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CHALLENGES IN TRANSLATING TECHNICAL TEXTS 

Sakun Kumar Joshi 

 

Translating a text is always problematic. It 
becomes threatening because of diversified forms 
and multiple structures of the source language 
and it becomes tougher if the target language is 
developing one. There remains much predicament 
in the case of technical translation because of the 
poor vocabulary in the target language. Secondly, 
technical translation is more challenging because 
it belongs to the specialized area.  Therefore, 
technical translation requires highly 
knowledgeable translators. Simultaneously, 
translating technical documents needs optimum 
level of accuracy, objectivity and 
appropriateness; it, therefore, is one of the most 
difficult tasks among all translation works.  
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1. Introduction  

Translation is defined as rewording in the target 
language (Tylor & Francis, as cited in Stolze, 
2009, p.1) from the source language and, 
technical translation is rewording the technical 
texts  in the target language. To the fact, Adhikari 
(2071, p.17) states , “translation of the technical 
texts is called technical translation”. In this 
regard, technical translation covers the translation 
of specialized texts in science and technology, and 
also in other disciplines such as economics and 
medicine (Williams &  Chesterman, 2002, as cited 
in Hosseinimanesh &  Dastjerdi, 2013). In other 
words, technical translation aims to reproduce 
technical texts in the target language. Moreover, 
the fact behind technical translation is 
transformation of information with objectivity. 
Therefore, technical translation focuses on the 
factual meaning of the source text. In this regard 
Bhattarai, Adhikari and Phyak (2014,  p.349)  
argue, “technical translation works on the truth 
first and pleasure second principle”. While 
translating technical texts the translator should not 
worry about the personal style of the source 
writer. Bhattarai, Adhikari and Phyak further say, 
“The technical translator may give secondary 

importance to the source writer’s personal style”  
( p.348).  So, it is one of the most challenging 
tasks in translation.   

2. Challenges in translating technical texts  

Problems arise in translation due to  differences in 
language system and conceptual differences, since 
all languages do not have equivalent terms to refer 
to different notions. According to Naznean (2015, 
p. 1) there are mainly three problems in technical 
translation.  

 2.1 Terminological problems 

One of the greatest challenges in technical 
translation is terminology. In fact, each day gives 
birth to new terms because of the development of 
science and technology. As a result, a translator 
fails to translate those technical terms into the 
target language. It is so because both ST and TT 
cannot be developed equally in terms of 
terminological development. The language of 
medicine, for example, is in constant change and 
development.  Some terms like fibrin, 
epithelioma, fistula, adrenolytic and vasoactivedo 
not have exact Nepali equivalence. In this 
situation, if the translator borrows those terms, the 
translation may not be comprehensible.  So, it is 
one of the most challenging areas in translation. 
Hence, there is no way out except borrowing such 
terms from the source language. Therefore, it is 
stated that terminology is generally considered as 
the main challenge of the technical translator 
(Newmark, 1988). In this regard Paul (2009, p.1) 
says, “A translation should have the same virtues 
as the original, and inspire the same response in 
its readers”.  Therefore, it is very much essential 
to have terminological equivalence in order to 
make translation as equal to original one. 

 2.2. Linguistic problems 

 Regarding linguistic problems in translation, 
there are multiple challenges in grammar and 
linguistic construction.  There are two levels of 
grammatical problems in translation: morphology 
and syntax. Morphology examines such aspects as 
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compounding, inflexion and derivation whereas; 
syntax is regarded as an arrangement and 
relationship of words in sentences. The syntactic 
structure of a language imposes different 
boundaries on the way messages are organized in 
particular language, which results in various 
difficulties in translations. In fact, choices in a 
language are of two types: grammatical and 
lexical. Regarding translation, the most important 
difference between these two options is that while 
lexical choices are somewhat optional, 
grammatical ones are compulsory. Another 
difference is the fact that, unlike lexical structures, 
grammatical structures are more rigid, resisting 
change. New words, terms and concepts are much 
easier to be introduced into a language than to 
alter any of its grammar structures or systems, 
which would require an extended period of time. 
Synchronically, changes in the grammar systems 
of languages are practically invisible, while 
lexical changes can be recorded.  

2.3 Extra-linguistic factors 

Extra-linguistic factors are also known as non-
linguistic factors. A translator may face strict 
deadlines, stress, lack of experience and so on 
while translating. Moreover, these factors create 
challenges with insufficient linguistic knowledge 
of the subject matter, the constraint of space, etc.  

