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AAbbssttrraacctt  

 Unnaturalness in English – Vietnamese translation: 

causes and cures 

by  

Lê Phương Lan 

 The purpose of this graduation thesis has primarily been to define and describe 

mistakes - the translation unnaturalness - frequently seen in English - Vietnamese 

translation which, does not completely ruin the whole work though, may confuse or 

puzzle readers of the target language. To further develop the argument, the thesis 

works out some of the major causes of unnaturalness in English - Vietnamese 

translations by not only students of English but also people who practice translating 

as their profession. Each cause is presented with typical examples taken out from 

published materials like newspaper articles, translated literary works, and students’ 

translation exercises as well as assignments. The thesis then boldly suggests 

possible solutions, i.e. a number of strategies translators and would-be translators 

can employ to address or, at least, minimize these common mistakes . 
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Introduction 

1.1 Rationale 

 The practice of translation dates back some two thousand years and ever since 

has existed until present days. It is generally believed that translation plays a key 

role in the universalisation of human knowledge. It helps improve international 

understanding, socio-cultural awareness, professional communicative activities, 

implementation of technologies, and so much more. Many well-known translators 

have been praised for their great contribution to the mankind. Translation is of 

undeniable significance to the development of the world culture and society. 

 However, the practice of translation has long been criticized for being, more 

than often, unsatisfactory or even incorrect. The Italians have a saying that goes, 

"traduttore, tradittore" (translator, traitor). This seems to evoke an immoderate 

distaste for translators; yet it has its own reasoning. Certainly, almost no translation 

is perfect even when the general message is conveyed. This is due to the many 

linguistic and cultural differences between one language and another. Perfecting the 

practice of translation has been a great desire of generations of translators all over 

the world. There have been several senior translators devoting their life to finding 

ways to overcome difficulties in their work. In other words, they have tried to figure 

out and resolve common pitfalls that make a translation unnatural and sometimes 

even incomprehensible. That is also the attempt that this thesis tries to accomplish, 

though in much more limited scope. 
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1.2 Literature review 

 In Vietnam, there has been a growing concern about the quality of English – 

Vietnamese translations. Some have been called by prestigious translators as 

“disasters of the translation art”. Indeed, the practice of translation is not only a 

craft, but also a science and an art (Newmark, 1988), which needs to be constantly 

improved with a view to bringing the Vietnamese mass culture to new heights. 

Particularly, English is the language of billions of documents available in all fields, 

academic or popular. Therefore, it is hardly surprising that many scholars and 

lecturers teaching translation at universities have spared no efforts to work on the 

frequently seen types of mistakes in English – Vietnamese translation as well as 

techniques translators may employ to avoid them. However, the field of study in 

Vietnam began comparatively recently and the number of published works remains 

modest. While some research has focused on the basic theory of translation, other 

work has sought to show different examples of translation techniques or provide 

sample translations.  

 Much of the work published for internal circulation in universities emphasizes 

the former aspect, which is the theoretical basis of translation. Prominent 

publications of this type (in Vietnam) include Interpreting and Translation Course 

Book (Bùi Tiến Bảo & Đặng Xuân Thu, 1999), Theory of Translation (Huỳnh 

Trung Tín & Nguyễn Ngọc Tuyền, n.d.) and some scattered academic essays found 

on the Internet. Different from international books on the theory of translation, these 

publications are closely related to the English – Vietnamese translation. Written by 

experienced translators who have spent years practicing translation as a profession 

and working with students learning translation skills, the books concentrate on 

addressing the main theoretical issues encountered by translation learners in 

Vietnam. This can be a solid basis to start any further research on the practice of 

translation in Vietnam. For instance, in Interpreting and Translation Theory, the 

authors have mentioned the basic process of translation with the four-level approach. 
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It is a crucial argument to locate the level of naturalness in the whole translation 

process. However, about the unnaturalness in translation, none of the books 

mentioned have a clear definition of it. The description is rather brief and the issue 

is not placed enough importance on, whereas actually the books have certain 

examples of unnatural translations in several chapters. 

 Another trend of coping with translation issues in Vietnam is to figure out 

what are the weaknesses lingering in translation work and suggest specific 

techniques to help translators avoid repeating frequently made mistakes. This kind 

of approach can be seen in Hướng dẫn kỹ thuật dịch Anh – Việt (English – 

Vietnamese Translation Techniques) (2005) by Nguyễn Quốc Hùng and Lê Văn 

Sự’s Translation and Grammar (2003). Both books are practical and useful for 

readers as translation learners if they are to develop their translation skills and 

ability to deal with thorny situations. The authors base their arguments on verified 

studies by well-known scholars over the world and their scope of study is broad. 

 In Hướng dẫn kỹ thuật dịch Anh - Việt, the author conducts in-depth analysis 

of each translation technique following every unit, which is in fact a sample 

translation task. The book focuses on the English – Vietnamese translation, the 

same as that of this thesis. The classification is rational and examples are practical. 

The only limitation of the book is that it gives too little room for discussion on 

problems a translator may face when translating the sample passages and the causes. 

It is much like instructions for specific translation tasks rather than suggestions on 

translation methodology. In summary, this is a good book for translators who have 

already recognized their weaknesses and are seeking ways to improve their skills 

and polish their translations. However, for inexperienced translators or translation 

learners, it is more important to know the potential pitfalls they usually face so as to 

avoid them. This is why there is a need for a study on common mistakes that make 

an English – Vietnamese translation unnatural or smooth. 
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 Author Lê Văn Sự in his book titled Translation and Grammar discusses as 

many as twenty five translation techniques, under each of them being typical and 

diverse examples. His way of classifying types of techniques is different from that 

of the author of Hướng dẫn kỹ thuật dịch Anh - Việt, but it is rational on the ground 

of English grammar. Nevertheless, the book places too much emphasis on the 

grammatical aspects while it is crucial for translators to be aware of all linguistic 

aspects and even many cultural and social aspects. The sample translations are not 

accompanied by explanation of the translation methods. 

