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A Contextual Account of Doublespeak

Translation Problems and Strategies

Dr. Anis Behnam Naoum®”

This study is motivated by the excessive use of Doublespeak
in news media, especially in the west. It comments on the corruption
of thought resulting from the pre-planned misuse of language. This
corruption of language (and consequently of thought) is studied in
connection with a translation task from English into Arabic.

The problem is how to identify items of Doublespeak in the
source text (ST); what strategies should be adopted to overcome
translation difficulties raised by this phenomenon; and to what
extent could contextual considerations be useful in rendering the
language of Doublespeak into the target language (TL).

The study hypothesizes that unless the global context is well-
identified, the translators may run the risk of misunderstanding the
language of Doublespeak and, consequently misunderstanding the
totality of the intended meanings of the ST message into the TL.

A three-fold-translation procedure and interviews have been
conducted to analyse and translate Doublespeak. The test-subjects

are three newly graduate student translators. The instrument of the
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study is an English documentary text to be translated into Arabic-
the translators’ first language.

The three translations provided each by a translator along the
three-fold-procedure are analyzed and compared with each other.
The analysis shows that strategies adopted by the translators in their
second and third attempts were more successful in exploring
meaning in the ST and in rendering it into the TL than their first
drafts.

The study concludes that student translators should be trained
to activate their mental representations of information relying not
only on the linguistic context of the ST (i.e. co-text), but also
on their background knowledge and the pragmatic context of
the ST.

1. The Concept of Doublespeak

Though humans can communicate by means of different
codes, the use of language remains “an integral part of being
human” (Aitchison, 1987: 11). Language is a conceptual system
which shapes and regulates humans ideas, activities, reactions
towards others and, ultimately, their choices of interpretation in
communicative acts (Cf. Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis). It is, actually,
the mirror which reflects the human mind. Lutz (1987: 104) points
out that language, in the sense presented above, becomes the means

by which we shape reality and the means by which we communicate
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our perceptions of reality to others. Consequently, language can
reinforce or twist reality; it can enrich or distort the human thoughts.
Therefore, when language is intended to give a truthful appearance
to lies and when “there is a gap between one’s real and one’s
declared aims” (Orwell and Angus, 1976: 137), the sort of language

produced is Doublespeak.
1.1 Misconception

The real meaning of ‘Doublespeak’ is often confused in most
writings with the term ‘euphemism’ (Cf. Partridge (1973), Turner
(1973), Ebbitt and Ebbitt (1982), Hahn (1989), among many others).
Naoum (1995:34) points out that ‘euphemism’ is an innocent term
designed mainly to avoid what is culturally, socially and morally
harsh without having any hidden intention or prejudice towards
one’s feelings and/or interest. Doublespeak, on the other hand, is the
language which employs verbal attractions, not to communicate, but
to conceal facts. This deceptive language makes the deviated facts
easily digested and assimilated by the general public, regardless of
the moral responsibility that language should maintain (Cf. Lutz,
1990). For instance, the so-called euphemistic term ‘pacification’
(used instead of ‘military conquest’) does not serve to communicate
the idea but rather to obscure it, transforming it according to the
psychological needs of the individual speaker. In other words, this

and many other examples reveal how their coiners try protecting
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and justifying their own points of view regardless of the harm that
they may cause to their audience. Here are some examples in which
“words alter the deed” (Don Miller, 1992: 28). The actual deed is
“Killing”; the words are: “servicing the target”, “collateral damage’,
‘unlawful or arbitrary deprivation of life’, ‘inflicted casualties’,
‘taking appropriate action’, ‘rooting out the infrastructure’,

‘permanently removed from society as a matter of urgency’, ‘to

hose’, ‘eliminate with extreme prejudice’, etc.
1.2 Uses of Doublespeak

The use of Doublespeak is not confined to certain fields of life;
it is widely practiced and it has an everyday occurrence in press.
However, political (economic and military) Doublespeak are the
most common and familiar. Orwell (1976:139), in this regard,
points out that “political language... is designed to make lies sound
truthful and murder respectable, and to give an appearance of
solidarity to pure wind”. The same conception is held by others:
“politicians select a portion of reality they perceive as a problem
and give it a name, perhaps a euphemism” (Hahn, 1989:116).

