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UNTRANSLATABILITY FROM THE PERSPECTIVE 

OF TRANSLATION MODELS  

The contribution translation can make for successful intercultural 

communication and globalization is most often discussed in positive terms: 

translation removes linguistic barriers and thus ensures cross-cultural rapprochement 

and exchange. Such a concept of translation obscures the fact that the removal of 

linguistic barriers can also make way for the disappointment of expectations in 

intercultural encounters. Most often such ―disappointing translations‖ are degraded to 

―mistranslations‖, with the assumption that they inhibit intercultural communication, 

as they fail to achieve agreement. On the other hand the disappointment of 

expectations can actually provide the initial stimulus for intercultural rapprochement.  

The term ―disappointing translation‖ refers thus to translation processes that, by 

removing linguistic barriers, do not enable cross-cultural rapprochement in the first 

place, but give way instead to the disappointment of expectations.  

If we want to consider the role translation plays for intercultural connectivity in 

globalizing processes, models that focus on translation as mere representations of 

other texts will not prove to be very enlightening. These approaches amount to 

nothing more than an account of what has been semantically lost or preserved. This 

approach is supported by the ever-lasting conduit metaphor [2], which defines 

communication as transporting meaning in the form of objects packed into words, 

which serve as containers. The popular metaphors that conceptualize translation as 

bridge-building, or as ferrying foreign ideas and knowledge from one side of a river 

to another, or as replanting foreign plants on new soil, are all grounded in the conduit 

metaphor in as much as they all focus on the aspect of semantic transfer in translation 

processes.  
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Translation concepts grounded in this metaphor presuppose that translation 

succeeds if the ―meaning‖ of the original text has been safely transported into the 

target system, and if consent between the communication partners has been achieved. 

This supposition corroborates the persistent assumption inherent to the discourse of 

translation studies, namely that accurate translation prevents intercultural 

misunderstanding. In fact, the role that translation plays in cross-cultural relations is 

most often reduced to its assumed conciliating potential.  

The reverse of this assumption is that if the translation process is unsatisfying or 

leads to conflict, it is to be considered either as ―non-translation‖ or as 

―mistranslation‖. This supposition leads to a very normative and consensual concept 

of translation ignoring the fact that actually it can be precisely translation that enables 

conflicts in intercultural communication.  

The approach to translation not only as a linguistic but as an (inter)cultural and 

communicative phenomenon emerged in the 1970s, when translation studies 

emancipated as a discipline from linguistics and attempted to approach translation as 

a form of intercultural communication [3; 4]. This approach involved a critical 

discussion of so called ―source-oriented‖ models, which focus on the source text (the 

―original‖) or on the relation between source text and the target text (the translation). 

The main argument of the critics was that such ―source-oriented‖ models sustain a 

notion of ideal translation that does not correspond to the translational reality, insofar 

as translation could never be equivalent to the source text. However, translation is not 

―a construct created and/or dictated by theoreticians‖, as one of the most severe 

critics in the field, Gideon Toury [3, p. 27], points out. Translation proceeds 

independent of our professional or academic ideas of ideal translations. Target-

oriented models, such as Toury‘s Descriptive Translation Studies (DTS) or Vermeer‘s 

Skopostheory (to name just two of the most systematic and influential in the 

discipline), proceed from the assumption that translation can only be described and 

analysed against the backdrop of its reception situation, since it is the reception pole 

that determines the conditions under which translation succeeds and fulfils the 

communicative function for which it has been produced.  
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The pragmatist notion of translation builds on the delineated principles of 

target-oriented models, yet takes them a step further. Traditional target-oriented 

approaches are concerned with the reception environment of translation insofar as it 

provides information about the factors governing the translator‘s decisions and the 

conditions under which translation can fulfil its intended function. Their notion of 

translation processes remains limited, however; according to the traditional target-

oriented perspective, the translation process ends with the (non-) fulfilment of its 

function in the target system. What happens afterwards: Which communicative 

processes enable translation once linguistic barriers have been removed and 

(linguistic) understanding has been made possible? This is actually the crucial 

moment in intercultural communication. 