 In conclusion, so far few publications on English – Vietnamese translation 

clearly separate the mistakes that damage the meaning of the whole translation work 

and ones that make it sound un-Vietnamese or unnatural. These mistakes are 

discussed all together in the books mentioned above. Consequently, readers may not 

gain the different notions of what a correct translation is and what can be called a 

good translation. In fact, apart from the efforts to make correct literal translations, 

translators also need to be trained to better their work to the highest level possible. 

It is for the sake of the whole translation culture at present and in the future. 

1.3 Aims and scope of the thesis 

 The term translation can be understood in two ways. In broader term, 

translation is the process of converting words from one language to another 

(International Translation Bureau™, 2003). According to this definition, it includes 

interpreting as the conversion of spoken words from one language into another. 

However, what this thesis looks at is translation with its narrower definition, 

concerning only the written words. 

 The rendering of written texts from one language into another requires high 

accuracy and smoothness. This is because translation tasks allow considerable time 

for translators to find the best substitutions while interpreters hardly have time to 
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consider the wording and structure carefully. Inaccuracy and unnaturalness in 

translation, therefore, need to be studied more cautiously than those in interpreting. 

 Moreover, the thesis concentrates on analyzing in details the English - 

Vietnamese translation, which is much more popular in Vietnam today than 

Vietnamese - English translation. It touches upon translations of this kind by 

students of English as well as translators for Vietnamese magazines, newspapers 

and publishers. This is due to the fact that not only translations by students but, 

worryingly, those by some contemporary professional translators in Vietnam can be 

dubbed unnatural. This is a flaw we need to eliminate or at least reduce to the 

minimum level with a view to purifying our mother tongue and providing readers 

with the best possible sources of knowledge and enjoyment. This is of importance 

to the development of Vietnamese culture and society in the future. 

 The thesis may mention the theoretical base in each of its parts, but it 

concentrates largely on dealing with translation in practice. In Vietnam, there have 

been quite little research work like this and most of the publications are for internal 

circulation in universities only. For that reason, this thesis is mostly based on the 

combination and analysis of minute details picked from these publications and 

materials acquired from personal sources. 

 The primary aim of the thesis is to give students of English, the would-be 

translators, an overview of the frequently seen types of mistakes in English - 

Vietnamese translation that may make their translations unnatural and 

incomprehensible so that they are fully aware of and able to avoid them. The thesis 

also aims at finding causes of translation unnaturalness and then suggesting some 

possible strategies to overcome the problems. The targeted subjects of this thesis are 

mainly students; nevertheless, all people who are interested in translation work can 

consider it a useful reference helping improve their translating skills. In addition, 

the thesis touches upon a field of study that is still rather insufficient in Vietnam for 

further discussion by other researchers. 
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Unnaturalness in English – Vietnamese Translation 

2.1 What is Unnaturalness in Translation? 

 Walter Benjamin (1892 – 1940), a German literary critic and philosopher, 

wrote in his essay “The Task of the Translator” (1923), one of the best-known 

theoretical texts about translation:  

It is the task of the translator to release in his own language that pure language 

which is under the spell of another, to liberate the language imprisoned in a 

work in his re-creation of that work. For the sake of pure language he breaks 

through decayed barriers of his own language. (Venuti, 2000) 

 In his preface to Tianyanlun, Yan Fu (1853 – 1921), a Chinese scholar famous 

for introducing Western thoughts into China during the late 19th century, explained 

the three problems in achieving an ideal translation: the “faithfulness to the original 

text (xin), communication of the ideas (da), and literary elegance (ya)” (Wright, 

2001, p. 4). 

 Both Benjamin and Yan Fu, though belonging to two different cultures, agree 

that the translator should have the ability to not only thoroughly understand the 

source language text and convey the same understanding in the target language but 

also make his “re-creation” sound natural and pure enough to be accepted by 

readers of the target language. However, for some reasons, the translator may fail to 

fulfill his tasks and the outcome turns out to be a rough combination of words. 

 To figure out the underlying sources of this failure, we should remember the 

four levels of translation process: the textual level, the referential level, the cohesive 

level, and the level of naturalness (Bùi Tiến Bảo & Đặng Xuân Thu, 1999). 



 

 13  

However, as mentioned in the previous chapter, this thesis deals with only the 

fourth level, the level of naturalness, the most advanced one. 

 Naturalness can be understood as “a set of requirements for the target 

language used” (Shei, 2002) which makes the translation read naturally and fit the 

context. Unnatural translation does not gravely spoil the general meaning of the 

text; nonetheless, to some extent, it distorts the writer’s intention, disappoints 

readers for not meeting that set of requirements. 

 In short, unnaturalness in translation can be understood as the failure to 

recreate a text “according to the writer's intention, the reader's expectation, and 

the appropriate norms of the target language”, making the translation imperfect 

and not literarily elegant (Newmark, 1988). This may be considered a definition of 

translation unnaturalness, on which the following detailed analysis is based to judge 

the translations taken out from different sources. 

2.2 Classification of mistakes that cause unnaturalness in 

English – Vietnamese translation  

 Unnaturalness in translation can be observed from the linguistic angle, 

analyzing the clumsy use of words, expressions, grammatical structures, etc. On the 

other hand, translated texts may be criticized for using alien cultural concepts, 

which seem to be so foreign to target language (Vietnamese) readers, resulting in 

dissatisfaction. From the above perspective, we can systematize unnatural English – 

Vietnamese translations on two grounds, the linguistic and the cultural grounds.  