Such deliberate (motivated and strategic) intention to deceive
can be illustrated as in the following examples from the world of
politics, economics and military, respectively:

‘Inoperative statements’ and ‘terminological inexactitude’ for

lies!
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‘period of accelerated negative growth’, and ‘growth going
backwards’ for recession!

‘A limited duration protective reaction strike’, ‘Air support’
and ‘incontinent ordnance’ for bombing civilian targets!

The three basic kinds of Doublespeak are those of
‘jargon’ (when used out of its determined limits, i.e. specialized
circles, professions, etc), ‘Inflated Language’ (a style of high-
sounding words used to make things seem impressive),
and ‘Bureaucratese’ (playing with words, mostly technical
and unfamiliar, without actual explanation). These types
of language are usually characterized by redundancy, inaccuracy,

ambiguity, poor flow of ideas, etc.
1.3 Doublespeak and Translation

To the best of the researcher’s knowledge, the translation of
Doublespeak into Arabic (whether at the level of theory or practice)
has not been attempted before. However, we believe that the study
of this phenomenon in the field of translation should be based on
cognitive, socio-cultural and linguistic considerations concerning
the process of translation, the translator, and the text embracing
Doublespeak. This implies that the translator should have the ability
to explore and, then, mentally represent the writer’s/speaker’s

mental states (e.g. beliefs, emotions, intentions, etc.) from his/her
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text. Moreover, the translator should have the ability to weigh
translation potentials in case different contextual clues are available.

Such  cognitively and / or pragmatically  motivated
representations require, as a prerequisite, negotiating meaning(s)
between the translator and the totality of the text, on the one hand,
and between the translator and (the expectations of the intended or
probably non-intended) TL reader. However, communicating the
notion ‘Doublespeak’ via translation remains primarily (as the case
is with other language-related phenomena) an inferential process, by
means of which the translators interpret the SL and reconstruct it in
terms of a TL linguistic elements, trying to satisfy at least some of
their readers’/listeners’ expectations (Cf. Naoum, 2001:16). In turn,
the target language readers/listeners, as Gutt (1990, 139) points out,

can infer what assumptions the translator intended to convey.

2. Theoretical Background

This study is cognitively and pragmatically oriented.
Pragmatics is seen as a functional perspective on the use of
language as partially determined by the context of society (Cf.
Hickey, 1998:4), and as partly governed by one’s cognitive system,
I.e. the cognitive aspects of the language use (Cf. Kasher,
1991:391). In this sense, the role of the cognitive system is central
in determining the pragmatic knowledge required in any cognitive

task (including translation). Therefore, we assume that the whole
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translation process is determined by how a text is cognitively
processed (or interpreted).

In line with distinction drawn by Leech (1983:11) between
pragmalinguistics and sociopragmatics, we term the cognitive end
of pragmatics ‘psychopragmatics’. Psychopragmatics, then, refers to
how and to what extent the pragmatic performance is subjected to
specific cognitive conditions (Cf. Naoum, 2001:37-8). Such
conception may raise this broad question: How the translators infer
from the ST and its linguistic context the intended meaning; and
how they act upon their understanding in producing a translated
version in the TL.

It is conceived from the arguments above that the translator’s
understanding of a text (or a segment of it) is not based only on
what is clearly stated in the text, but also from what is indirectly
inferred from the writer’s choice of one item (e.g. word, phrase)
over another. That is, what is written to what it is (perhaps

mutually) assumed or what has been known before.

3. Procedure
3.1 Method and design

The translation task is implemented by three successive
translation phases:
(i) PHASE 1. Three newly-graduate student-

translators were given an English documentary text
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(Appendix 1) to translate into English at their
earliest convenience and without any specific
instructions.

(i) PHASE Il. The same text was given to the
same translators, with some parts of it underlined,
to retranslate. They have been informed that the
underlined parts of the text embrace instances of
Doublespeak. The concept of ‘Doublespeak’ has
been defined, explained and exemplified orally to
each one of the three translators. They were also
reminded that the use of language should be, first
and foremost, a moral issue. Therefore, such moral
commitment should be, at least to a certain extent,
reflected in their translations.

