
1

Universals in Multidimensional Translation

MuTra ‘LSP Translation Scenarios’

1 May 2007

Prof. Dr. H. Gerzymisch-Arbogast      Universals in Multidimensional Translation



2

Prof. Dr. H. Gerzymisch-Arbogast      Universals in Multidimensional Translation

0 Introduction

1 Problem and Phenomenon

2 Selected Universal Thought Principles and Translation & 
Interpreting

2.1 The Participant – Observer Dichotomy

2.2 The ICS Model

2.3 Three Text Perspectives

3 Applications & Perspectives



3

Prof. Dr. H. Gerzymisch-Arbogast      Universals in Multidimensional Translation

0 Introduction

The general thought principles discussed are the:

• participant – observer dichotomy

• differentiation of individual, collective and systems levels of description (ICS)

• atomistic-hol-atomistic-holistic text perspective triad.

Some of these principles will be applied by the doctoral presentations which will follow 
this lecture. 

In line with the concept of the Marie Curie conference, these doctoral projects are 
presented by early stage and experienced scholars, some of the presentations will 
therefore present works that are finished and published, some of them are still at an 
earlier stage of a dissertation project.
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1 Problem and Phenomenon

Translation Universals is the label for a research paradigm that is motivated by the 
question of whether there are general regularities and methodologies. Proposals for 
translation universals are about 

(a) the relationship between translations and source texts and 

(b) the relationship between translations and comparable non-translations in the target 
language.

Potential translation universals are quantitatively accessible as textual features of a “third 
code” or “translationese”

• Simplification
e.g.. less lexical variety, lower lexical density, less complex sentence structures

• Explicitation
i.e. introducing information into the target text

• Normalization
the translator's rendering of text features to conform to typical target text features

Translation Universals is strongly favored by corpus-based methodologies, largely pioneered 
by Mona Baker in the early 90s.
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Film - Lost in Translation
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1 Problem and Phenomenon (cont.)

Corpus methodologies have their limitations in that

• qualitative criteria are neglected 
e.g. cohesion shifts vs. coherence, cf. Blum-Kulka 1986

• individual text features that control translations are not collectively accessible
e.g. the translation purpose, but also the intended readership type, the translator's 
perceptions, competence and preferences 

Few translation researchers have therefore suggested principles ‘outside’ the text:

• Chesterman (2004) cautions that the term ‘universal’ be restricted to claims that are 
actually hypothesized to be universal, not specific to a subset of concrete 

• Toury underlines that translational behavior is affected by a vast heterogeneous array 
of factors and prefers to speak of “laws” rather than ‘universals’ (1995:268) and 
suggests that “the whole question of translation universals is not one of existence but 
one of explanatory power” (2004:29).
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1 Problem and Phenomenon (cont.)

Against the background of this debate the principles of 

• participant – observer dichotomy

• individual, collective and systems levels of description (ICS) and

• atomistic-hol-atomistic-holistic text perspectives

are presented here in their translational dimension with the intent of opening a discussion 
rather than providing  all the answers.



8

Prof. Dr. H. Gerzymisch-Arbogast      Universals in Multidimensional Translation

2 Selected Universal Thought Principles and Translation & Interpreting

2.1 The Participant – Observer Dichotomy

We suggest that the differentiation of whether principles are formulated 

• to be put to use (participants’ view) or 

• for detached onlookers (observers’ view) 

determinates the categories and methods used for building a theory.

For example:

Ø a bicycle can be described for a user (who is interested in riding the bike) 
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2.1 The Participant – Observer Dichotomy (cont.)

Ø or for someone interested in how it is put together. 

What information and how this information is presented is different for bicycle riders and 
bicycle developers or constructors. If you give the bicycle rider a list of bicycle 
components, she may be disappointed and not know what to do with it. If, on the other 
hand, you give bicycle riding instructions to a bicycle constructor, she may feel 
undervalued.
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2.1 The Participant – Observer Dichotomy (cont.)

In translation theory, the lack of differentiating between the ‘participant’s and ‘observer’s 
views has led to the seemingly irreconcilable gap between theory and practice: 

• Practicing translators (‘participants’) are interested in how to solve a particular 
translation problem, e.g.. translate culture in texts or to produce texts according to a 
specific purpose and will therefore appreciate a step-by-step methodology of how to 
proceed when faced with a particular problem and may feel frustrated when being 
served a hermeneutic circle no matter how fascinating it may be.

• ‘Observers’, on the other hand, will appreciate a cultural system and a discussion of 
how it is composed for contrastive descriptions and may feel misunderstood by what 
to them is simply a ‘how to’, ‘hands-on’ approach. 

