ranslator Whrites

‘Whereas, since the ewopean
Community is a constitutional
community, its |egis|a’rion must result
from a transparent decision-w\aking
process, characterized by texts of an
intrinsic quality that will ensure they
are read with ease by those to whom
H/\ey are addressed,’

— from Parliament’s comments on the
Commission’s Twelf’r[/\ Annual Repor’r

on Community law.

Someone once called the par|iaw\en-
tary process ‘idleness without leisure,
and labour without industry’. The
speaker was refewing to Westminster
in the nineteenth century, but his main
point remains true of all pav"iaw\en’rs
everywlf\ev*e, and it is this: that the
business of po'iHca| representation is
anredic’rable - at times Mnreasonauy

frene’ric, and quite oﬁen dull.

The precarious forhme of
polificians teaches them to
thrive on a sense of urgency.
T'x\ey like to respond at the
last possible minute to
current events — to
dmﬁ, Ve—dmﬁ
and amend in
the quest for
consensus, while
|in9uis+s wait at
their desks. The
form of words
that emevrges,
sometimes late at
nigh’r, fwom this refining
process may be hard
even for its author to
v\mﬂersmnd; but an accurate
rendering in the other oﬁicial
languages must be produced and
prin’red before the committee’s next

meeting, at nine in the morning.



Parliament’s translators learn to live in
this unpromising climate. For all its
limitations we do our best to make
readable sense of our raw material,
whether it is a motion ca”ing for
emergency aid in the aﬁermaﬂ/\ of an
earthquake, or a highly technical
amendment o a Vegu\la’rion on

pes’ricides.

;Z\job like this seldom appea|s to
|i+emv*y purists or academic linguis’rs,
because sooner or later the fms’rmfions
of the sordid real world get them down.
Most of us still fiV\c] it hard to accept the
fac’r that our own translation will oﬁen
appear alongside /énglislf\/ written in a
hurry by a non-native spea[«ay*, and
amended by another, because political
expediency insists that it must be so.
We also resent lf\aving our |impio| prose
tampered with by experts in
ewo—speak, anxious to create a

w\iform house s+y|e.

At the same time, a lf\igh clegree of

fluency in weritten English, and a
consuming interest in communicating
ideas clearly, matter more than
ﬂuency in other languages — though
you are obviously more marketable if
you have an infimate knowledge of,
say, Greek and Finnish as well as
French or German. All our work
involves translation into énglislf\; we
may have occasion to speak other
Ianguages in our contacts at work

and outside.

These days the computer has arrived
with a vengeance. Every translator
now has a PC to work on, with a
range of glossaries and Iegal
databases to draw on at the fouch of
a button. Jt lf\elps to have a good
typing speecl, and to be faw\iliav* with
the sp|enc|ows and miseries of word

processing.

The advent of electronics means that
evev‘yfl/\ing has speeclecl up. The

minutes of a committee meeting can

be +yped in Brussels, translated in
meembowg and prin’recl in 5+msbour9
in the space of a Single morning.
Sooner or later it will be possible to
’rmnsfev‘ the text of alaw draﬂecl by the
Commission, amended by Parliament,
re-amended by the Council and
reconciled by the lawyer—lingu\is’rs of all
three, to the national parliamevﬁrs/
libraries without I/\aving to re-type it ot
each stage of the process. Jt also
means that a smaller number of people
can do more work, and need less
contact with other human beings —
per'z\aps, even’ru\a”y, warking from
home. Jt suits the monas’rica”y inclined
better than the na’rura”y gregarious; but
— in spite of rumoured attempts to
undermine the international civil service,
and the occasional strains of an
umpv‘eclicfable workload — most of us
fincl it a Veasonably agreeable way of

eaming a living.

GC]WC\V‘CI SEYW\OMV