2.2.1 On linguistic aspects 

 On the ground of linguistics, the most important aspect on which a translation 

is judged as good or bad, unnaturalness in translation can be broken down into three 

levels: word level, phrase level, and sentence level. No matter what level you may 

consider, perfect equivalence rarely happens between two languages, especially 
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when they belong to two quite different language families like English and 

Vietnamese. (While English belongs to the Indo-European family, Vietnamese is 

one of the Austro-Asiatic languages.) Thus, translators employ various strategies to 

deal with the non-equivalence. Some of them succeed, while the others do not and 

thus produce unnatural translations. 

2.2.1.1 At word level 

a. Loss of connotative meanings 

 Before analyzing translation unnaturalness at the level of word, it is 

recommended to define and differentiate the two types of semantic components of 

the word. 

 According to Catchword glossary, denotative component or denotation is the 

intrinsic, literal sense of a word, excluding its overtones and shades of meaning 

while connotative component or connotation is a word’s extrinsic, figurative sense, 

which includes its overtones and shades of meaning.  

 To better understand these concepts, see the following table of the denotation 

and connotation of meanings of some synonyms. Noticeably, too often these 

synonyms are not interchangeable in contexts though they have the same denotation 

“to look”. 

Word Denotation Connotation 
Suggested Vietnamese 

equivalent 

glare (v) to look fixedly and angrily nhìn trừng trừng 

peer (v) to look intently or searchingly dòm 

ogle (v) to look flirtatiously or amorously nhìn hau háu 

gaze (v) to look intently and steadily nhìn chăm chăm 

eye (v) to look carefully and suspiciously nhìn chằm chặp 

glance (v) to look briefly or hastily thoáng nhìn 
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to peep (v) to look quickly and secretly liếc trộm 

to leer (v) to look 

in an unpleasant way that 

shows an evil or sexual 

interest 

liếc đểu 

Table 2.1: Words with similar denotation but different connotation 

  Conspicuously, it is much simpler for a Vietnamese translator to 

remember the denotation of a word than keeping in mind all of its connotations. As 

a result, when encountering an English word he is not so sure about, an average or 

inexperienced translator tends to immediately choose the best Vietnamese 

equivalent of what he has known so far, regardless if it is suitable in the context or 

not. In this way, he may somehow misrepresent the writer’s writing style and 

his/her intention. 

 Connotation of Formality 

 Perhaps the most frequently mentioned of the aspects of writing style is 

formality. A clear and general definition of "formality" is not obvious in most 

linguistic dictionaries; nevertheless, everybody usually makes an intuitive 

distinction between formal and informal manners of expression. An example of 

formal language might be the sentence read out by a judge at the end of a trial. A 

typical informal speech would be produced in a relaxed conversation between close 

friends or family members. In other words, almost everybody instinctively has in 

mind a set of words they believe is of proper use in formal circumstances and 

another set to utilize only in casual situations. 

 However, sometimes when translating a text in foreign language into their 

mother tongue, inexperienced translators, for some reason, fail to recognize the 

necessity to find equivalents of the same formality level. The improper words 

chosen then make the whole text a mixture of styles and this, to readers of the target 
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language, is unnatural and even confusing. The phenomenon is frequently seen in 

students’ translations. 

 Sometimes, they tend to be excessively informal: 

No. English Vietnamese 

1.  

Second, just prior to the two oil- price 

spikes of the ‘70s, discretionary 

spending of U.S. households had 

become excessive – setting the stage 

for America’s most severe consumer 

– led recession. 

Thứ hai, ngay trước hai đợt khủng 

hoảng dầu vào những năm 1970, sự 

chi tiêu vô tội vạ ở Mỹ đã trở nên 

quá mức, tạo tiền đề cho một cuộc 

suy thoái do tiêu dùng trầm trọng 

nhất trong lịch sử nước Mỹ. 

2.  

Instead of addressing its own 

profligacy, the U.S. risks a ruinous 

trade war. 

Thay vì để tâm vào sự lãng phí của 

mình, Mĩ lại đang đánh liều với 

cuộc chiến tranh thương mại tàn 

khốc. 

3.  
Don’t gloat; don’t tell your adversary 

you were willing to settle for far less. 

Đừng tỏ ra quá hả hê; không để cho 

đối phương biết rằng đúng ra bạn 

sẵn sàng đồng ý với một giá thấp 

hơn nhiều.  

Table 2.2: Too informal translations 

 Example 1 is extracted from an article on oil crisis in the U.S. translated by a 

fourth-year student. Apparently, the use of the Vietnamese adjective “vô tội vạ” for 

“discretionary” does not work in this sentence though it might be a very good 

equivalent in another context. Similarly, the verb “to risk” in English can be 

translated as “đánh liều” in sentences like : “He won’t like it, I know, but I’m ready 

to risk that even if he gets mad enough to fire me.” (Tôi biết sếp tôi không thích thế, 

nhưng tôi sẵn sàng đánh liều một phen dù cho ông ấy có giận đến độ sa thải tôi 

chăng nữa.) The third example is an excerpt from the materials of a real course on 
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negotiation skills. Instead of the informal word “hả hê”, the translator should have 

used a more neutral one, such as “thoả mãn” or “vừa ý”. 

 In other cases, the translation turns out to be unnecessarily ceremonious, 

which sometimes becomes a ridiculous joke. For instance, in her English – 

Vietnamese translation exercise, a student translated the headline “Chocs downsized 

in obesity battle” as “Những thanh sô-cô-la giảm thiểu về mặt kích cỡ trong cuộc 

chiến chống căn bệnh béo phì”. The translation is rather cumbersome and does not 

have the sense of humour of the original headline. 

