·o f the dramatic rise of Russia from u position of sc ient ific backward
ness to one of equali ty with the \Vestern powers, see A. H. Holloway and E. Pietsch, '·Russ ian 
Scient ifi c Literat ure", Advi so ry Group on Ae ronautical Research and Deve lopme nt Docume ntat ion 
Comm ittee, Brusse ls (1956) : 1-3. 

(2) In this connect ion the fo llowing statement by .T. E. Holm strOm, perh.aps the foremost 
authori ty on these matters , will be of interest ; "In Chemistry... German was the lead ing language 
(for volum e of Sc:ientific P ublicat ions) tmtil shortly after the 1914 -18 war, when Engli sh SUJ"le l'Seded i t. 
}"'rench at one ti me came second, but after the 1914-1 8 wur it ranked only fourth, and now 
Japunese competes with it for fi.fth place. Nearly seventy years ago Russian reached fifth place 
among forty languages, but it is now competing with German for seco nd place." Research, Vol. 7, 
May 195 4. 
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by graduate scientists recruited from overseas, but the vast m ajori ty, especia lly in 
the applied scien ces, will h a ve to r e ly for t heir knowledge of wha.t is going on in 
other countries on trans la tions a nd a bstracts in the Eng!ish la ng uage. 

The importan ce of s uc h knowledge can hardly be overestim ated. It is not 
merely a question of a race be twee n nations to "get there fir s t" w ith a given discov
ery. Ther e is a lso the fact t hat millions of dolla rs m ay be wasted annua lly in the 
duplication of research that might be avoided by t imely tra n slations of the re levant 
reports . 

Another r eason , perh a p s the most compelling of a il , why t h e trans lation and 
distribution of foreign scienti fic publications s h ould be g iven high priority lies in the 
s pirit of scie n ce itse lf. The s haring of scien tific knowledge a m ong c ivilized nat ions 
is one of the brighte r asp ects of m odern histo ry. At the time of the R en a issance m en 
like E rasmus , Galileo, a nd a little later D escartes, wrote up their r e flect ions and 
discoveries in La.tin , t he n the universal la n guage of learned m e n . La.ter t he w ork s 
of Far a day, Paste ur, Darwin , B ernou lli, spr ead r a pidly across national bounda ries 
to every p a rt of the world in whic h the natura l scie nces w er e being seriou s ly purs ued. 
In our own tim es t he Einsteins, the Rutherfords, the Curies, the P avlovs, the 
Bantings, t o m ention but a fe w at ra ndom , b elon g in a v ery r eal sen se not just to 
the countries in whic h they we r e born or Jived or did their outstanding work, but 
to the community of scie n ce itself , whic h has benefitted as a whole from t h e ir 
discoveries. The maintenance of this tradition is more than ever of vita l impo rta nce 
to the peace a nd progr ess of the world, and who can dou bt, in v iew of the com 
p lexities of modern communica tion, that t h e tra nslator's a nd interpr e ter's arts are 
going t o h ave to play a n incr easing r ole in it ? 

The proble m of scie ntific tra n s la tion , as of a n y oth e r type , is on e o f pre pa ra tion 
and distrib ution - h ow t o get en ough tra n sla tion s made a nd h ow t o get them into 
the h a nds of as m a n y people as possible who can u se them. For economic r easo ns , 
perh a ps, t h e distribution aspect is the one which h as hithe rto received the m ost 
a ttention. Obviously the trans lation of p eriodical lite rature for individua l u se only 
wou ld enta i! prohibitive cost s. T o quote f r om a r ecent report : " A sin g le copy of 
a scientifi c journa l which is known to contain a n article of inte rest can be bought 
for p erhaps 3s., or say 40 U.S . cents. If that a rtic le is highly t echnical in a s pecia lized 
field, a competent tra n s la tion of it into a n othe r la ng u age m ay cos t as muc h as f15, 
or w e ll over $40.00 ."(3) 