Consequently, from a theoretical point of view, the thesis that disappointing 

translations potentially contribute to intercultural interchangeability and connectivity 

can only be treated with a broader concept of the translation process in mind. This 

entails thinking of the communicative consequences of translation as conceptually 

belonging to the translation process itself. According to this perspective, 

misunderstandings, disapproval and disappointment belong to the translation process 

just as much as affirmation and agreement [1]. Only with such a broader notion of 

translational processes at hand, will it be possible to look beyond the disappointment 

enabled by translation and to appreciate why intercultural communication keeps 

going and can actually have a positive outcome, even if translation does not provide 

the basis for the prolific exchange at first.  

Regarding cross-cultural communication, translation can be considered the most 

important medium enabling the experience of socio-cultural differences in the first 

place. Only where a basic (linguistic) understanding is possible, will social actors 

involved in intercultural situations be able to designate a certain communicative 

behaviour of the other as ―different‖ and qualify it as ―unexpected‖ (in a positive or 

negative sense). What is significantly different and potentially relevant for 

appreciating one‘s own disappointment of expectations in intercultural situations 

comes into view in translation processes. In this sense, disappointing translation can 
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fulfil and heuristic function in cross-cultural interrelation as it brings the 

communication partners in the position to experience differing conditions for 

interaction and to possibly reconsider their ready-hand schemes for interpreting the 

situation, as well as the appropriate expectations and ideas of right or wrong 

behaviour. 

When considering communication processes between culturally very distant 

partners, the argument of untranslatability appears to be a commonplace. Whenever 

translation becomes difficult or leads to recurring misunderstandings and 

disappointments, the discussion comes very quickly to an end with the knockout 

argument of untranslatability. The pragmatist perspective on disappointing translation 

not only avoids this argumentative deadlock; it also points to the absurdity of the idea 

of untranslatability between distant cultures, exposing it as constructivist or 

philological coquetry that may be flattering in artistic contexts, insofar as it vaunts 

the uniqueness of languages and styles. In terms of world society, however, the claim 

of untranslatability amounts to cultural, socio-political and economic (self)exclusion. 

The assertion of the impossibility of translation proceeds from the erroneous 

assumption that untranslatability exists prior to translation. This presupposition 

obscures the fact that such an assertion can only be the resigning conclusion after 

disappointing translation processes take place, referring thus not to the factuality of 

translation but to the (unrealized) intentions and expectations of the involved actors 

(translators, employers, clients, receiver, etc.). However, as long as communication 

continues, and as long as disappointing translation processes are the starting point for 

further communication and the development of new expectations, they do not inhibit, 

but rather stimulate intercultural exchanges. The disappointment of expectations is 

not a sign that the end of the road has been reached. What actually constitutes the 

impasse of intercultural communication processes is rather the ―capitulation‖, in 

translational terms: the resigning claim of untranslatability.  
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ОСОБЛИВОСТІ ТА ТРУДНОЩІ ПЕРЕКЛАДУ АНГЛІЙСЬКОЮ 

МОВОЮ ОФІЦІЙНО-ДІЛОВИХ ДОКУМЕНТІВ 

Сучасна світова економіка не може обійтися без фахівців, які добре 

володіють кількома мовами. Натомість не знижується попит на перекладачів, 

спроможних здійснювати адекватний та якісний переклад  текстів, насичених 

різного роду специфічною термінологією – економічною, технічною, 

медичною, юридичною тощо, а також адаптувати ці тексти для клієнта чи 

партнера з іншої країни, іншої культури.  Володіння компетенцією 

професійного перекладу іншомовних текстів значно полегшує роботу в 

сучасному економічному просторі. Навички професійного перекладу – один з 

видів іншомовної компетентності, що дозволяє працювати з іноземними 