(ili)PHASE I11. The revised texts were given again
to the translators to be re-edited (e.g. to add, delete,
reformulate or condense expressions) in the light
of:

(@) a set of criteria proposed by Hugh Rank
(1974:215-34) for identifying and analysing the
language of Doublespeak: who is saying what to

whom? Under what conditions? Under what
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circumstances? With what intent? With what
result; and

(b) contextual information (e.g. setting, time, place,
etc.) as well as extracts from the speaker’s
testimony (Appendix 2). The translators were
asked to make their revisions between the lines of
their translation at phase I1.

In order to assess the truth worthiness of the translators’
performance, separate interviews were held with each translator.
The interviews concentrated on the renderings of the underlined
parts at phase Ill. The main concern was to detect the role of
context in the translator’s information processing and his use
of strategies at the levels of comprehending the ST and of
producing of the TT. Due to the limitation of space.
A sample of one interview by translator C is given in section 4
below.

To attain the highest degree of objectivity in our analysis of
data, we tried to make the translator do the task himself. The
language of the interview was adapted and re-organized to suit the

purpose of the study.
3.2 Hypotheses

(a) Building on the fact that thoughts are represented

in the mind of language wusers (including
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translators) similarly, we hypothesize that on
analysis of Doublespeak in its linguistic and non-
linguistic  environments may help  better

understanding (and hence translating) the negative

Dr. Anis Behnam

use of the human language.

(b) As a corollary of point (i), one might hypothesize

that the more the translator knows about what

characterizes the context, the more likely

his/her predications

interpretations) are reliable (Naoum, 2001:43).

4. Interview: Translator C

Researcher = (R) ; Translator = (T)

R: How do you evaluate the complexity of the task?

(or

T: From the first reading, the language of the text does not seem

complex. However, when | started translating, | noticed that this

apparent simplicity holds instances of ambiguity, abstractions and

inaccuracy. This blocked the processing act at the comprehension

level and at rendering it into Arabic... This is why my rendering

at phase | lost sight of the language of Doublespeak.... I was

mainly concerned with the surface structure; | mean the formal

correspondence between the ST elements and their Arabic

equivalents.
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R: How far were the underlined parts at phase Il helpful in the
process of translation?

T: To a certain extent, they were helpful; they made me aware of
the task itself. This is why | started looking carefully at the
lexical items (e.g. their denotations), syntactic structures (e.g.
pronouns, modals, passive constructions), presuppositions, style;
and how to make all of these cohere in my rendition. However,
the problem was still there.

R: What problem?

T: The flow of ideas, | mean the flow of arguments, was
problematic. It lacked coherence ... The setting of the text and its
thesis were not clearly stated; the speaker’s substantiations were
not, to my understanding, clear enough to support his claim ... |
found the text a matter of piling claims...; and even his
conclusion appeared to defy his solution to the problem which, of
course, | was not aware of ... was the message intended to
convince or to mislead the reader?

R: Do you mean that the semantic display of the speaker’s argument
was inconsistent?

T: Exactly... and this is what | have noticed in the revision of my
translation at phase Il.... 1 could hardly make any actual
corrections. Moreover, though some elements of intertextuality

were there in the text (e. g. ‘references’, ‘investigation’, ‘facts’),
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these did not trigger a search for them and, hence, remained
intelligible to me.

R: Have you tried to link between textual structures (syntactic
and/or semantic) and the political dimension of the ST?

T: This is what | have tried to do in my translation at phase Il after
the pragmatic context (e.g. the background of the event, reactions
of the public, etc.) was made available to me... The choice of
words (i.e. lexical style and stylistic variation of expression
manifested contextual signification... This made me look at the
events from the writer’s perspective, not from mine as [ have
done at phase II.

R: Did the context and the whole situation, that were given to you,
trigger some of your knowledge structures or past experience?

T: Sure, a direct association with some crimes | had heard about and
different (usually contradictory) interpretations given to them by
people due to their attitudes towards those crimes .... Stories on
how lawyers defend the criminals and set them free, etc... These
were helpful in explicating the meaning which was totally
implicit.

R: Had all of these facts any influence on adopting specific
comprehension and production strategies?

T: Due to the availability of the context at phase IlI, | have

modified some of my previous hypotheses about the actual
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meaning of certain words and expressions. | have also, in some
instances, changed my assumption about the actual meanings of
words, though this resulted in fragmented understanding
sometimes... Since the major part of meaning was not stated
explicitly in the text, deciphering its code did not yield an
adequate understanding. This is why | relied on drawing
inferences.

