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New opportunities for research in literary translation: the uses of translation technology in the literary translation process

Translation technology has become part and parcel of professional translation. In non-literary translation, computer-aided human translation (CAT), including the use of translation memory (TM) and terminology tools, has become a commonplace in translation professionals’ everyday lives. Human-aided machine translation (e.g., post-editing machine translation (MT) output) has also become prevalent in the translation workplace. Technologization has obliged non-fiction translators to adapt to the situation. Many of them have in fact taken a favorable attitude toward new technology in cases where it increases their efficiency (Koskinen & Ruokonen 2017: 8, 21; Moorkens 2017: 470–471). In ideal circumstances, CAT tools and editing software have been shown to improve translators’ output, enhance their long-term memory, and free up their cognitive resources for complex tasks by relieving them of repetitive and tedious tasks (Ehrensberger-Dow 2017: 337, 340; Koskinen & Ruokonen 2017: 14; O’Brien 2012: 105, 107; Risku & Windhager 2013: 42). Having said that, there is also evidence on the negative effects of translation technology on the human translator. For instance, research on post-editing MT indicates that it may cause cognitive and emotional stress (Koponen 2016; see also Moorkens et al. 2018).
Unlike their colleagues in non-literary translation, literary translators have not been required to use CAT tools by their clients. The downside of this privilege is that no technological tools have been systematically designed to enhance their work.  Many literary translators have also been known to shun translation technology, although they have also benefited from the general technologization of translation. In the era of Internet search engines and online dictionaries and encyclopedias, information mining is significantly easier than in previous decades and centuries (see O’Brien 2012: 105). It is possible to envisage that CAT tools could also be useful in literary translation, especially if they are tailored for the specific needs of these kinds of translations and their readers. Furthermore, not all literary translators are unfamiliar or uncomfortable with translation technology. Recent research (see e.g. Rothwell 2019; Taivalkoski-Shilov 2019: 691) on the uses of translation technology by literary translators indicates that some of them already consistently use CAT tools. It is probable that there is an emerging demand for literature-specific CAT tools, provided that their development is based on careful research on literary translators’ needs vis-à-vis translation and provided that translation professionals have a say in the translation tool design (for a discussion of the failure to account for translator needs when introducing translation technology to the translation workplace, see Ehrensberger-Dow 2017: 339; O’Brien 2012: 109, 115, 117).
Research on the opportunities of translation technologies for “creative-text translation” has become a growing trend in the 2010s and 2020s. First research on the applicability of MT to literary translation (see, e.g., Jurafsky & Voigt 2012; Besacier 2014; Toral & Way 2015; Toral & Way 2018) was done mainly by specialists of MT without a background in Translation Studies or literary studies. Now this topic has started to interest translation scholars and other specialists of literary translation as well (see e.g. Kenny & Winters 2020, and the 4th issue of Counterpoint (2020), CEATL’s European Literary Translators’ E-zine). Multidisciplinary research and publication projects as well as PhD dissertations are also on the way (for finished PhD projects, see Youdale [2017]2020 and Ruffo 2020). Interestingly, this new topic in Translation Studies provides an opportunity to benefit from research done in one of the oldest fields of Translation Studies, research in literary translation, which had already once been pushed to the margins of our discipline (see Dam and Koskinen 2016: 3). Now the methods and results of basic research into literary translation become relevant for anyone who wants to develop high-quality translation technology for literary translators. For instance, studies on shifts, style and “voice” in literary translation are essential for this new type of research. The work on human-induced shifts in translation done by previous translation scholars can help us predict the kinds of biases that may occur in machine learning when tailoring translation technology tools for literary translation. Furthermore, the contemporary notions of style and (the narrator’s/character’s/translator’s) voice in translation are important when extracting knowledge of literary texts for MT systems or evaluating MT(-assisted) translation output. Finally, work on the literary translation process (see e.g. Borg 2016) can help improve the ergonomics of CAT tools designed for literary translators. This is a good example of the importance of freedom of research in the humanities, which is not only an intrinsically valuable principle but also a contributor to progress in unforeseen ways.
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