This problem of orienting one’s theoretical thought to active ‘participants’ or thoughtful 
‘observers’ has contributed substantially to the theory – practice gap still ongoing today 
which so sadly prevents Translation from becoming a coherent discipline.
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2 Selected Universal Thought Principles and Translation & Interpreting (cont.)

2.2 The ICS Model : Individual, Collective and Systems levels of description 

The ICS model differentiates three general description levels on which research questions 
can be formulated, objects and data can be analyzed and theoretical models can be drafted 
and put to the test. These levels are:

I an individual level (I-level) on which (abstract or concrete) objects are investigated 
on the basis of a catalog of characteristics (parameters) with a specified range of 
values; 

C a collective level (C-level) on which groups of (concrete and abstract) objects are 
statistically investigated relative to (a constellation of) parameters; 

S a systems level (S-level) on which abstract objects and their characteristics are 
investigated. Objects under investigation on the systems level are non-existent as 
phenomena and are thus not accessible empirically.
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Collectivisation
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2.2 The ICS Model : Individual, Collective and Systems levels of description (cont.)

The ICS description levels are not isolated levels, but allow for interrelationships through 
so-called transitions. 

Transitions between these levels are subject to certain conditions and lead to 

• constructive transitions, yielding 
manifest results 

• pseudo-transitions, yielding no manifest 
results, only seemingly offer solutions to 
research problems

• and/or fallacies, implying flaws in logical 
thinking and reasoning, and lead to false 
conclusions. 

This overview shows the ICS and its 
transitions:
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2.2 The ICS Model : Individual, Collective and Systems levels of description (cont.)

While we cannot in this presentation show and discuss the full scope of the ICS and its 
transitions, there is one that is interesting to the discussion of  translation universals, i.e. 
the

• transition of collectivization and generalization 

and the related fallacies of 

• re. individualization of a C-type and

• re-distribution of an S-Type

which we will briefly look at.
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2.2 The ICS Model : Individual, Collective and Systems levels of description (cont.)

(A) Collectivisation (from I to  C)

Principle:

The process of collectivization is  a transition from the individual level of description 
(I-level) to the collective level of description (C-level). 

It  involves a collective as a basis of the investigation. 

This collective is formed by a set established on the I-level by individual objects with 
identical values (= collective). 

The thus established collective is then statistically investigated, yielding significant 
frequencies for certain parameters.

Applied to translation universals this means with reference to ‘explicitation’

• that a collective is formed by a set of individual texts (I-level) with identical values, 
e.g. additional information relative to cultural specifics

• the thus established collective is then statistically investigated, yielding a significant 
value for ‘explicitation’ of cultural specifics.
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2.2 The ICS Model : Individual, Collective and Systems levels of description (cont.)

Re-Individualization – Problem:

The transition of collectivization is accompanied by a loss of information: 

• The transition of a collectivization involves the individual level of (abstract or 
concrete) objects which are analyzed according to a catalogue of parameters (with a  
certain range of values). 

• These parameter values must be different from object to object (= individualizing 
parameters) but may show the same parameter value in all objects (= characterizing 
parameters). 

Individual objects within the same parameter range form a collective which differs from 
the extensional individual set of objects on the I-level in that the objects in the collective 
are ‘anonymized’ within the transition of collectivisation, i.e. when they are statistically 
investigated relative to a collective analysing parameter. 

(Note that while the objects in the collective may still be individually accessible (for each 
object the parameter values are statistically investigated), the identity of the objects, their 
individual identifiability (via individualizing parameter values) is, however, not relevant 
for the statistical investigation.)
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Re-Individualization – Problem: (cont.)

If a collective is formed, this process will result in an anonymization of objects: 

• By anonymizing the objects via collectivization, the corresponding individual objects 
are no longer available. This means that the process of statistical analysis implies that 
the individual parameters are no longer available for further analysis.

Consequently, from the results of a statistical analysis no conclusions can be drawn with 
respect to the individual parameters of the individual objects in the collective.

(Re-Individualization  = Fallacy)

A general example may illustrate this:

In Germany, the Bureau of Statistics conducts an investigation of the population with 
respect to certain parameters, among them family size, number of children, income level, 
etc. People are grouped together according to whether they have a family or are single. 
Those who have a family form a collective which can now be statistically investigated 
using a collective-analyzing parameter, e.g. ‘number of children’.
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this means that by forming a collective of texts with the 

characterizing parameter ‘explicitation’, the individualizing 

parameters of these texts, e.g. ‘translation purpose’ or ‘intended 

readership’ are anonymized and no longer available for further 

analysis.