 Generally speaking, it is easier to see over-informal translations than 

unnecessarily formal ones. It is understandable given the fact that Vietnamese 

people tend to use much casual language in almost every situation. A high-ranking 

official’s speech at a justice ministry’s annual conference may read, “Chúng ta phải 

rà coi ông nào tiêu cực, tham nhũng, phải ‘dứt’ mấy ông đó chứ không thể để mấy 

ông đó hoành hành trong bộ máy của chúng ta được!” or “Những cử tri cho tôi biết 

ở nơi nào có mấy thằng đầu gấu du côn là cả làng, cả phố lo sợ.” Thus, to be 

formal at the right time and in the right place, translators must put a lot of effort in 

changing their own mindset and practice frequently. 

 Nuances of meaning 

 Apart from formality, there are a number of other connotative meanings worth 

considering as we go through the process of translation. Looking at Table 2.1, we 

can see emotive connotation, evaluative connotation, connotation of duration, 

connotation of cause, etc. These can be called nuances of meaning, giving the word 

some different nuances that differentiate it from other similar ones. 

 Only when a translation conveys all of these nuances, Yan Fu’s criteria of the 

“communication of the ideas (da)” and the “literary elegance (ya)” are reached. 

However, too often we observe the missing of these criteria. 
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 In English there are words which carry a positive or negative connotation 

according to the phrases or sentences with which they co-occur. The translation of 

these words will sound very un-Vietnamese if the translator fails to choose the 

correct Vietnamese collocation (Minh Hồ, 2002). For example, the word 'contribute' 

in English usually co-occurs with words or phrases which can carry either a positive 

or a negative meaning. Let us consider the following sentences: 

No. English Vietnamese 

1.  

a. We must all work together to 

contribute to the building of a strong 

nation. (positive) 

Chúng ta cần phải làm việc cùng 

nhau nhằm góp phần xây dựng đất 

nước vững mạnh. 

2.  

b. The Labor Government was 

blamed by many Australian people 

for contributing to the poor 

economy. (negative) 

Chính phủ Lao động đã bị nhiều 

người dân Australia đổ lỗi về việc 

góp phần làm nền kinh tế trở nên 

nghèo nàn. 

Table 2.3: Different nuances of the verb “to contribute” 

 It is clearly seen that while “góp phần” is The Vietnamese equivalent for 

"contribute", it can only be used in a positive sense. Thus, the term is 

appropriate for translating the word “contribute” in Sentence (1), however 

not Sentence (2), as it sounds less typical Vietnamese. In Sentence (2), it is 

suggested that “contributing” be translated as “phần nào làm cho” because it helps 

convey a negative meaning. 

 Unnatural translation occurs with particular frequency in literary texts for they 

involve much of delicate emotions. For example, when translating the sentence 

“Sue was quite unperturbed as she ogled at me again with a cute wink.” an 

unskilled translator may omit the emotive connotation of some words. The outcome 

turns out to be: “Sue hoàn toàn bình thản khi lại nhìn tôi và nháy mắt tinh nghịch.” 

while it should be: “Sue lại thản nhiên liếc nhìn tôi tình tứ, nàng duyên dáng nháy 

mắt với tôi.”   
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b. Rigid use of the part of speech 

 Most translators, even unskilled ones or translation learners, know that they 

should avoid the word-for-word translation. Nevertheless, this is not a simple task 

especially when you are not very flexible in the use of words and parts of speech. 

 Some sentences from Translation and Grammar by Lê Văn Sự (2003, pp. 28-

31) was given to fourth-year students of translation at the English Department, 

Hanoi University of Foreign Studies. A large number of them do not provide 

satisfactory translations. 

No. English Vietnamese Suggested Vietnamese 

version 

1.  
She is a beautiful 

dancer. 

Cô ấy là một vũ công 

giỏi. 
Cô ta khiêu vũ đẹp lắm. 

2.  
A woman with a baby 

in her arms. 

Một phụ nữ với một em 

bé trong tay. 

Một phụ nữ ẵm em bé 

trên tay. 

3.  He was a failure in art. 
Ông ấy là một thất bại 

trong nghệ thuật. 

Ông ấy đã thất bại trong 

nghệ thuật. 

Table 2.4: Replacements of parts of speech 

 In the first example, because the translator does not change the part of speech, 

she must use the word “giỏi” instead of “đẹp” (beautiful) to avoid misunderstanding. 

If she changed the part of speech of the noun “dancer” like in the suggested version, 

the problem would be easily solved. 

 The noun in Sentence (1) is replaced with a verb, and so is the preposition in 

Sentence (2). Obviously, the translations (second column) sound unnatural while, 

with a little adjustment, the suggested ones (third column) are much more 

Vietnamese. 
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 To enhance the effectiveness of his translation, a translator should definitely 

try to escape the prison of the source language towards a more target-language-

oriented translation. Only in this way will the Vietnamese language regain its purity 

and Vietnamese readers no longer have to encounter such unnatural expressions like 

“thú nhỏ nhất là loài dơi đến từ Thái Lan” instead of “thú nhỏ nhất là loài dơi ở 

Thái Lan” or “Ban văn hoá giáo dục nằm trong thành phần của quốc hội” instead 

of “Ban văn hoá xã hội trực thuộc quốc hội” as quoted in an article on translation 

by Bùi Việt Bắc (2005, para. 2). 

c. Plural form 

 Another un-Vietnamese translation occurs when the translator encounters 

plural nouns in the English text. The Vietnamese people are not as precise as 

English people in terms of singular and plural forms. 

 In theory, Vietnamese words “các” and “những” are “used as plural noun 

markers to convey the notion of plurality” (Frank Trinh, 2002). But using them 

automatically, according to Trinh, is ungrammatical to Vietnamese people. For 

instance, the sentence “Premature babies usually have breathing problems.” should 

not be translated as “Những trẻ sinh non thường gặp các chứng khó thở.” though it 

is right in principle. Omission appears to be a good strategy in cases like this. 