Similarly, the cultural issue is also one of the 
challenges in technical translation. It arises due to 
cultural differences in the source language and the 
target language. According to Bhattarai, Adhikari 
and Phyak (2014, p.195), “Most of the issues 
related to translational activities are cultural.” So, 
culture hinders in technical and non-technical 
translation both.  Specially names of food, 
festivals and cultural connections create problems 
in general. Similarly, translation of date –from 
English to Nepali and vice versa –is another 
challenging task in financial translation. Only 
converting the date does not help here. 
Theoretically, the translator can localize while 
translating. However, some special references 
may not be localized; neither translated.  

Thus, technical translation is not just translating 
the key terms accurately. Instead, it goes beyond 
the terminological transfer of language. The 
translators must understand and follow the writing 

conventions along with expertise in the subject 
matter.  

3. Translating technical texts  

Technical texts are generally considered 
informative, objective and devoid of expressive 
features. According to Newmark (1988, p. 151) 
“Technical translation is one part of specialized 
translation”. That is, a technical translator should 
have specialized in technical field like business, 
commence, banking, science, etc. Hence, 
technical translation is “information-oriented”  
(Bhattarai, Adhikari and Phyak, 2014, p.348) 
translation. Furthermore, Adhikari (2004, p. 10) 
supports this view as, “technical translation tends 
to be more science and less craft.” So, technical 
translation is determined by content, but not the 
translator’s feelings.  

Technical texts are required to be translated on the 
basis of subject-matter, terminology and a number 
of typical syntactic features. So, according to the 
conventional theory of translation, the following 
translation may occur as a result:  

ST:  Nepal Red Cross Society is the largest 
humanitarian organization.  

TT: g]kfn /ftf] u'0fg ;dfh ;a}eGbf 7"nf] dfgjtfjfbL 
;+:yf xf] .  

The above translation  may occur if we only try to 
seek the syntactic equivalence in translation. The 
words those make the name of the organization 
“Nepal Red Cross Society” do have their 
equivalent meaning in the target language. 
However, Red Cross Society cannot be translated 
as /ftf] u'0fg ;dfh. Secondly, morpheme-based 
translation does not carry appropriateness in 
meaning despite having its accurate dictionary 
meaning. The word humanitarian does not match 
as dfgjtfjfbL  in this context. The appropriate 
meaning of humanitarian is dfgjLo ;]jfdf ;dlk{t 
while translating into Nepali. Thus, the 
appropriate translation of the above example can 
be as:   

TT: g]kfn /]8qm; ;f];fO6L dfgjLo ;]jdf ;dlk{t 
;a}eGbf 7"nf] ;+:yf xf] .  

In fact, the purpose of a technical text is to 
transmit objective information on technical 
subject matter.  Adhikari (2071, p.17) writes the 
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texts from “science, technology, business, law, 
etc.” are the technical texts. The translator can 
make equivalence in the target text with its 
standardized syntax and style as translation is a 
craft.   

According to Baker (1994, p. 3) technical texts 
are characterized by “objectivity, absence of 
expressiveness and emotion, precision, economy, 
conciseness, and formality”. That is to say, 
technical translation is an objective translation 
which is based on information rather than 
feelings. There remains very little space for 
expressiveness and mixing of feelings of the 
translator.  Therefore, success in technical 
translation is based on the purpose of the 
translation, availability of the terminology and 
syntax of the sources texts.  

In black and white, technical translation is never 
an unsolvable translation. Thus, translators should 
start with the careful adherence to the certain 
principles while translating. Those principles 
make the task easier or help to achieve standard 
translation.  Haque (2012, p.12)  presents the 
following principles to follow in technical 
translation :   
 The translator should have a great 

understanding of the source language in 
written and verbal.   

 The translator should possess an excellent 
control of the language into which [the 
translator ] is translating i.e. the target 
language. 

 The translator should have awareness of the 
subject matter being translated.   

 The translator should have deep knowledge of 
etymological and idiomatic correlates between 
the two languages.  

 The translator should have a delicate common 
sense of when to metaphrase or ‘translate 
literally’ and when to paraphrase, in order to 
guarantee exact rather than fake equivalents 
between the source- and target-language texts. 

Moreover, technical translation is bound to 
transfer information, which should be transferred 
from the SL and the syntactic constructions 
should be adjusted in the TL. That is to say, the 
translator should take the information from the 
source text and rewrite it in the target language 

maintaining the syntactic complexity. According 
to Bhattarai, Adhikari and Phyak (2014, p.349) 
technical translators take the following aspects of 
technical texts while translating:  
 Conceptual accuracy of technical terms ( to 

achieve terminological equivalence ) 
 Uniformity in the use of terms 
 Syntactic construction of the text (to achieve 

syntactic equivalence)  
 The prevalent style of the field (to achieve 

stylistic equivalence)  

By and large, there should be accuracy in using 
the technical terms along with uniformity. 
Similarly, syntactic and stylistic equivalence 
should be maintained in order to achieve standard 
in translation.   

