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OUR BASIC AIM SHOULD BE TO DIVERSIFY TRANSLATION WORKS 

Tej Ratna Kansakar 

 

I would like to thank the organizers for inviting 
me to present my few thoughts on translation 
based on my experience in translating a limited 
number of literary works in Nepali and Newar 
languages. I remember the first translation 
workshop I attended with Mr. Basanta Thapa, the 
President of the Society of Translators Nepal. I 
think that was after the Linguistic Society's 
conference two years ago and was conducted at 
the Kirtipur Campus by Professors David 
Hargreaves and Uma Shrestha of Western Oregon 
University, USA.  At that workshop the focus was 
on poetry. There were various kinds of 
translations of one single poem, and these 
reflected the semantic range of poetic expressions.  
And which in fact give you the insight on the 
spirit of poetry  in terms of  meaning, rhythm and 
rhyme. I find poetry is the most difficult medium 
of translation work. One would need to capture 
not only the  rhyming scheme but also the 
possible lexical meanings. That is a very difficult 
task for the translator.  

I now realise that translation is a worldwide 
necessity including the proceedings of the United 
Nations, for example, which cannot function 
without translations. At the international level, the 
writers of foreign literature, such as Russian 
literature, French literature which would not have 
been accessible to us if there were no translations. 
In the field of diplomatic relations, and 
cooperation with  foreign countries, the need for 
clear and effective medium of translation is a vital 
means of communication.  

I have been asked if there should be more 
publications on translation works and manuals to 
encourage scholars to engage in translations.  The 
only book I have read on translation was by Dr. 
Govinda Raj Bhattarai who had produced a 
seminal work, in fact a primary work on  
Introduction to Translation Studies published 
about 16 years ago.  I am not aware of any other 
publications on guidelines for translators. In that 
book, I find there was one problem which has 
been discussed briefly as the central problem in 

translation. That is the problem of equivalence.   
As this is the central concern of linguistics, we 
need to ask, equivalence in terms of what? in 
terms of functional equivalence, in terms of 
communicative equivalence, or in terms of 
pragmatic equivalence ?  There are in fact various 
levels of equivalence,  and we therefore need to 
be aware of these kinds of hierarchy of translation 
practices. So, with these considerations of 
equivalence, we need to ask what are the kinds of 
problems we may face in works of  translation.  

My view is that in translation, there is not merely 
a transfer of content from the source language to a 
target language. The transfer, if I may call it, 
cannot be adequate or meaningful if a translator 
does not fully understand the social and cultural 
beliefs and practices of the target language. It is in 
fact based on a cultural specific and social 
oriented task. It is not merely a transfer from one 
language into another. It is in fact a social and 
cultural barrier to interpret the target language. So 
a translator in this sense must be able to jump to 
cross this barrier. I would like to call this not 
translation, the better term is transcreation. It is 
actually a transcreation in terms of  interpreting 
the norms and values of a target language. 
Translation in this sense is not a simple task but a 
highly complex exercise.  

There is now a need in Nepal for more translation 
works from Nepali to English or English to Nepali 
in various fields of writing such as education, 
journalism, medical practices, national five year 
plans, diplomatic relations, regional co-
operations, apart from literary translations. 

During the Panchayat time I was asked by the 

National Planning Commission to translate 

Nepal's five year plan into English, and the 

Secretary told me to submit the translation within 

seven  days.  I said that one week is not sufficient 

to translate such a large document. And he said 

'OK 10 days.' I had to work night and day to 

translate that work for foreign diplomats. The 
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ministry had to send that document to foreign 

Embassies, foreign Ministries as an official 

document from the Government of Nepal.  That 

was a very painful kind of experience for me. 

Translating such official documents into English 

obviously had to be faultless, no mistake of any 

kind, no grammatical errors, no lexical errors, no 

punctuation and spelling errors, everything has to 

be perfect. So, that experience in fact taught me a 

lot of things that translation is not a simple 

process,  it can indeed be a very rigorous process.   

There can of course be misinterpretation in 
translation that we need to avoid. Any 
misinterpretation  may lead to mistranslation and 
that is a very real possibility in works of 
translation because misunderstanding of the 
original text will naturally produce faulty 
translations. Dr. Bhattarai has rightly warned 
readers and translators to avoid giving wrong 
information and wrong ideas which are quite 
common in published translated works in Nepal. 