 In his article, Bùi Việt Bắc (2005, para. 2) also cites a Vietnamese writer who 

uses redundant plural form indicators in his own writing. This can be considered a 

direct negative impact of carelessness in the practice of translation. The citation 

goes: “Những chiếc lá trên một cành cây đang tỏ ra rung rinh trước những cơn 

gió.” 

 In their daily conversation or in their own writing, most Vietnamese people 

are intuitively aware of this phenomenon; however, when they translate into 

Vietnamese an English text, people seem to forget about it and stick hard to the use 

of plurality in the source text. 
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 The unnatural translations at word level mentioned above are some but not all 

of the faults that might make a translation fail to convey the writer’s intention and 

satisfy the target language readers. To continue with, the thesis will discuss 

unnaturalness in translation at the phrase level. 

2.2.1.2 At phrase level 

a. Noun phrase 

 Noun phrases tend to be used a lot in written English, especially in formal 

documents. Certainly, it is not a habit of Vietnamese language users. So, when 

encountering a bare word-for-word translation of an English noun phrase, a 

Vietnamese reader would immediately see it as not having met the criteria of a good 

translation. Worryingly, this phenomenon occurs frequently not only in students’ 

translation exercises but also in many translated publications. 

 The fact has it that Vietnamese translators tend to automatically render 

English nouns into Vietnamese nouns by using markers such as “sự” and “việc”. In 

so doing, there is a risk of not sounding right to a Vietnamese ear (Frank Trinh, 

2002), especially when those markers appears repeatedly in a text. 

 The translation of a fourth year student below may serve as an illustration. The 

original text is: 

“With real... oil prices having more than tripled since the last recession ended in 

late 2001, a pullback by the heretofore unflappable American consumers is a 

distinct possibility that would spell trouble for the rest of the world.” 

 And the translated version is: 

“Với việc giá dầu thực tế tăng hơn ba lần kể từ giai đoạn suy thoái cuối năm 2001, 

một sự cản trở của những người tiêu dùng Mỹ cho đến nay vẫn luôn điềm tĩnh là 

một khả năng rõ rệt cho việc các nước khác trên thế giới cũng gặp phải khó khăn.” 
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 This translator is not skillful enough to avoid using too many English-

sounding noun phrases. Most readers in this case cannot understand what the 

sentence conveys without much effort. 

 Comparing the two Vietnamese versions of an English sentence: “Tôi xin lỗi vì 

sự trả lời chậm của tôi.” and “Tôi xin lỗi vì trả lời anh chậm.” we can say the 

former translation is too foreign to Vietnamese people and somehow wordy while 

the latter is much more natural and familiar. This is because in the first sentence the 

translator used the word-for-word rendering of the English noun phrase “my 

delayed response” whereas the second sentence has suitable adjustments. 

 Another cumbersome translation of English noun phrases is presented below. 

The English version is extracted from the novel The Da Vinci Code (Brown, 2003) 

and the translation is the published Vietnamese version by a renowned professional 

translator. 

 The English version: 

“In an instant, the curator grasped the true horror of the situation.” 

 The Vietnamese version: 

“Trong giây lát, người quản lý chợt hiểu ra sự kinh khủng thực của tình cảnh này.” 

 Surely, the underlined phrase is nowhere to be found in a standard Vietnamese 

written text. It is too unnatural to be accepted as a translation of a literary work, 

which requires high level of smoothness and elegance. 

b. Word order 

 Every English learner knows that the English word order is quite different 

from, if not usually opposite to, the Vietnamese one. The key point here is whether 

he is fully aware of this when translating from English into Vietnamese. 
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 For instance, Vietnamese language users tend to use adverb(s) before the verb; 

however, when translating an English sentence, many stick to the source language 

and do not think of a proper switch of word order. Below are some illustrations 

extracted from The Da Vinci Code (Brown, 2003). 

No. English Vietnamese 
Suggested Vietnamese 

version 

1.  

The curator froze, 

turning his head slowly. 

Người quản lý thấy 

mình như đóng băng, 

ông quay đầu lại một 

cách chậm chạp. 

Người quản lý gần như 

bất động, từ từ quay đầu 

lại. 

2.  

He... seemed to 

reconsider, smirking 

calmly at Saunière’s 

gut. 

... dường như hắn nghĩ 

lại, cười khẩy bình tĩnh 

trước sự gan lỳ của 

Saunière. 

... dường như hắn đổi ý, 

thản nhiên cười khẩy 

trước sức chịu đựng gan 

lỳ của Saunière. 

3.  

The students in the 

crowd nodded 

enthusiastically. 

Các sinh viên trong đám 

đông gật đầu đồng tình 

một cách nhiệt tình. 

Các sinh viên trong số 

khán giả nhiệt thành tán 

thưởng. 

Table 2.5: Word order at phrase level 

 Apparently, if the translator does not switch the position of the verb and 

adverb, he may have to use “một cách” before the adverb to clarify its function, 

which sometimes makes the phrase rather awkward. Even when there is no adverb 

marker, the phrase still sounds unfamiliar to Vietnamese readers. 

2.2.1.3  At sentence level 

 The sentence is a combination of words that expresses a complete thought (Lê 

Huy Trường, Đặng Đình Thiện, & Trần Huy Phương, 1998). We have simple 

sentences, compound sentences, complex sentences, and even compound-complex 

sentences. The interpretation and analysis the source language sentence; the 
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choosing of appropriate structures in the target language; and the reformulation of 

the sentence are very complicated processes. This gives room for host of flaws 

which, in turn, make the translated sentence awkward or even nonsensical. 

