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JOURNAL DES TRADUCTEURS - TRANSLATORS' JOURNAL 

TRANSLATING, AN IDEAL PROFES'SION 
FOR WOMEN 1 

Henry FISOHBACH, 
The Language Service, New York 

Translation is one of the few professional careers open to women with 
an interest and background in languages which need not be sacrificed at 
the altar of marriage or abandoned for the enchantment of motherhood. 
Once the necessary pro:ficiency has been acquired, it can be pursued subs
tantially without interference from either man or child. It will offer more 
rewards - material, intellectual and emotional - than any other pursuit, 
with the possible exception of the one to which you have been unknowingly 
dedicating yourselves since nine months before your birth. Because trans
lation is somewhat of an art as well as a science, most women, I find, are 
particularly well suited for it, thanks to their envia:ble ability to combine 
introspection, imagination and reason in the right proportions. The op
portunities for a translating career are varied, and the demand for c<>m
petent practitioners of the craft is constantly growinig. This country's 
increasing awareness of the importance of language as a tool of political 
and commercial persuasion and as a key to cultural, commercial and scien
tific rewards has raised the status of the American translator to that of a 
specialist whose services are viewed in many quarters as essentiel to na
tional growth and survival. 

Let us examine some of these opportunities and what you can do to 
avail yourselves of them. 

(1) T exte d'une conférence donnée sous les auspices de Barnard College, N.Y., 
le 12 décembre 1962. L'auteur, qui .prend une part active aux travaux de l'A.T.A., 
dont Il est le vice-président, dirige de sa charmante demeure nichée dans les bois 
le long du Hudson une importante agence de traduction intitulée The Language 
Service. Il est, depuis de longues années, membre correspondant du Jou.rnal. 

Spécialiste en matière de traduction scientifique et médicale, M. Fischbach 
nous a déjà donné plusieurs a rticles, notamment "Translatlng German, French 
and Italian Chemical Literature", J. des Trad. III.2 (1958) : 78-86. 

Sa grande expérience et sa curiosité intellectuelle pour tout ce qui touche à 
la. traduction l'ont particulièrement bien préparé à traiter du sujet. Heurewies les 
diplômées de Barnard College qui l'écoutaient, et auront pu s'orienter avec clarté 
vers une profession difficile, mais passionnante, exigeante. Puisque le texte touche, 
pa.r tant de côtés, aux problèmes de la formation du traducteur, vus évidemment 
par un Américain et pour les Etats-Unis, nous avons estimé qu'il convenait par
faitement au cadre de nos discussions du 2e congrès. NDLR. 
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In addition to the departments of the Government manifestly con
cerned with foreigh affairs in the broadest sense of the word, translators 
are found in the U.S. Patent Office, the Departments of Agriculture, Com
merce and La1bor, the various military establishments, the National Research 
Council, the National Academy of Sciences, the National Institutes of 
Health, and so forth. As for private industry, leading U.S. corporations 
have assigned them staff positions in the divisions in charge of research 
and development, exports and imports, foreign advertising and public 
relations, and legal affairs. Many of the major companies with world-wide 
interests have in fact established separate resident translation departments 
staffed by financial, tec1mical, scientific, advertising and legal specialists in 
the five so-called ' ' common'' commercial languages, widely considered to 
be Spanish, French, German, Portuguese and Italian. In research and 
Government, of cour se, Russian is of paramount importance. 

An even larger volume of translation in the United States is done on a 
contract basis by free-lance translators and by the translation agencies 
which empioy or retain them. New York, by for the laigest center of free
lance translation activity in the country, has approximately 100 transla
tion agencies, ranging in size from one to half a dozen or more resident 
translators and subcont"racting for the services of perhaps altogether 500-
700 self-employed transfators working full-time or part-time. 

And then there is the United Nations and its many affiliated agencies, 
which .employ a total of some 500 translators, interpreters and language 
editors, here in New York and in various major cities of the world. 

