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Go to any international conference, and you’re bound to be unaware of their presence. Yet, without them,
the high-level meetings and shuttle diplomacy that make our world go round would grind to a halt. They

are interpreters, the unsung heroes who bridge the cultural and linguistic barriers between people.
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The challenge for interpreters lies in much more than just knowing two languages — say, Mandarin and
English. Oftentimes, they need to do their job in real time, meaning that as a speaker is talking, interpreters
have to listen to, understand, translate, and verbalize what’s being said. The process is so demanding on

the brain that live interpreters cannot go on for more than three hours without a break.
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An additional hurdle for interpreters is that one misinterpretation may change the whole meaning of what
the speaker is saying. Consequently, a congratulatory remark during peace talks at the United Nations can
easily turn into a catastrophic mistake!
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So why not use computer software instead? While many programs are efficient in mechanically translating
words, they’re not as good as the human brain in translating subtleties and indirect meanings. For example,
one program was given the biblical quotation, “the spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak,” to translate from
English into Russian. What came out was the equivalent of “the vodka is attractive, but the meat is rotten.”

A rotten translation indeed!
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—by J. Michael Cole

Vocabulary

be bound to &

hurdle [ * had!] n. [, K
equivalent [1 * kwivalent] n. #H%4)



grind to a halt [holt] [%1] (5idF2) & s 1k
catastrophic [ keeto ° strafik] adj. *MER]

More Information

unaware [ Ane " wer] adj. AHTER; KREREP[F][ (+of) J[+that]
unsung [An ~ san] adj. MBI, N AR A AT )
linguistic [lzn * gwistik] adj. &5 1; 15520
in real time SZE (/EL3% 52 FR 1)

verbalize [ vabe la1z] v. LLZiERIK
misinterpretation [ misin tapr1 * tefen] n. #EFE
biblical [ * biblik!] adj. (Z££&) 1

quotation [kwo " tefen] n. 51/, FliE

vodka [ * vadka] n. R4 0

rotten [ " ratn] adj. &L

shuttle [ " [at!] v. & n. TR (FiH)
diplomacy[d: * plomaesi] n. %%

efficient [1 * fifont] adj. X%

subtlety [ ~ sat!tr] n. 4825
consequently [ * kanss kwentlr] adv. 4558, Kt
demanding [d1 * maendin] adj. #¥/1i; mERE