 There are potential “traps” in which Vietnamese translators usually find 

themselves caught. They are the English passive voice, relative clauses, time 

adverbials, and so on. This thesis would concentrate on the main types of mistakes 

concerning unnatural translation at sentence level. 

a. Passive voice 

 This is one of the most frequently seen problems in English – Vietnamese 

translation. Though most translation learners have been taught to avoid the 

unnecessary use of passive voice in the Vietnamese version of a translation task, 

this kind of mistake still occurs regularly. Worse still, it can also be seen here and 

there in many Vietnamese published translation works. The following table presents 

some illustrations:  

No. English Vietnamese 

1.  

He was trapped, and the doors could 

not be reopened for at least twenty 

minutes.  

Ông đã bị nhốt, và các cánh cửa 

không thể được mở lại ít nhất trong 

vòng hai mươi phút. 

2.  
The person whom the letter was 

stolen from needs the letter badly. 

Người có lá thư bị mất cắp rất cần 

đến nó. 

3.  

We stayed there for two days and I 

was offered more kindness than I was 

willing to accept. 

Chúng tôi ở đó hai ngày và đã được 

ban tặng nhiều lòng tốt hơn là tôi chờ 

đợi. 

Table 2.6: Unnecessary use of the passive voice 

 The first example is another excerpt from The Da Vinci Code (Brown, 2003) 

and the other two are from Vietnamese books on translation techniques (Nguyễn 

Quốc Hùng, 2005; Lê Văn Sự, 2003). Almost all Vietnamese readers reading the 
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Vietnamese version of these examples may immediately presume they are translated 

sentences without knowing in advance. This is simply because they are too 

unnatural. 

 Passive sentences beginning with “It is said that...” or “It is believed that...”, 

where the pronoun “it” is used as an unreal subject are also typical of the English 

language. Although it is recommended that this sort of sentence be rendered as 

“Nhiều người cho rằng...” or “Mọi người tin rằng...” so that it would sound 

Vietnamese, quite a few translators are too inflexible to modify it that way. As a 

result, when reading translated texts, we may still see sentences like : 

- Giống như Sao Diêm Vương, nó được tin rằng được cấu thành phần lớn từ đá 

và băng, và có một mặt trăng. 

(http://vi.wikipedia.org/wiki/H%E1%BB%87_M%E1%BA%B7t_Tr%E1%BB%9Di) 

- Mặc dù được viết kĩ lưỡng, TeX quá lớn (và cũng chứa quá nhiều kĩ thuật mới 

mẻ) đến nỗi nó được cho là đã phát hiện ít nhất một bọ trong mỗi hệ thống 

Pascal dùng để biên dịch. TeX chạy trên gần như mọi hệ điều hành. 

(http://vi.wikipedia.org/wiki/TeX) 

- Trong kinh điển Phật giáo, nó được nói rằng thế giới là vô thường giống như 

mây mùa thu, rằng sinh và tử giống như khiêu vũ, và rằng đời sống con người 

giống như một lằn chớp hay thác nước. 

(http://www.quangduc.com/coban/0134giacngo11.html) 

 Translators should always keep in mind that the use of the passive voice in 

English is quite common while in the Vietnamese language, the active voice is 

much preferred. There are some ways to avoid sounding unnatural whereas still be 

able to keep the passive meaning. This thesis will discuss them later. 
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b. Relative clauses 

 In Vietnamese there are words like “mà”, “khi mà“, and “rằng” used to signal 

a relative clause in a sentence. Yet, the unyielding use of these words whenever 

encountering a sentence with relative clause(s) without reasonable modification 

may spoil the outcome. Consider the following illustrations as cited in Translation 

and Grammar (Lê Văn Sự., 2003): 

No. English Vietnamese 

1.  
The young man who is helping my 

father is his son-in-law. 

Người thanh niên mà giúp ba tôi là 

con rể của ông. 

2.  
The factory which produces cars is 

modern. 

Nhà máy mà sản xuất xe hơi thì hiện 

đại. 

3.  
The girl whose hat is pink is tall. Cô gái mà nón của cô ấy màu hồng 

thì cao. 

Table 2.7 Translation of sentences containing a relative clause 

 To overcome the unnaturalness in these cases, the translator should employ the 

omission of the marker “mà”. Especially, in sentences containing the relative 

pronoun “whose”, it is necessary that the translator be flexible enough to think of 

another suitable structure in Vietnamese rather than that in the table of illustrations. 

Then the suggested Vietnamese version of Sentence (3) is: “Cô gái có chiếc nón 

hồng cao thật/ nhỉ.” 

c. Time adverbials 

 This issue concerning word order at sentence level is another potential trap for 

careless translators. They appear to be unaware of the subtle differences between 

English and Vietnamese with regard to the order of adverbs of time. Though the 

position of a time adverbial in a sentence is not of great significance in both 

languages, it should be noted that time expressions in Vietnamese usually come at 

the beginning of the sentences. This is because the initial position in the sentence 
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helps set the scene and bring into focus the events to be talked about in a certain 

time-frame. Interestingly, it is this fact that allows Vietnamese language users not to 

resort to the complex use of tenses and aspects. Hence, in Vietnamese common 

parlance, it is rather strange to put expressions of time at the end of a sentence. 

 When the English people say, “I will visit them today,” Vietnamese people 

tend to say, “Hôm nay tôi  sẽ đi thăm họ.” Similarly, the sentence, “I haven’t met 

Mr. Floyd for months until now,” should be translated as, “Đã vài tháng nay tôi 

chưa gặp ông Floyd.” Nevertheless, observing translations by students of English, 

we can see that not all are fully aware of this. Consequently, the “unusual” position 

of the time adverbials make the Vietnamese translation sounds English. Below is an 

typical example. 