R: You mean one should draw inferences in order to build a model
of the speaker’s world? What inferences?

T: Textual inferences (e.g. looking forward or backward in the text),
associative inferences and sometimes elaborating. These are the
main search strategies at the comprehension level. At the
production level, | relied on rephrasing (or paraphrasing) my
mental translation by possible equivalents, omitting others, and
still correcting previously attempted solutions. | also attempted
some sub-strategies to weigh interlingual comparisons (e.g.
synonyms, connotations, usage) in the light of the global context
and situation of the ST.

R: In the light of what you have mentioned so far, can you
reevaluate your understanding of the language of Doublespeak in
the ST?

T: The language of Doublespeak (characterized by superficial

simplicity) used by Mr. Haig aimed at lessening the reaction of
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the general public, while keeping facts in mind.... What actually
Haig was saying is no more than deliberate lies... One cannot
easily assign meaning to his utterances.... His assumptions,
tentative hypotheses, and even his conclusion were false; they
were designed to hide one fact-viz. raping and murdering
innocent American people by Salvadoran soldiers.... This is why
his language is full of implications, suppositions and the least
degree of assurance about what he is talking about.

R: Can you exemplify what you have said?

T: Haig starts his speech with uncertainty “I’d like to suggest”
where, in fact, as holding the most important post in the US
government, he had not to ‘suggest’ but to ‘inform’... Even what
he had suggested depended on ‘some investigations’ (why not the
C.ILLA. or the F.B.I's?); and even these investigations are
completely fabricated to ‘lead one to believe...’

What I have perceived of his excessive use of ‘perhaps’, ‘may’
and ‘would and could’ (two examples for each in the text) is his
intention to mislead the public opinion. The length of the first
sentence (65 words, i.e. 59% of the total) with many vague
propositions is another indication of the least degree of assurance.

It is obvious that Haig is doing two things at the same time:
mitigating the cruel act of the murderers and misleading his

audience. This has been done by the skillful use of word order and
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passive constructions. For example, in describing the accident,
Haig makes the agent role of the criminals less prominent in the
text by using passive constructions, whereas the patient role of the
victims is given the syntactic subject... The order of the elements
of the structure of the sentences, to my understanding, is a
deliberate one; this is why | followed the same order in my
translation.... I could change the order, but the message of Haig
could be spoilt.... For example, | could use 3Ll for ‘those who
inflicted casualties’, but [ didn’t since the language of
Doublespeak would disappear with this, somehow, neutral Arabic
term.

The use of vague pronouns (e.g. ‘lead one to believe’ who?,
‘to cover it up’ what?, ‘clear enough for anyone’ again who?) was
also an attempt by Haig to avoid responsibility.

Vagueness of expression, for example ‘And this could have
been at a very low level of both competence and motivation in the
context of the issue itself’, does not seem to communicate
anything... It is a matter of piling on words... | tried to give my
rendition the same sense of nonsense... But if the sentence above
had any presupposition, it would not have been other than that the
criminal act could have been done ‘at a very high level of
competence and motivation!’. What I understand of ‘competence’ is

killing, of ‘motivation’ raping, and of ‘context of issue itself’
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justification of the murder. After all, ‘the facts on this are not clear
enough?!’. He needs more evidence that raping and shooting at
close rang by Salvadoran soldiers did not take place!

Other vague wordings used by Haig to avoid any direct
assertion is the use of expressions like ‘who inflicted casualties’.
Here, he does not only avoid using the word ‘killing’ but he implies
that the killing was accidental and, hence, justifiable.

Most interestingly, Haig tried, at two points in the text, to
make the victims responsible for what happened and to marginalize
the crime as if it means nothing to the human rights!; they have
‘tried to run a roadblock’ (Whose roadblock? No one knows. Why
not a military check-point?). Now, when you ‘try’ something, you
intend to do that thing! The victims were also responsible for
‘there’d been an exchange of fire’. This implies that the unfortunate
nuns were firing at their murderers, though Haig hasn’t ever met

any pistol-packing nuns at his days!.