In order t o overcom e t his limita tion a il the m a jor English s peaking co untt"ies 
now h ave m achine r y for pooling tra n s la tion services within their own b orders and 
with each oth e r, so tha t m ost tra n s la t ions now prepared by public ins titutio ns in 
Great B ritain, the United States, Canada, Austra lia, New Zeala nd a nd South Africa 
a u tom a ticall y becom e avai la ble to scie ntists throughout the English s peaking world. 
In Ca na da the princ ipal a gency of this kind is the branch of the Gommioniceaith 
I ndex of Scientific Trans./ations ma in tained by the Libra r y of the Nation a l Research 
Council at Ottawa. These services h a ve been cons ta ntly exte nded a nd improv ed, so 
tha t now, broadly speaking, n o sc ientist need remain long in ignorance of a n y 
exis ting transla tion . 

The m ain t r ouble t oday, t h e r efore, is that the volume of scie ntific transla tions 
is s till far too s m a ll. ln fact this problem h as s udde nly acquired critical proportions. 
It h as now becom e a ppa rent t h a t one of t he reaso ns why Russia is forging a head of 
t h e w est so rapidly in many scie ntifi c a nd technolog ical fi e lds is t hat its sc ie ntists 
a r e k ept a breas t of the r e levant literature from oth er countries. " It a ppears," states 
a n oted Ame rican a uthority, "that the Russia ns tra nslate on a v e r y lar ge scale. 
Englis h a nd oth er fo r e ign-la n g u age m on ographs a nd journa ls a re promptly tra n s lated 
into Russia n."(4) It is not difficu lt t o s h ow, e ither , that the neglec t of fo re ign 
scientific literature can be very costly . A case has r ecently b een cited where several 
Ame rican Industries h ad spent five years a nd som e $200,000.00 in researc h on t he 
design of certain e lectrical circ uits. It w as t h en discovered tha t the e ntire work 
had a lready been described in a Russian journa l be fore the American r esearch was 
s ta rted .(5) Thi s is by no m ean s a n isola ted occurren ce, a nd in the a bse nce of 
adequate trans la tion services ther e is n o way of knowing how often su ch s ituations 
ma.y go unde tec ted . 

(3) U);E:SOO, Scienlific and Tech nical Translating, Paris, 1957. 
( 4 ) fü E. O'Dette, Science, Vol. 12 5, No 32 48 (1957) : 579 -585. 
(5) The New York T imes, !>'lc>v. 25, 19 .; 7. 

- 75 -



H owever, it is one t h ing t o state the problem and quite a n oth e r to propose a 
practi cal solution . It is obvious t hat no si ngle organ ization, n or indeed a ny on e 
Englis h speakin g country , can selve it a lo ne. There must be g reatly inc reased 
co-operation in th e dra wing up of tra nslating programs so as to a void duplications, 
a nd a lread y ex isting m ach ine r y fo r publications a nrl exchange will n eed t o be e nlarged 
an d improved to ta ke care of a g reater output. The r eal cr ux of the problem , 
h owever, rem a in s t he c h ro nic s hortage of competent tra n slators for this type of 
w ork , a nd before a ny rem edies ca n begi n t o be a pplied som e funda m e n ta l c h a nges 
of a pproach are n eed ed. 

