Title:
Forensic Translation: Public and Private Texts of Former Yugoslav Political and Military Leaders

Author:
Andrew R. Corin, Defense Language Institute

Forensic translation represents one field of what may be termed “constrained translation” — translation requiring non-literal techniques characteristic of literary translation, yet constrained by a need for accountability and recoverability of original content imposed by the needs of the client or public for whom the translation is carried out. Translated versions are subject to critical scrutiny by users for whom multiple levels of meaning may be of the utmost import. Translation for the courtroom provides models that are relevant also to strategic and operational intelligence analysis, and, strikingly, to the non-modern field of biblical translation, as well as being instructive in regard to journalistic translation. What is common to the texts treated by this approach is the imperative to determine and convey: 1) not so much the author’s “intended meaning,” but rather what meanings were available to an intended or potential audience; and 2) how the medium through which the text is received has limited the translator’s/analyst’s ability to comprehend and render its meaning. Based on eight years of investigation and analysis within the Office of the Prosecutor of the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia, I analyze a selection of striking examples from the wartime texts of political and military leaders, ranging from speeches to intercepted communications, drawing out the complexities and limiting factors inherent in the texts and media. Based on this analysis, I demonstrate the inability in principle for a linear translation to capture aspects of meaning that are most relevant to the client audience, and argue in favor of a technique that is in part linear, and in part critical. This approach allows us to most effectively limit semantic drift (the “telephone game” effect) through omission, interpolation, or alteration of meaning that can have a significant deleterious effect on the decision-making processes of the client audience.   