At this point, I might say a few words about interpreting. Job oppor
tunities in interpreting are much more limited than in translation. In 
fact, it is generally hefd that there are no more than 200 fully qualified 
conference interpreters in the world - which, someone has said, makes 
them only scarcely less rare than whoopin:g cranes. The skills required 
are of a very special nature and can rarely, if ever, be learned on the job 
or at a school, at least not in this country. A career in interpreting would 
also be less appealing to women, it seems to me, because the traveling in
volved would conflict with .the kind of meaningful fam~ly life for which 
women are predestined. There is little sense for most of you to embark 
upon a career which you will undoubtedly have to interrupt for railher long 
J?eriods of time, with practically no assurance of ever being wble to r esume 
it. 

Now, what about the financial rewards of trainslation Y 

'l'he earnings of salaried translators vary consi:derably, depending on 
thé extent Of their specialized knowledge and experience, and on the num
ber of languages they can competently handle. Salaries range from about 
$4,000 to $8,000 a year 

In the case of free-lance translators, income is naturally determined 
by the translator's ability and e~perience, the number of langilages he can 
translate and the ·amount of time he devotes to translation work. An ex
perienced, full-time, free-lance translator with a working knowledge of 
three or four foreign languages, who is also r easonably familiar with two 
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or three technical subjects ( an,d who is a competent typist) can look for
ward to an average annual income <>f about $7,500. If he is particularly 
gifted, has advanced knowledge in several scientific subjects and can trans
late from half a dozen languages, he can gross as much as $12,500 to $15,000 
a year. 

But that, I might add, takes some doing. 

Exactly what does it take 7 "\Vhat are the educational requirements 
and how and where can one obtain the necessary practical t.raining ? 

First of all, let me tell you that in this country there a:çe no f ormal 
educational requirements for becoming a prnfessional trans13.tor. The pro
fession of translater is not licensed, nor does its practice officially r equire 
any degree or specific course of study. Yet you cannot hope fo be a . trans
later simply be calling yourself one. Not until others do, will your trans-
lating career have begun. · .: · :.. ', ; ' · 

'l'o correct the first and perhaps most widespread mis~onception most 
aspiring translators harbor - and I charitably warn you that this is prob
ably not the only illusion about translation I will have to destroy be.fore 
I am through - it is not enough to have had four years of college French, 
German or .Spanish to obtain a job as translater upon graduation. The 
only way to become a translater is to do lots and lots and lots of translating. 
I.f you will r egard everything you have learned in high school and ·college 
- literally everything, not just the French, G~rinan ·or S.panish '.-.!- as im
portant but no more than the foundation .upon which to buildyour pro
fessional structure, you will spare yourself much disillusionment and waste 
little time and still fewer tears in getting down to . the actual work of h~ar.11-
ing your trade. A major in French; German or . .Spanish is no more a. key 
to a translating job than four years of premedical studies is to a hospital 
rr.sidenc~; · · • ' , · · 

Before suggesting what I believe to be the best kind of college curric
ulum for a successful translating career , permit :Iilè to d)•gress long enough 
to say that most of my commerits here refet to non-literary translation. 
Literary translation is not so much a career, ; as a 1abor. :of love . . To quote 
Professor Justin O'Brien, .who helped to make my ündergraduate years so 
worthwhile, '' one should nevrr translate anything one does not admire.'' 
'l'his eminent trans}ator of Gide's Journals once told an interviewer : "So
metimes, I feel as though I had written them myself.'' 'l'he prime requi
site of a good literay translator is to be a creative writer in one 's own right. 
Since it is more likely that those among you :who have this gift will become 
writers rather tban, as one literary translator has bitterly remarked, ''enter 
the world of literature through the service entrance ", · I shall ~on:fine my 
r emarks to the other - more pragmatic - forms of traps1ation. It is a 
sad comment on the literary market place, but most publishers still belie've 
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that to be a liter ary translator all one needs is some knowledge of the lan
guages involved. This no doubt accounts for the fact that, as has been 
pointed out, a writer will earn considerably more for penning a short mag
àzine story than for translating a gocd long novel. 