- “Tình hình an toàn giao thông của Việt Nam ngày càng trở nên yếu kém trong 

suốt mười năm qua. Theo thống kê chính thức, cứ trên 10.000 phương tiện 

giao thông được đăng ký, số trường hợp tử vong là vào khoảng 8.3 người... 

trong năm 2004.” 

- “Tỉ lệ sinh sản của Việt Nam giảm xuống còn 2.3 từ 3.8 từ năm 1989 đến 

2002.” 

 The above two examples contain various elements of unnaturalness, but 

apparently the position of expressions of time is among them. We do not need to 

look at the source sentences to know they are translation texts. 

d. Order of importance vs. order of time 

 Besides, Vietnamese people intuitively observe “the law of continuity in 

syntax” (Trinh, 2002). In the Vietnamese language, what happens first should be 

described first while English speakers and writers usually emphasize the importance 

of the events rather than the time order of them. Consider the examples below. 
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Original sentences: 

(1) Dad has just come home from work. 

(2) The Canadian sprinter, Ben Johnson, has returned to Canada from Seoul. 

 An average translator may translate these sentences as: 

(1a) Bố vừa về từ sở làm. 

(2a) Vận động viên chạy nước rút người Canada, Ben Johnson, đã về đến Canada 

từ Seoul. 

 But a more skillful translator will know how to make the translated sentences 

more Vietnamese: 

(1b) Bố vừa đi làm về. 

(2b) Vận động viên chạy nước rút Canada, Ben Johnson, đã từ Seoul về đến 

Canada. 

 The thesis has gone through several mistakes with regard to the linguistic 

aspects of translation. The analysis is not a comprehensive one but it has touches 

upon some most common issues at word, phrase and sentence level. However, 

translation is also considered the process of cultural de-coding, re-coding and en-

coding (Karamanian, 2002, para. 3). The next part of the thesis will discuss 

problems arise during this delicate process. 

2.2.1.4 Linguistic untranslatability 

Untranslatability can be considered a property of a text in one language, for 

which no equivalent can be found in another language. There are two types of 

untranslatability, linguistic untranslatability and cultural untranslatability. The latter 

will be discussed later in this thesis. 
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Untranslatability is also frequently seen in translation of poetry and wordplay. 

In these two areas, there is hardly any approach to reach perfect equivalent. Poetry 

is difficult to translate because of its reliance on the sounds (for example, rhymes) 

and rhythms of the source language. Without proper rhythms, the translation of 

poems cannot sound natural. The translation of the verse below fails to “translate” 

the original rhythm, therefore does not go far in making readers moved. 

I've been the king, I've been the clown 

Now broken wings can't hold me down 

I'm free again 

The jester with a broken crown 

It won't be me this time around to love in vain 

(Goodbye to Romance – Ozzy Osborne) 

 Vietnamese version: 

Tôi đã từng là chúa tể, có lúc biến mình thành thằng hề  

Đôi cánh dù dập nát không làm tôi chúi ngã 

Tôi lại được tự do 

Làm một thằng hề đội cái vương miện vỡ 

Yêu trong tuyệt vọng ư? Lần này sẽ không phải là tôi 

 The translation of puns, and other similar semantic puns and wordplay, are 

also challenging because of they are tightly tied to the original language. Cited here 

are two examples from Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire (Rowling, 2000). When 

Harry, the main character departed his home, he found himself in the middle of a 

suburbia with lots of luggage and no money. Suddenly, the Knight Bus,  

“emergency transport for the stranded witch or wizard” appeared. This name 

incorporates an interesting pun. Spoken aloud, the name sounds like “night bus” - a 

bus that runs at night. But the spelling is “knight bus” - suggesting a knight in 

armour coming to the rescue. This virtually untranslatable pun is not handled well 
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by the Vietnamese translator. She ignores the pun and just translate the name as “Xe 

đò Hiệp Sĩ”. 

 At Chapter 13, Lavender Brown, Harry’s classmate, squealed excitedly when 

she saw the planet Uranus. And Ron, Harry’s best friend, took this opportunity to 

make a joke: “Can I have a look at Uranus, too, Lavender?” Ron's seemingly 

innocent request conceals a vulgar schoolboy joke as “Uranus” is pronounced 

exactly the same as “your anus”. This is difficult to convey in foreign languages 

because the equivalent expressions are unlikely to have identical pronunciations. So 

how do the translator fare? She also bypasses the pun and translate the utterance as: 

“Cho dòm cái sao Uranus một cái có được không?” (Can you give me a peep at the 

planet Uranus?) 

2.2.2 On cultural aspects 

 Under the cultural perspective, translators is supposed to be the messengers 

whose task is to convey a message from one language to another in anything but an 

alien way that may cause confusion or feeling of foreignness to target language 

readers. This is definitely not a simple task because culture is a notion too broad and 

sophisticated to be fully grasped. Raymond Williams (1983), once said, “Culture is 

one of the two or three most complicated words in the English language” as quoted 

by Tuan Ngoc Nguyen (2004). This causes various disagreements among scholars 

on what to be called an unacceptable translation in cultural terms. Yet, 

unnaturalness in translation, on cultural aspect, can be divided into two following 

main problems. 

2.2.2.1 Translation of idioms and fixed expressions 

 As already mentioned somewhere in this thesis, rarely can we find a perfect 

equivalent between two languages. This is particularly true when translating idioms 

and fixed expressions. 
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 What is an idiom? According to English Idioms in Use (McCarthy & O’Dell, 

2004, p. 6), it is a fixed expression which “has a meaning that is not obvious from 

the individual words”. In other words, in the idiom, words have lost their individual 

identity. The structure of the idiom is, to a large extent, fixed and unchangeable. 