I had also conducted a three-day translation 
workshop recently at Nepal Bhasha Misa Khala 
(Newar women organization). This workshop was 
attended by over twenty-five women writers, 
social workers and students interested in literary 
translations. There I had produced some materials 
for practical work in translations from Newar to 
English or any other language they are familiar 
with.  On the first day I used a collection of  
culture specific lexicon, not everyday vocabulary 
but related to culture, society, and religion of the 
Newar community. On the second day I had 
selected about 30 sentences  without any context, 
for translation practice. I told them to be aware of 
word order, grammatical correctness and to 
convey the correct contextual meanings. In other 
words, the ideas need to be expressed in a logical 
order and to avoid clumsy sentences that lack 
clarity.  If the translator feels that culture-specific 
lexicon requires to be explained clearly, a 
footnote or an end note must be used.  My friend 
and colleague  late Kesar Lal Shreshta and I had  
collected hundreds of  such culture-specific terms 
in the course of our translations of biographies, 
novels, essays and short stories of Newar 
literature. The readers need  to understand the 

content of any given text very clearly. On the 
third day,  I had provided two types of text, 
namely a  descriptive text and a narrative text 
extracted from an essay and a short story.  The 
participants were instructed to read those texts 
carefully and translate them into whatever 
language they are familiar with. It was an open 
ended exercise as they were free to translate the 
Newari text into Nepali, Hindi, Maithili or any 
other language spoken in Nepal. When I collected 
the translated texts, many participants had 
translated into Nepali, and some had also used 
English. That proved to be a very productive and 
very useful exercise as the oral presentations of 
these translations encouraged a fair amount of 
discussions and useful comments addressed to 
specific translators.  At the concluding session of 
the workshop several participants expressed their 
views on the need to promote translations for 
wider dissemination of ideas within Nepal as well 
as the neighbouring countries of the SAARC 
region.  The sponsors also endorsed that view and 
hoped that such workshops can be held on a 
regular basis with exchange of publications and to 
encourage larger number of participants.  Our 
basic aim should be to diversify translation works 
at the national and regional levels to contribute to 
our communication needs.   I did learn a great 
deal from this initial workshop organized by the 
women organization. I am sure  we can improve 
on that encouraging beginning.  

Apart from literary translations, there is much 
scope in translation of technical texts including 
scientific and  legal documents. Recently, I was 
asked to translate a legal document concerning 
public health, and I had to use a large number 
medical terms as a domain of specialized register.  
I have therefore been trying to encourage 
students, colleagues and also professionals to take 
up translations as a primary hobby, not as a 
profession.  One cannot be a translator and be a 
professional in Nepal, as translation is not a 
professional exercise. To be a good translator, one 
needs to be bilingual or multilingual and most 
people do not have the required competence in 
two or more languages.    

 Most of you may have heard about the grammar-
translation method of teaching a foreign language 
such as English..  That method was widely used in 
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English language teaching and later  went out of  
use as a viable method in foreign language 
teaching.  The grammar translation method 
(GTM) may be out-dated but there are certain 
advantages.  This method has been  revived to 
some extent in foreign language teaching by 
specialists and advocates of the communicative 
method.  So if the GTM can co-exist with the 
communicative method of teaching it is not out 
dated, and can be revived to a certain extent. We 
need, above all, to examine what is relevant and 
what is redundant. If there are certain advantages 
in the GTM methodology, these can be used 
within the communicative method as a synthetic 
approach. That is my view.  

 I would now like to conclude  by making one 
remark.  Nepal has very vast literary resources in 
Newari, Nepali, Maithili, Rai-Kiranti and many 
other minority ethnic communities.  For example 
there is very real need to bring a wealth of 
Buddhist literature recorded in the Pali script that 
have not seen the light of day. A few of these 
have been  translated by Nepalese and foreign 
scholars such as translations from Pali to Newari, 
and Newari to Nepali or English. But this task has 
to continue for a wider dissemination of the 
richness of Nepalese heritage. We need to 
encourage more  professional interest in this task.  
We also need to promote translation exercises at 
the professional and non-professional levels to 
expose our literary heritage to the outside world in 
a very authentic and realistic manner.   

That is all I can say at this time.  Thank you for 
your kind attention. 

Tej Ratna Kansakar, PhD., Professor of English, 
TU, Kirtipur, Nepal delivered the speech at the 
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Kalyani Regmi Memorial Library, Lazimpat, 
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