
 

Introduction 

The present issue contains eight papers on translation and interpreting. 
Translation refers to the rendering of texts written in a source language into 
texts written in a target language. Interpreting is its oral counterpart: the 
rendering of speeches delivered in a source language into speeches delivered 
in a target language. 

Translation and interpreting are complex activities that have been practised 
and reflected upon for thousands of years. The beginnings of translation date 
back to the invention of writing. Bilingual and trilingual lists of words were 
found on 4,500 year old clay tablets excavated in Mesopotamia. Interpreting is 
mentioned in the Old Testament and was used by the Romans and Greeks in 
their campaigns and in public administration (see Snell-Hornby, Hönig, 
Kussmaul & Schmitt, 1999, chaps. 10 and 11 for an account of the history of 
translation and interpreting).  

Systematic research into translation and interpreting started in the mid-
twentieth century. It was at that time that the first Departments of Translation 
and Interpreting were created in universities across Europe and North 
America. Besides increased scholarly investigation, this development also led 
to a growing professionalization of the translation and interpreting industry. 

Conceived by Holmes (1988) as early as 1972, the term translation studies 
with its three branches of descriptive, theoretical and applied translation 
studies, has been accepted since the 1990s as the general heading of a 
multidisciplinary approach that integrates sub-disciplines dealing with different 
aspects of translating and translations. Many scholars have a unitary vision of 
translation and interpreting research. As a result, interpreting is often 
considered an integral part of translation studies. However, more recently, the 
designation interpreting studies has come to be used to refer to the (sub-) 
discipline involved with research into the oral mode of translation (Pöchhacker 
and Shlesinger, 2002).  

Interpreting takes on various forms. A major distinction is made between 
conference interpreting, media interpreting, court interpreting and community 
interpreting, the latter being practised in health services or administration. A 
further distinction is made between simultaneous and consecutive interpreting. 
In this issue, we are concerned with (the simulation of) simultaneous 
conference interpreting only.  

Empirical research into interpreting started in the 1960s on the basis of 
models and methods developed in cognitive experimental psychology. The 
focus was on conference interpreting and in particular the simultaneity of the 
speaking and listening processes. However, product aspects, such as the 
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quality of the interpreter’s performance, were sometimes also considered (for 
an overview, see Snell-Hornby et al., 1999, chap. 34). Translation research, 
on the other hand, has traditionally been product-oriented. It was not until the 
middle of the 1980s that the first major empirical research projects were 
carried out in order to explore what is actually going on in the translator’s mind 
(Krings, 1986). This change of perspective – from the study of the product, 
i.e., the written text, towards that of the process – has led to the challenging of 
traditional views and the investigation of dimensions that had remained 
unexplored thus far. 

During the first years of research into translation processes, the outcome of 
the processes was considered of secondary importance; probably as a 
reaction against the long-standing tradition of focusing on the product. In some 
cases, participants in process studies were even told that they need not bother 
about the quality of their output. As a result, the study of the linguistic aspect 
of translation was often relegated to the background by other perspectives: 
cognitive, socio-cultural, philosophical. A similar shift of interest could be 
observed at a more general level in translation studies. Only very recently has 
this development started to be questioned. Very convincingly so for instance in 
last year’s 4th International Congress of the European Society for Translation 
Studies in Lisbon, by Brian Mossop in his panel entitled “Back to translation as 
language”. 

The papers in this issue have in common the adoption of a combined 
perspective. They are interested in describing some of the processes taking 
place in translation and interpreting, but at the same time also in taking a 
closer look at the linguistic outcome of these processes: the written translation 
or the (transcript of the) oral interpretation, respectively. Such a perspective in 
translation research has been successfully pursued at for instance the 
Copenhagen Business School (see Hansen, 1999, but also Alves, 2003) and 
is often referred to as triangulation, that is, the comparison of different views of 
the same thing – here, the investigation of one and the same phenomenon in 
translation by means of different data sources that complement each other. 
The papers on translation contained in the current issue make use of think-
aloud protocols, keystroke logging of the writing process, interviews, 
questionnaires and quality assessment. Those dealing with interpreting 
investigate issues such as the effect of the speed of delivery of the original 
speech or the effect of a non-native accent on the interpreter’s performance, 
as well as live interpreting vs. remote interpreting. They do so by means of 
both experimental and observational methods. 

Process studies are particularly suitable for investigating problems raised by 
linguistic phenomena which may be difficult to identify or explain if we only 
look at the product of the translation or the interpreting process. Several 
contributions in this issue set out to study such phenomena (implicitness in the 
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source text, word formation, markers of literariness, or the rendering of 
German SOV structures into Romance languages). Most papers in this issue 
also deal with quality assessment. The incorporation of quality assessment 
into process studies is something practitioners and teachers of translation and 
interpreting have been asking for for a long time. Process studies are a very 
useful tool for making both trainee translators and interpreters on the one 
hand, and professional translators and interpreters on the other hand, realize 
what they do and maybe even why they do it. If researchers make an attempt 
to investigate the relationship between process and quality – however difficult 
it may be to agree on what constitutes a good translation or interpretation – 
trainees and professionals may get just the kind of knowledge they are looking 
for in order to develop even more efficient strategies – a wish expressed by 
many a professional translator and interpreter (Chesterman and Wagner, 
2002). 

The papers included in this special issue of the Bulletin Suisse de Linguistique 
Appliquée on translation and interpreting make a contribution to a better 
understanding of the relationship between processes and products. In doing 
so, they also demonstrate an interest in the real problems of professional 
translation and interpreting. I hope that they will stimulate further discussion 
and investigation. 
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