5. Results

the study revealed that the translators in identifying and
translating the language of Doublespeak more significantly in phase
11 than in phase | and Il. The percentage of Doublespeak

identification and renditions are given in the table below:

%Doublespeak items identified and rendered as such (10 items-100%b)
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Test-subject-
Phase | Phase 11 Phase 111
translators
Tr.A % 20% 70%
Tr.B % 10% 40%
Tr.c % 30% 90%

A look at the table above confirms our hypothesis that accurate
translation could be obtained if and only if the translator is aware of
the communicative (cognitive and pragmatic) context in which the
language of Doublespeak is embedded. The renditions of translator
B do not incorporate the contextual and notional dimensions of the
items of Doublespeak, nor they ascend to the expectations of the TL
reader (who, perhaps, is aware of what is going on in the world). On
the other hand, translators A and C exceeded the limitations of the
linguistic knowledge; and they approached the ST cognitively and
pragmatically.

Our analysis of the subjects’ translations at the three phases as
well as the interviews revealed the following:

PHASE 1. This phase did not show any evidence of the translators’
awareness of the language of Doublespeak. The intended blurring of
the ST message was (innocently) rendered into the TL not to secure
the same goal it was originally set forth, but to achieve formal

and/or functional correspondence.
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This is an indication that “Doublespeak is the product of clear
thinking and is language carefully designed and constructed to
appear to communicate when in fact it does not” (Lutz, 1987:115).
PHASE I1. This phase revealed slight revisions of the translations
at phase I, though the translators were enough acquainted with the
nature of Doublespeak (as a language guided by its goal).

The translators’ weak performance concerning the underlined
instances of Doublespeak could be attributed to the fact that the co-
text alone cannot determine the intent of the message. Hence, the
translators cannot weigh rendering possibilities: what goes with
what, how, why and when? (Appendix IlI).

PHASE IIl. This phase, in which the context with the whole
situation was available to the translators, revealed a remarkable
departure from the literal reading of the text towards identifying
textual and contextual clues, highlighting the context-bound nature
of the text, and explicating the implications encapsulated in lexical,
syntactic and semantic structures. In other words, our test-subjects’
reliance on identifying words and sentences in terms of the syntactic
and/or semantic features (bottom-up processing) at phase I and 1l
did not only led to misunderstanding but to distortion of the
message. phase Il1, on the other hand, showed that the text has been

approached functionally (Appendix 1V). That is, translators started

88




| ADAB AL-RAFIDAYN vol. (37) 1424 /2003 |

their processing from the function of the text to its surface structure
(top-down processing).

The remarkable failure of translator B in identifying and
rendering of the language of Doublespeak could be attributed to the
fact that he was preoccupied with the meanings of words and
sentences in isolation at the expense of context and purpose of the
ST. Moreover, the interview with translator B showed his inability
to activate or retrieve relevant knowledge which, in turn, can be

related to lack of training experience in the field of translation.
6. Discussion

The impact of contextual clues on translating is evident in that
translation (to be successful) requires an identification of certain
contextual clues and an analytical view of the relations that they
may have in common.

The contextual clues required for the interpretation of a text
are those clues relevant to the utterance itself (e.g. its linguistic
features and function); clues relevant to the specific features of the
situation (for each situation has its relevant frame in the mind of the
translator); and finally the knowledge of the world (Cf. Dascal and
Wiseman, 1987:36; Naoum, 2001:42-45).

In this sense, two basic functions seem to be of paramount
importance for a translation take: the conceptual function and the
communicative function (Cf Widdowson, 1980: 235). Both
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functions, however, are determined by the use of the text in a
particular context. The former provides the translator with a
background Knowledge on which he conceptualizes relationships
that enable him to control the reality of the text. The latter, on the
other hand, provides the translator with a means of interacting and
communicating with social/ cultural environment (Naoum, 2001:42-
45). The meaning of the text (or part of it), therefore, is the function
of its use in a given context rather than of its structural constituents
(Cf. Jekat and Klein, 1990:15).