4. Techniques in translating technical texts  

There are different techniques in translating 
technical texts. In fact, the ‘applied’ nature of 
translation helps solving the issues in translation. 
According to House (1983, as cited in Stolze, 
2009, p. 4 ) the four requirements namely 
translation training, translation aids, translation 
criticism and translation policy are the keys of 
translation. However, only these four techniques 
cannot help in making a good translation so far. 
The translators need to adopt some basic 
techniques. 

4.1 Borrowing 

Borrowing is one of the techniques of technical 
translation. Actually, borrowing is taking of 
words directly from the ST into TT without 
translation. Many English words have been 
borrowed in Nepali and in other languages too. 
For instance, café, Kindergarten, mask, coat, etc. 
have been directly borrowed in Nepali. Thus, this 
technique helps in a great deal in technical 
translation. Consider the following sentence: 

PS;6/gn sdfG8 l8:sdf /x]sf] 5'6\6} k|f]u|fd kmfOnx? 
x'g\, h;nfO{ k|of]u ubf{ l8:saf6 d]df]/Ldf nf]8 x'G5 .   

In the above example, several words (i.e., 
external, command, disc, program, file and 
memory) have been borrowed from English, and 
written in Devanagari script. That is, technical 
words, without equivalent in TT, can be 
borrowed. On translating, ‘external command’ 
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and ‘program’ could be translated as ‘afXo lgb]{zg’ 
and ‘sfo{qmd’ respectively. However, this 
translation cannot maintain pragmatic 
appropriateness in the target language.   

4.2 Literal translation 

This technique is possible if both ST and TT have 
literal equivalence. For example, g]kfn ;/sf/ is 
translated as Nepal Government. However, one 
expression can be translated literally across 
languages; which does not mean  that all 
expressions can be translated literally (Bosco, 
2016).   

4.3 Transposition 

 Transposition is the process where parts of 
speech change their sequence when they are 
translated. This technique is very useful while 
translating from English into Nepali and vice 
versa. Actually, the translator requires the 
possible replacement of word category in the 
target language without altering the meaning of 
the source text. For example: 

ST : lxtsf/L :jo+ lhDd]jf/ /xg] u/L r]s :jLsf/ ug{ 
;lsg] 5 .  

TT : Collections are undertaken under the risk and 
responsibility of the beneficiary.  

In the above example, subject of the ST ‘lxtsf/L’ is 
translated as ‘the beneficiary’. So, transposition 
maintains the appropriate order of the parts of 
speech. In fact, there is subject-verb-object order 
in English whereas, there is subject-object-verb 
order in Nepali. In this regard, translators should 
be aware of the transposition in both languages.  

4.4 Chunking 

 While translating, the translator can make some 
smaller units of the longer sentences. Addressing 
chunking as a translation technique, Tylor (1998) 
puts forward his view as a stretch of language 
activity which is the carrier of a pattern of some 
kind. That is to say, a translator can divide a 
single but longer sentence into chunks keeping the 
leading meaning of the ST. The following 
sentence cannot be translated into English without 
chunking:  

of]hgf eGgfn] ;d'bfo tyf :yfgLo txdf j:t' / 
;]jfsf] dfu / cfk"lt{nfO{ Jojl:yt / k|efjsf/L agfpg 

;xeflutfd"ns ?kdf ;/sf/, gful/s ;+:yf tyf gLlh 
;+:yf, nlIft ju{ tyf ;/f]sf/jfnfsf] ;xeflutfdf s], 
slt, lsg, sxfF, s;sf] / slxn]sf nflu elg ls6fg 
u/L lglZrt ;+/rgfut 9fFrfdf tof/ ul/Psf] 
sfo{qmdsf] ljj/0f eGg] a'emfpF5 .  

The above text can hardly be translated into 
English without chunking. The essence of the 
meaning and the theme of the text should be 
translated into the target language objectively. 
The appropriate technical translation of this text 
can be as: 

Planning refers to detailed structural program 
to be organized in participation with the 
Government, civil societies, private 
organizations, target groups and concerning 
agencies in the community for launching 
different activities effectively along with the 
demand of goods and services. Moreover, it 
entails the details of the activities including 
what, how much, why, where, who and when 
to do.  