I cannot therefore, in good conscience, hold out the promise of job 
opportunities in the field of liter ary translation, even if you were all born 
writers. The opportunities are fa r greater in the field of commercial and 
scientific translation, where the law of supply and demand will work in 
your favor, i.f you are competent. 

What then are ·Hw r equiremeuts for a technical translatctr, using this 
term in its broadest sense to include the translation of legal, commercial 
and séien tific mate rial ? 

1. H e must have a fairly extensive knowledge of, and be able to rea
son in, the subject matter of the translation. 

2. H e inust be able to read the language he is translating well enough 
so that he can grasp the author's intended meaning, even if poorly ex:
pressed. 

3. He must himself be able to embody that meaning in lucid and 
straight-forward English. 

-To meet thesè requirements, a curriculum including as many of the 
subjects I shall now mention would seem to be the best way for a college 
student to prepare himself fot a career in translating. 

if Fitst, the courses that will provide a fairly extensive knowledge 
of, and ability to r eason irt, the subject matter of the translation. These 
are three (and preferàbly four ) terms of mathematics, including a basic 
course in statistiès; àt least three terms of chemistry, physics and biology, 
as well as one tertn of business administration and economics; at least two 
terms of European history plus a specialized course in the history of the 
country in which the foreign language of your avowed major is spoken; 
two terms of sociology and psychology and any other science courses you 
can squeeze in. So much subjed matter background. 

if The second requirement I listed for a technical translator is a sound 
reading knowledge and grasp of the language frQm which he is translating. 
This will requite four years of a major foreign langua;ge, preferably French 
or Spânish, since thorough grounding in either of these will later open the 
door to a r eading knowledge - as distinct from a speaking or writing 
knowledge - of all the other Romance languages with very little addition
al study. Remember that the more languages you can translate, the greater 
your chances of success as a professional translator and the greater your 
opportunity to perfect the langnages you already know and to acquire a 
reading knowledge of still more langnages. This might be called the snow
ball effect of learning languages. 
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Il you have decided to take four years of French, also take two years 
Qf Spanish; if Spanish is to be your major, then take two years of French 
as well. For the specific goal of a translating career, I would not r ecom
mend taking more than two years of the secon d Romance language because 
two years is ample for the purpose, since you need only learn the ground 
rules of the second language. It will soon become apparent why this is all 
you need. 

In addition to these two foreign languages, you should try to take two 
years of German anù two of Russian, unless of course you have decided to 
major in either of these languages, in which case you will be taking four 
years. Whether you major in Ge11man or Russian, take th e other for two 
years, plus two years of French as well. 

Enroll in as many basic foreign-language courses a<> you have time for, 
avoiding the advanced literature courses. 'l'his will be difficult to do in 
your major, unless you can convince your faculty advisor that it is in your 
best interest not to take them - aidmittedly a tall order. 'l'he r eason for 
this is obvious. You will simply not have the time to take many advanced 
literature courses because there is yet another language you would be well 
advised to study - in fact it is the most important of them all if you are 
ever going to become proficient and successful at technical translation. And 
that is Latin. Don't win ce. My conviction of the value of Latin to the 
technical translator is based on the most pragmatic kind of considerations, 
not on any theories of education. 'l'ake two years of it, no :piatter how 
possibly make. If nothing else, it will do wonders for your English. 'l'hose 
of you who are freshmen and have never had Latin in High School, take a 
trying the experience may be. It is the best investment in time you can 
non-credit course in elementary Latin if you must so as to be eligible to 
take 2 years of College Latin. Remember that for every 10 L1,1tin words 
you learn, you will have learned 5 to 10 words of French, Spanish, Italian, 
German and English at absolutely no extra cost in time of effort. Speaking 
of educational bargains, Latin is the greatest of them all. In addition to 
which , you will learn enough grammar to, teach yourself .the rudiments of 
several additional languages at some later time. 