7. Conclusions

The main conclusions that one may draw from this study can
be illustrated as follows:

e Doublespeak is a matter of saying other than what the chosen
words say; it is a matter of playing on words to neutralize,
among other things, the probable reactions of the public.
Therefore, a comprehensive negotiating of meaning should be
conducted by the translator in order to discover the pragmatic
specificity and the pragmatic implications (i.e. connotations) of
the language of Doublespeak.

e A successful translation should attempt interpreting the
speaker/writer’s point of view (or perspective) on the ground of

the embedded context of the whole situation, including the
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psychological needs of the writer. Consequently, different
translation strategies could be attempted.

e Though this study is based on a limited sampling (-viz. three
newly-graduate-student translators working on one text of
specific genre), the renditions and the interviews suggest that
our two hypotheses are valid for further studies with translators
of different professional levels, with text of different genres,
with different modes of translating, etc.

e Finally, Departments of translation and translation training
centers could incorporate the results of this study in their
training programs. For instance, student translators should be
exposed to carefully-selected data and assist them to cope with
ambiguity, to approximate the intended meaning of a message
by means of hypothesis testing, inferencing, etc., and to
improve their choice and application of translation strategies by
relying on their actual self-concepts, experience, background

knowledge and the global context.
Appendices

Appendix I. The Source Text (cited in Lutz, 1989:8)
As reported by Anthony Lewis of The New York Times,

Secretary Haig said to the House Foreign Affairs Committee:

(1) I’d like to suggest to you that (2) some of the investigations

would lead one to believe that perhaps the vehicle the nuns were
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riding in (3) may have tried to run a roadblock, or (4) may

accidentally have been perceived to have been doing so, and

there’d been an (5) exchange of fire and then (6) perhaps those

who inflicted the casualties sought to cover it up. And this (7)

could have been at a very low level of both (8)_competence and

motivation in the context of the issue itself. But the (9) facts on

this are not clear enough for anyone to draw a (10) definitive

conclusion.

Appendix 1. — Contextual Information (cited in Lutz, 1989:8)

In 1981, Secretary of state Alexander Haig testified before
congressional committees about the murder of three American nuns
and a Catholic lay worker in EL-Salvador. Three of the women had
been raped and all four were shot at close range, and there was clear
evidence that the crime had been committed by soldiers of the
Salvadoran government.

e EXxtracts (cited in Lutz, 1989:8-9, brackets added). The next
day [after the New York Times’ report], before the Senate
Foreign Relations Committee, Secretary Haig claimed that
press report, on his previous testimony were inaccurate. When
senator Claiborne Pell asked whether Secretary Haig was
suggesting that the nuns might have run through a roadblock
and that they were firing at the people, Secretary Haig replied,

respectively:
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e You mean that they tried to violate...? Not at all, no, not at all.
My heavens! The dear nuns who raised me in my parochial
schooling would forever isolate me from their affections and
respect.

e | haven’t met any pistol-packing nuns in my day, Senator.
What | meant was that if one fellow starts shooting, then the

next thing you know they all panic.

Appendix I11. Rendering of translator C at phase | and phase 11
(Corrections bracketed)
Ol st il I o ating ¢ yall Jead cliiad 43 o)) oS3 ol GF V) Jimany ¥
Ssta Gl anal) Leia gl gl o[yl Sala] (il Adai Slial (¢S e
L] sLaadl el (gas Layy s O] Gigas ) (ool Laa el oLl
eI Camzal dain 13 S (5 5 Ly ylg 51 (Ao el [ il ) gad
Loy Al 5 Cand danall gy ilialdl (S5 gt A3alal) (Slus b adl al) i
Lo Ll 5as] A8aal) 4 paal i<y
Appendix 1V. Rendering of translator C phase II1.
(Translator A’s rendering bracketed)
Asie ¥ (A o el (a5 28 Clasat (may of [(A) dl] Gl of o
Dstas e Layy b ) Leliins cuilS ) A8 pall ) [aing o yall Jaa]

[Aa Gl afic) G 5 3] Lia je (ana ) afic) Lay ) sl ¢ 55w Jala
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Laayls SUl) (@) ol Gaas [l QLall] lldy o g G il gl Ll Lia e
124 Coan Lay s Al e aviaill ladll 8 ) saasd Al Gl ol Xamy Jgla
[l Azall] Ly Alcsall (Gl 8 @dladl 5 3 284l (e Sdie (6 sisa o
S Y [Aaals] g sda sl G sl [ 1363] 138 (pm sumds Gilial) o

JARE 5] Badas danial g laliin) ) Jia sl aiSay Euag
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