Applied to translation universals, 
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conference text reference text knowledge system
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…..
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Fig. 1: Structured Terminological Knowledge Entity  Fig. 1: Structured Terminological Knowledge Entity  -- monolingualmonolingual

aa : denomination: denomination

= = e..d..fe..d..f : conceptual content: conceptual content = D..Z..E : conceptual   content= D..Z..E : conceptual   content
AA : denomination: denomination 1.21.2 : term: term--level within a level within a 

knowledge system (knowledge system (SubholemeSubholeme))

From Martin Will: Knowledge 
management in the simultaneous 
interpretation of LSP conferences
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2 Selected Universal Thought Principles and Translation & Interpreting (cont.)

2.3 Three Text Perspectives 

It is argued that texts and their translations can be viewed from different perspectives, i.e.

1) an atomistic perspective that views only individual components of a text put 
together to form the structure of a text, e.g. words like Lego components which form 
a structure or system, 

2) a hol-atomistic perspective that takes the individual components further into the 
text and looks at their informational strings or semantic clusters and 

3) a holistic perspective which looks at holistic ‘Gestalt’ phenomena, implied 
background knowledge, cultural attitudes and values in a text. 

These perspectives lead to different translation methodologies, i.e. Aspectra, Relatra and 
Holontra .
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Film - A Fish Named Wanda
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2.3 Three Text Perspectives (cont.)

Analysis on the atomistic level accounts for ‘atomistic’, i.e. smallest individual text 
features, and may include all textual phenomena (from typographical idiosyncrasies, 
explicitness of reference, metaphorical diversity and/or cultural implications) that do not 
develop into more complex textual dimensions. They are identified, listed and 
systematized as text ‘aspects’ with different ‘values’ and correlated with respective text 
segments. The resulting aspective matrix allows for transparency of an individual reading 
and interpretation of a text in its atomistic dimension. 

Visualization is by matrix form
1. Terminologie

1.1 Vorhanden
1.2 Nicht-vor-

handen

2. Syntax

2.1 Nominalisie-
rungen

2.2 Verbalkon-
struktionen

3. Kohärenz

3.1 mit Inferenz-
ziehung

3.2 ohne Infe-
renzziehung

4. Begriffs-
einführung

4.1 direkt
4.2 indirekt

5. Autor-Leser-
Verhältnis

5.1 inhaltsbe-
zogen

5.2 leserbezogen

6. Sprecher-
indikatoren

6.1 vorhanden
6.2 nicht vorhan-

den

0. Transactions Demand 1.1 — 3.1 — 5.1 6.2

1. People and firms need money as a 
transactions medium 1.1 2.1 3.1 — 5.2 6.2

2. Households need money to buy groceries 
and to pay for electricity and fuel bills as 
well as occasional large consumer 
durables.

1.1 2.2 3.2 — 5.2 6.2

3. Firms need money to pay for materials and 
labor. 1.2 2.2 3.2 — 5.2 6.2

4. These elements constitute the transactions 
demand for money. 1.1 — 3.1 4.2 5.1 6.2

5. We can illustrate the mechanics of the 
transactions demand for money in Fig.16-2. 1.1 2.1 3.2 — 5.2 6.2

6. This figure shows the average money 
holdings of a family that earns $ 1000 per 
month, keeps it in money, and spends it all 
evenly over the month.

1.1 2.2 3.1 — 5.2 6.2

7. Clearly, the family holds $ 500 on average 
in money balances. 1.1 — 3.2 — 5.2 6.1

Aspekte

Textstellen
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2.3 Three Text Perspectives (cont.)

The hol-atomistic level ‘mediates’ between the atomistic and holistic levels. Analysis on a 
hol-atomistic level identifies features in texts that extend from the isolated atomistic unit 
to a more complex dimension in the context of the text as a whole. Examples are the 
(linearity or digression of) information structures (theme-rheme analysis) or the quality 
and complexity of isotopic patterns . 

Representation and 
visualization is by 
semantic networks.
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Semantic network

Visualization & Animation
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2.3 Three Text Perspectives (cont.)

Analysis on the holistic and most complex description level accounts for ‘gestalt’
phenomena in individual texts and structures them as (implied) holistic systems (holons) 
of knowledge, culture and/or values (‘constellations’, Floros 2003). It is generally 
recognized that understanding texts requires world knowledge in interaction with what is 
verbalized in the text. This interaction is made transparent by relating system and text in 
the form of ‘concretizations’ which allow for identifying individual (coherence-
establishing) inferences and transparency of interpretations of a text. 