1T And, finally, the third r equirement for a technical translator : 'l'he 
ability to express himself in lucid and straightforward English. 'l'ake two 
or three English writing courses, including one in newspaper writing and 
one in technical writing. 'l'his is important, for no matter how well you 
know a given foreign language and how familiar you may be with a par
ticular subject, it is all wasted if you cannot write clear, grammatically 
controlled English. 

At this point I should perhaps r eassure you that this four-year curric
ulum is not an aibsolute must, but simply a very desirable goal. I should 
also make quite clear that it will be e>f little value for a teaching career in 
languages (or any other subject for that matter), because its purpose is 
not specialization, but rather what my instructors at Columbia used to call 
in my freshman year a "brpad educational foundation ". If only there 
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were some sanctioned way of obtaining a '' broad educational foundation'' 
. throughout the entire four years of college (and not only during the first 
two), one would not have this problem of being compelled to major in some
thing, in a word ~ to specialize. From where I stand, this is the worst 
thing you could do. " 

I wish to express · publicly my admiration to your Faculty Commitee 
for its broadmindedness in permitting me to voice such heresies. Also, I 
shall not abuse t .Jieir an.d your hospitality to belabor the point. 

· -'• 

• ' Much of what I .. have' s~id so far will be of interest primarily, if at 
all, to those of you ,-7 freshmen and sophomores - who are still very much 
concerned with where .you are going and what courses to take to get there. 
'l'he immediate interest of .the juniors and seniors among you is of a more 
practical nature. The ·question uppermost in your minds is. '' How do I 
go about getting;the practic:al training and experience that will launch 

.me on a translating career .~·; . 

Theré is no specializ'ed ·sclrool in the United States, such as is found in 
most European countri'es' ~nd in Canada, which offers a concentrated cour
·se of study in translation or'· interpreting techniques on an undergraduate 
or even a vostgraduàte level.' · Individual courses in technical translation 

·are available at .somfe . schools, but none offers a carefully planned curricu
lum extending over a: perio(l' :<j:f Several years and ultimately leading to a 
degree or certificate of competence. T-he most ambitious plan I know of 
covers a seriéS of basic tiartsfatiim courses in French, Spanish, Russian and 
German, whic_h: are 'beîng givilil · at the academic level here in New York 
by __:: shalFwe'say .i.L.. anofüer network. It is the hope of the educators at 
this well-known : instittitiôn of' Tea.rning that these courses will some day 
have sufficientiappeaHo attra:ct ·enough registrants for a fullfl.edged school 
of translation and interpretiflgto be established·. 

From hav:ing taught one . of ,these courses last year, I know that the 
studeiîts who take them harbonamumber of wjdely shared illusions about 
translation. If you will permit another brief digression, I would like to 
explode some of .. :th<;ii;e myths . . 

1T 'l'he first js · that majori11g in a given foreign language enables one 
fo translate almost anything ·from and into that language with the h elp 
of suitable dictionaries. This is definitely not so. Even if suitable diction
aries did exist on. mo~t SlJ.l?jeGts, which is far from being the case, it is 
exiomatic in, the translati11:g ;Profession tbat one .cannot and should not be 

, expected to tr1m1>late techn5GaL,, ,not to l11E(ntion literary, materia1 .into any 
, but one's ' i;i._1;1.ti\'.è,',tongue. , , _ ,,, · · · 
' ~ 1T 'Tb.!ln ther;ei i$ the mi!'lcionception that the ti:aruilating one has donein 
-coUege is e4periel1Ce e]1ough ;for. compe.tently 1translating business letters, 
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contracts, laws, scientific articles, patents and the myriad other types of 
material a professional translator must handle. It is not. I have had the 
opportunity to work with several language majors fr esh out of college 
with a B+ or A average, who were unable to translate correctly and com
pletely even the simplest kind of foreign communication. This is no reflect
ion on either their intellectual or language ability. Just as the mere pos
session of a camera do es not make a pers01i a photographer, so mere know
ledge of a f oreign langiiage do es not make a transiator. A knowledge of 
languages is no more than a tool which one must first learn to use if it is to 
be of any practical value. And the only "\Vay one can learn to apply a 
background in languages, no matter how extensive, to the art of translation, 
is to translate. One master practitioner of that art has said that no one can 
re.ally consider himself to be a professional translator until he has trans
lated his first ' ' megalex'' - his coinage for a million words. 