4.5 Textual equivalence 

 Textual equivalence –the notion put forward by 
Catford (1965) –is sought in technical translation. 
It is also known as formal correspondence in 
translation. While translating textually equivalent 
texts, the translator’s job seems to be easier. 
However, it cannot be simple and easy if the 
translator has to massively depend upon the 
information as well as morphological equivalence. 
The given text can be easily translated because of 
its textual equivalence:  

ST: Out of the 75 districts of Nepal, fifty seven were 
affected by the earthquake and aftershocks, and 
8,773 people are reported to have died as a result. 
In the Central and Western Region, including the 
Kathmandu Valley, 14 districts were severely 
affected and categorized in “A” by the 
government of Nepal. According to the 
assessment carried out by Nepal Red Cross 
Society 542,630 houses have been fully destroyed 
and 308,117 are damaged. (NRCS, Recovery 
Framework, 2015, p. 1)  

TT: g]kfndf uPsf] dxfe"sDk / o;sf k/fsDkgsf sf/0f 
b]zsf &% lhNnfx? dWo] %& j6f lhNnfx? k|efljt 
eP . o; ljgfzsf/L e"sDksf sf/0f *,&## 
JolQmx?sf] Hofg uPsf] tYofÍ 5 . g]kfn ;/sf/n] 
sf7df8f} pkTosf nufot dWodf~rn / klZrdf~rn 



Joshi / 53 

ljsf; If]qx?sf !$ j6f k|efljt lhNnfx?nfO{ æsÚÚ 
ju{df /fv]sf] 5 . g]kfn /]8qm; ;f];fO6Lsf] lg/LIf0f 
cWoog cg';f/ %$@,^#) 3/x? k"0f{ Ifltu|:t 5g\ 
eg] #)*,!!& 3/x? cfFlzs?kdf Ifltu|:t 5g\ .  

The textual equivalence tries to maintain the TL 
category like linguistic units, class, structure and 
element of structure. Thus, short and simple texts 
with clear meaning can be translated easily as 
desired.  

5. Awakening in technical translation  

Technical translation is a sort of challenging task. 
However, terminological equivalence and 
explanation of terms save the translators indeed. 
While translating any technical text, translators 
should seek the equivalent terminology in the 
target language and translate with the appropriate 
structure. In this sense, there can be advantages in 
technical, legal, medical, scientific or financial 
translation that the translator can know in advance 
what genre most source texts belong to (Hervey & 
Higgins 2002). This kind of presumption in 
translation may be possible only in technical 
translation. On the other hand, the literary 
translation remains in distance from the 
presumptive translation.   Therefore, technical 
knowledge helps translators to bring actual 
information in the target language. The key of 
appropriate translation depends upon the 
terminological equivalence and proper structuring 
in the target language. Sometimes the adaptation 
of terms may help in technical translation. 
However, the sentence structure should be 
appropriate in the target language. The following 
example justifies this notion: 

ST: The term ‘Volunteer’ refers to all those 
who are guided by fundamental principles 
of the International Red Cross Movement 
and Code of Conduct for the volunteers 
and are willing to offer humanitarian 
services voluntarily in accordance with 
the job descriptions provided to them by 
NRCS. ( NRCS, Volunteer Manual, 2016, 
p. 3)  

TT: /]8qm;sf] cGt{/fli6«o cleofgsf cfwf/e"t l;4fGtsf] 
kfngf ub}{ :jo+;]jssf] cfrf/ ;+lxtf cg'?k lgb]{lzt 
x'g'sf ;fy} cfjZos k/]sf] cj:yfdf dfgjLo lxtsf 
nflu g]kfn /]8qm; ;f];fO6L4f/f k|bfg ul/Psf] 
lhDd]jf/L :j]lR5s ?kdf jxg ug{ OR5's JolQmnfO{ 

…:jo+;]jsÚ elgG5 . -g]/];f] :jo+;]js lgb]{lz{sf, @)&#, 
k[=# _ 

Here, source and target texts have 
terminological equivalence. Only the structural 
level is different in English and in Nepali. 
Similarly, the technical translation sometimes 
allows using the full forms of the acronyms, as 
stated in the example above.   

The poorly written source texts can lead the 
translator on the wrong path. The 
ungrammatical source texts lead the target text 
in the wrong track in deed. If the source texts 
are poorly written with ungrammaticality, the 
translation becomes ill-formed and improper.  
Therefore, while it is not the translator’s task to 
correct mistakes in the source text, ambiguities 
or obscurities should be removed so that the 
final product maintains factual accuracy 
(O’Neill 1998, Hervey & Higgins, 2002). 

6. Conclusion  

To conclude, in the present world translation 
plays a crucial role in inter-human 
communication. It is one of the means of world 
trade. According to Heim and Tymowski (2015, 
p. 13) “Translators are trained, not born. They 
must, of course, possess a solid knowledge of the 
relevant two languages”. Hence, in order to 
translate any text form one language to another , 
there needs to be a combination of factual 
knowledge –knowledge of the subject and specific 
terminology –and procedural knowledge –
methods and techniques to transfer the meaning. 
So, though the translator is highly professional 
and has sound knowledge in subject matter, if he 
or she lacks procedural knowledge, the one will 
not be able to express the ideas into another 
language.  
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