1 n the first place the r e is a cert ai n in e rtia to be over com e arnong scie ntists the m
selves, for c learly they as a group must be m ade to recognize the importan ce of 
transla tion before t h e r e is a n y point in training la rge numbers of tran s la tors for 
their specific needs. For ins ta n ce. it is not uncomm on t o h ear a sc ie ntist say tha t 
much time s pent in the e xaminatio n of fore ign lite rature is scarcely w orthwhile 
becau se e very thing of va lue will soo n a ppea r in E ng li s h in a n y case. Othe r s, pa rti
cula rly of the o lder generation, feel a n :v la rge-scale progra m of tra nslation w o uld 
constitute a lame ntable " s poon - feeding' of sc ie ntifi c pe r so nne l who, they thinl, , 
s h o uld be able t o do this w ork for them selves. The first of these a ttitudes is pla inly 
unscie ntifi c a n d disproved b y experie nce. The second, in the opinion of this writer, 
at Jeast, is u nrealist ic. It s r emini scent of a day whe n scien ce in gen e ra l was a more 
Je isurely, m ore sch ola rl y purs uit tha n it ha s become in these hec ti c times . Certai nly 
it is to be h oped that the s ch o larly. r e fl ective tradi tion s whic h have bee n so fruitfu l 
in the pa st can continu e to be m a inta in ed in th e highe r bra nc hes of the pure scien ces, 
but in the a pplied field s the world h as n ow b urst in upo n th e la bora tory as never 
before, a nd the sc ie ntist is being h a rd -pressed for solutions not only to tec hnologica l 
problem s, but to urge n t economic and socia l o n es as wel l. It is n et on ly a question 
of bigger a nd be tter roc kets to fl y to th e moon or bigger a nd be tte r nu c lear w a rdheads 
t o serve as de t e rrents to p otentia l aggr essors. Ther e a re million s of hung r y p eople 
to be fed with better m eth ods of agr ic ultu re; there a re power s h ortages to be m et, 
droughts a nd fl oods to be controlled , e pidemics to be com batted a nd a h ost of other 
projects, toc numerous to m enti on, to w hich scie ntifi c investigations are a pplied a nd 
a r e being reported on in m a n y diffe rent la n g uages. Ail this brings with it a new 
pressu re and a n ew competition , r e ft ec ted in e ve r more v oluminous publication s. In 
the face of this fl ood of m a te rial the scie ntist h as little ch oice but t o a va il himself of 
a n y ex isting a id s to informa tion, in c luding tra nslations, whe the r or not t his con
s titutes "sp oon- feed ing". For Ru ssia n publicationR, of co u rse, a stepped up prograrn 
of transla tio n has now becom e an urgent necessity, but it sh o uld n o t be forgotte n , 
in the n ear panic occasioned by the su ccess of Sputniks I and II , that importa nt 
work is undoubted ly be in g over looked in France, Germ a n y, Scandinavia a nd e lse
whe re because o f the language barrie r s . 

·what can profe ssional tra nsla t ors, who are linguis rs rather than scie nti sts, con
tribute to the solution of th is problem ? U nfortuna t e ly, w ithout som e fund a m e nta l 
changes in at titude towards the subject malter a nd t h e a uthors there does not seem 
to be very muc h tha t they can do. A comm o n feeling t o wa rds scie ntifi c worl{ w as 
w e ll ex pressed in a r ecent issue of thi s J ourna l by B . Hunter Smeaton, who saiù : 
"Scie ntists - with the r a rest of exceptions - are n otoriou s ly ba d s t y lis ts, in a n y 
Ja ngua ge, a nd to do more t ha n produ ce a t ex t t hat is accura te a nd free of fore ig nis m s 
is indeed Love's Labou r Lost."(6) 

On e may or m a y not agree with this opini on. The fact is tha t the con c lu s ions 
to whic h it inevita bly lea d s are anything but constructive . Indeed , it goes far 
t owards expla inin g the gen e ra l di ssati s faction on e e nco un te rs a m o ng scie nti s ts with 
the past pe rforma nces of tra ns la tors. For it mea n s that the tra n s la tor who h as 
"arrived", to so s peak , w ill e ith e r d isdai n to e ngag-e in this type of work or, if h e 
does con sent t o accept a n occasiona l assignme nt, will m erely " r eproduce a text tha t 
is accurate a nd free from fore ignis m s" so that he can get back as quickly as p ossible 
t o more conge nia l preoccupa tions. The w ord "accurate " h er e pre s uma bly m ean s 
tha t the t e rms employed in the tra ns la tion a re su pporte cl b y di c ti onary defi nition s, 
t he tra n s la ter hav in g assumed be forehand that a n y obscurities he has en co un ter ed 
are due to th e "notorious ly ba d " style of the scientist . 