Another erroneous belief is that a translation can never be as good as 
the original. This may be true of literary translations, but it is definitely 
not of technical translations, which are often superior to the original. The 
r eason for this is that in many cases the scientific translator is a better 
writer than the scientist author. 

1T The last myth I wish to explode is that elec tronic translating machi
nes, sophisticated as some of them are or promise to become, will soon be 
r eplacing the human translator. This view is not shared by the very lan
guage people who program these computers and edit their output. One 
authority on the subj ect has sa id, and I quote : "Fully automatic, high
quality translation is unattainable in the near future, and not attainable 
altogether unless machines can be built and programs for them written 
which will endow them with quasihuman intelligence, knowledge and 
knowledgeability. " After all, transla tion is essentially an interpretive a.Ild 
ç; reative fonction, which no machine can be expected to perform. Sorne of 
you may have heard how one machin e is r eported to have translated "L'es-

. prit est prompt, mais la chair est faible" hy "The whiskey is good, but 
the meat is spoiled." In another case, the editor of a machine t ranslation 
was rather bafflecl to find something referred to as " invisible insanity ". 
Checking back on the original, he quickly solvecl the mystery. '' Invisible 
insanity", you might like to know, is " out of sight, out of mind ": You 
therefore neecl not fear the competition of the translating :m,achinè. 

' ' 

Let us now return to your career and consider how you might go about 
getting started on it. The most practical and effective course is to do an 
apprenticeship as a trainee in a translation agency or translation depart
ment of a large corporation or bank. It will be very difficult for you to 
get a job as a translator - even as a translator in training - because of 
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your lack of practical experi ence. I-Iowever , if you offer your services as 
a foreign-language typist, proofreader and/or checker, your chances are 
far better. Make it clear to your prospective employer that in the begin
ning you are quite willing to do any job around the office, no matter how 
unglamorous - such as answering the phone, typing English and foreign 
translations, proofreading of foreign-language material, checking transla
tions for completeness, billing, filing, terminology research and so on. 

This means that you must acquire skill as a touch typist before ap
plying for a job. This is essential. Remember that typing proficiency is 
a sine qua non cM/Jdition for a career as a professional translator since 
handwritten work is no longer acceptable to most employers and clients. 
For the first year or two, your salary will not reflect your investment of 
time and money in college. Translators do not begin to earn money on 
any scale until they have become fairly proficient at their work and know 
their way around in a variety of subjects. This takes time and practical 
experience on the jOlb. But those of you who are in a position to make 
such an apprenticeship will find the material rewards well worth your while 
and commensurate with your ability. I-Iow long you remain an apprentice 
and later a journeyman will, of course, depend entirely on you. 

All this is not pure theory or wishful thinking. It is based on the 
actual experience I and others have had with translator trainees. In the 
case of our organization, The Language Service, we have employed three 
such trainees in the past six or seven years - all of them language majors 
who came to us strûght from college. One, in fact, is a graduate from 
Barnard. Today, all three are competent professional translators working 
at home and doing very well. 

In closing, let me assure you that the promotional opportunities for a 
woman are excellent in this field . Your sex is no deterrent whatsoever to 
advancement if you choose to remain a resident salaried translator or to 
greater earning power if you decide to work on a greelance basis. 

Forgive me for having taken so much time for this presentation. It 
is not always easy to decide how long an article of lecture should be. In 
this instance, I have followed the counsel with which mos,t of you are no 
doubt familiar, namely that a talk should be like a girl 's skirt : long enough 
to cover the subject and short enough to be interesting. 

I hope I have succeeded on both counts. Thank you. 

~ 
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