Representation and visualization 
is by thesaurus or semantic networks.

Ausgangstext Zieltext

DEMAND FOR MONEY Geldnachfrage

It is clear from the above that the main 
motive for holding money (as M1) is the 
convenience of ordinary transactions as needed 
at each level of income. Let’s examine it in 
more detail.

Aus den obigen Ausführungen geht klar hervor, 
daß das Hauptmotiv für die Geldhaltung die be-
quemere Abwicklung der entsprechend dem je-
weiligen Einkommensniveau übliche Transak-
tionen ist. Wir wollen diesen Aspekt näher be-
trachten

Transactions Demand Die Nachfrage nach Transaktionsgeld

People and firms need money as a transac-
tions medium. Households need money to buy 
groceries and to pay for electricity and fuel bills 
as well as occasional large consumer durables. 
Firms need money to pay for materials and 
labor. These elements constitute the 
transactions demand for money.

Die privaten Haushalte und die Unternehmen 
brauchen Geld zur Abwicklung von Transaktio-
nen: Die Haushalte zum Einkauf von Lebens-
mitteln, zur Begleichung von Elektrizitäts- und 
Benzinrechnungen ebenso wie gelegentlich zum 
Kauf von langlebigen Konsumgütern. Die Un-
ternehmen brauchen Geld zur Finanzierung von 
Material und Arbeitskräften. Aus diesen Kom-
ponenten setzt sich die Nachfrage nach Trans-
aktionsgeld zusammen..

We can illustrate the mechanics of the trans-
actions demand for money in Figure 16-2. This 
figure shows the average money holdings of a 
family that earns $1000 per month, keeps it in 
money, and spends it all evenly over the month. 
Clearly, the family holds $500 on average in 
money balances.

Samuelson, Paul A./Nordhaus, William D. (1985): 
Economics. 12th edition. New York: McGraw-Hill

Adressatenorientierung

1. Informationsgliederung

1.1 Titelgebung (adressatenorietiert)

1.2 Textbeginn (adressatenorietiert)

1.3 Begriffseinführung (indirekt)

1.4 Thematische Progression

1.5 Metakommunikation

1.6 Sprecherindikatoren

2. Informationsverpackung

2.1 Redundanzen

2.2 Terminologische Variation

2.3 Transphrastische T / R-Gliederung

2.4 Beispiele

Wir können uns den Mechanismus der Nach-
frage in Abbildung 16.2 verdeutlichen. Die Ab-
bildung zeigt die durchschnittliche Geldhaltung 
einer Familie mit einem monatlichen Einkom-
men von 1000 Dollar, die diesen Betrag als 
Bargeld bzw. Kassenbestand hält und nach und 
nach über den Monat hinweg ausgibt. Es läßt 
sich leicht nachweisen, daß diese Familie über 
einen durchschnittlichen Kassenbestand von 
500 Dollar verfügt.

Samuelson, Paul A./William D. Nordhaus, Volkwirt-
schaftslehre. Bd.1. Aus d. Amerikan. übertr. von Johanna 
Frenzel und Heidrun Gerzymisch-Arbogast, überarb. dt. 
Neuaufl. 1987, Köln: Bund-Verlag
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3 Die musikalische Fokussierung (Musical Focussing)

GERMAN ENGLISH

From Jan Kunold: 
Translating Music



31

Prof. Dr. H. Gerzymisch-Arbogast      Universals in Multidimensional Translation

3. Applications & Preview

The text perspectives and methodologies are roughly presented in a wide range of 
applications: translating literature, film, music and websites as well as interpreting. The 
subsequent doctoral presentations will apply these principles to their projects showing 
their explanatory power for translation and interpreting. 

11:15 – 12:00 Georgios Floros (Cyprus)
Cultural constellations and translation

12:00 – 12:45 Min Sunwoo (Bonn/Saarbrücken)
Operationalizing the translation purpose (Skopos)

12:45 – 14:00    Lunch  

14:00 – 14:45 Martin Will (Saarbrücken)
Knowledge Management for Simultaneous 
Interpreters in LSP Conferences

14:45 – 15:30 Daniel Dejica (Timisoara)
Thematic Information and Text Perspectives

15:30 – 16:00    Co ffee Break  

16:00 – 16:45 Jan Kunold (Saarbrücken)
Translating Musical Texts

16:45 – 17:30 Lihua Jiang (Saarbrücken/Sichuan)
Identifying Parameters in ‘Discourse Interpreting’

17:30 – 18:15 Sandra Nauert (Saarbrücken)
Translating Websites