N ew if the tra n slate r is r eally to perform his social func tion a s a n in terpre ter 
of the writte n w ord in a foreign la ng uage h e mus t d o better tha n this. H e mu s t 
see k, by con sultation of a il a vailable sources, to u nde r s ta nd his author on hi s own 

( 6 ) Jourcal des Traducteurs, Il , 3 (.luly . Sept. JV:H) : SG. 
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terms, just as h e does with the esoteric prnducts of mode rn literature. Only then 
wil! h e be capable or r e nde ring the true se nse of the original in a way that will 
satisfy his reader. This surely is a cond ition of his profession. We would not think 
very highly of a m edical profession in which the doctors generally refused to give 
adequate treatm e nt for certain a ilme nts which failed to inte rest them, or a legal 
profession from w hich it was ·.impossible to g e t competent counsel for, say, crimina l 
cases, because its prac titione r s regarded this kind of practice as beneath the ir 
professional dignity. Yet this is the light in which the public generally, a nd 
scientists in particu la r, a il t oo often regard translators. 

This is not to s uggest that translators, as linguists, should abandon their 
huma nist stuclies and give themselves over e n tirely to functional activities. On the 
contrary, if there is to be a hierarchical set-up of a n y sort undoubtedly the com
petent literary practitioner deserves a preeminent place in it. On the other h a nd , 
those who apply their talents conscie ntiou s ly to the more "pragmatic" branches of 
the art also deserve a respected p osition in the hie r a r chy, and until the profession 
as a whole adopts an ideal of careful, correct interpretat ion in a il its branches it will 
not attain that public r ecognit ion and respect that is indispe nsable to its h ealth 
and prosperity. 

As far as scie ntific tra nslation in partic ular is conce rned, there is an urgent 
need, analogous in some ways to the international emergency of 1939-45 during 
which thousa nds of inte llectuals emerged from tnei r n ormally clo istered surround• 
ings and devoted their myriad tale nts patriotically to the prosecution of a war. For 
today the future of c ivilization depe nds in no s mall m easure on wha t is accomplished 
in scientific laboratories, which in turn depends very considerably on inte rcom
munication across linguistic boundaries. Under present conditions that intercom
munication is seriously hampered for want of capable scie ntific tra nsla tors. 

The evidence that a cr isis is in the making and that it is b eing widely recognized 
by the authorities is unmistak able. N everth e less scientists are still in a quandary 
over what to do about it. On the one h a nd they are unwilling to see those of their 
colleagues who might be capable of unde rta king the work spare precious hours from 
their laboratories and other more creative act ivities. On the other h a nd they are 
equally reluctant to e ntrust the work to linguist translators who, they fear , Jack the 
necessary "scientific se nse" . 

If this crisis i s ever to be r esolved, therefore, m embers of the translating profes
sion must somehow try to m eet the challenge. More translators should prepare 
themselves to accept work in the scie nces by studying the subject matte r and then 
devoting to it the same skill and high standards of craftmanship that they now 
apply in commercial, legal a nd some industrial fields. Once confide nce in the product 
h as been establis hed a n in s istent demand will in e vitab ly follow, a nd while it is not 
possible to foresee at this stage what forms this d emand will ev entua lly take, it 
appear s likely that public agen cies of one sort or a nothe r will be h eavily c ommitted. 
In other words we m ay expect to see more government positions open up for 
scientific and t echnical tra ns lato rs and m ore organizations formed like the P e rga mon 
Foundation recently es tablished in England to promote th e translation a nd distri
bution of Russian scie ntific lite rature on a n on - profit basis. vVhat is certain in a n y 
case is that translators who e ngage successfully in this work will enjoy a double 
satisfaction; for , not only will they be making a significa nt contribution to a n im
portant huma n endeavo ur, but t h ey will at the same time be helping to gain for 
their profession the public est eem and pres tige which it no doubt often deserves, bu t 
ail too seldom receives . 

• 
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