 Every language has a set of idioms and fixed expressions of its own, which 

has been created and developed throughout history. It is profoundly influenced by 

the geographical position, natural and social conditions of the culture in which the 

language is used. Thus, the sets of idioms and fixed of expressions in different 

languages varies in many ways. Let us consider some of the major respects directly 

relevant to the unnaturalness of the practice of translation. 

a. Similes 

 The formulae of similes are as follows: 

 (1) as + Adjective + as 

 (2) like + Noun 

 Though coincidences occur sometimes, in essence, English similes are quite 

different from those in the Vietnamese language. To avoid translations like “sô-cô-

la cho những đôi tai” (a word-for-word translation of “chocolate for the ears”) 

instead of a familiar Vietnamese simile: “nói như rót mật vào tai” in the translated 

version of The Da Vinci Code or “đẹp như công” (from “as beautiful as a peacock”) 

instead of “đẹp như tiên sa”, translators need to be sensitive to this kind of 

rhetorical figure. 

No. English Vietnamese 

1.  as hot as fire nóng như lửa 

2.  as quick as lightning nhanh như chớp 

3.  as bright as day sáng rõ như ban ngày 

4.  as hard as rock cứng như đá 

5.  as slow as a turtle chậm như rùa 
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6.  as stupid as a bull ngu như bò 

7.  as fat as a pig mập như heo 

8.  as like as two drops of water giống nhau như hai giọt nước 

9.  as loud as thunder vang như sấm 

10.  as light as a feather nhẹ như lông hồng 

Table 2.8a: Coincidences in English and Vietnamese similes 

No. English Vietnamese 

1.  as easy as ABC dễ như trở bàn tay 

2.  as black as coal đen như mực 

3.  as white as snow trắng như bông 

4.  
as cold as ice/ 

as cool as a cucumber 

lạnh như tiền 

5.  as heavy as lead nặng như đá đeo 

6.  as merry as a cricket vui như tết 

7.  as lazy as a lizard lười như hủi 

8.  as soundly as a log ngủ say như chết 

9.  
as dumb as a statue/ 

as quiet as a mouse 

câm như hến 

10.  as gentle as a lamb hiền như bụt 

11.  as poor as a church mouse nghèo rớt mồng tơi 

12.  as pale as a ghost xanh như tàu lá 

13.  as smooth as butter mượt như nhung 

14.  as soft as wax mềm như bún 

Table 2.8b: Differences in English and Vietnamese similes 

 Two tables above may show that the coincidental similes are the ones 

containing things familiar to both English and Vietnamese cultures, such as natural 

figures (lightning, thunder, fire, etc.) and common animals (pig, bull, turtle, etc.). 

As such, the different similes originated from differences in natural and social 
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features between the two cultures. Things like snow, ice, statue, and butter is as 

alien to Vietnamese readers as bún, mồng tơi, and hến to English people. This is 

what translators should pay due attention to so as to make proper cultural 

substitutions in their translations. 

b. Metaphors 

 Metaphors are similar to similes in the way that they both are comparisons 

between things. However, the explicit use of the word 'like' or 'as' which always 

seen in a simile, is not used in a metaphor which is rather a comparison of two 

things not directly alike using the verb "to be". In other words, metaphors suggest a 

comparison but do not make it explicitly. Hence, they usually sound more forceful 

and suggestive. 

 Without knowing the metaphor the author uses in his/her original text, the 

translator may fail to produce a sound translation. For example, in an exercise for 

fourth-year students studying translation and interpreting, students were required to 

translate the sentence: “Economics and politics often make strange bedfellows.” 

Many of the students did not know that the metaphor “strange bedfellows” is used 

to describe people who are brought together though have little in common. That 

explains the clumsy translations of this metaphor as: “cặp bài trùng kỳ lạ”, “cặp đôi 

kỳ lạ”, “những vấn đề khó hiểu”, “những đối tác lạ lùng”, “những cộng sự lạ lùng 

của nhau”, “Những kẻ đồng hành không mong đợi”, “hai lĩnh vực thường luôn đi 

đôi với nhau”, etc. Actually, in Vietnamese, there is an equivalent to this metaphor. 

It is “những kẻ đồng sàng dị mộng”. It would be much easier for Vietnamese 

readers to catch the idea of the sentence if they meet such a familiar metaphor like 

this. 

 As such, sentences like “She’s kind of a cold fish” cannot be rendered as “Cô 

ấy là một con cá lạnh lùng” and “He’s the teacher’s pet” as “Cậu ta là vật nuôi của 

giáo viên”. To sound natural, the translator must translate the sentences as “Cô ấy là 

người lạnh lùng” and “Cậu ấy là trò cưng của thầy giáo”. 
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c. Proverbs 

 Different from all kinds of fixed expressions mentioned above, proverbs are 

sayings, usually full clauses or sentences, describing certain experience that is 

considered true by many people. Translating these sayings requires great 

background on both languages and cultures; otherwise the outcomes would be 

dissatisfactory as in the examples below. 

 A Vietnamese television program showed a puppet-play for children titled 

“Don’t cry over the spilt milk” in English. Instead of translating the title as “Ăn năn 

thì sự đã rồi” so that it would be much more understandable, they gave the show a 

very un-Vietnamese title, “Đừng khóc vì lọ sữa đã đổ.” 

 An English article titled “Gain through pain”, conspicuously inspired by the 

proverb “No pain, no gain” (Có công mài sắt có ngày nên kim), was translated by 

translation learners as “Thành công đến sau thất bại” or “Thành quả có được nhờ 

chịu đựng khó khăn”. These would-be translators, though somehow conveyed the 

meaning of the title, failed to make it clear and sound right to Vietnamese readers. 

2.2.2.2 Translation of implications and classic references 

 Cultural and social background is so important to people who practice 

translating as their profession. Without which, they would probably produce 

unnatural translations because just like any other, the English culture has gone 

through a long time of existence and development. During this time, many concepts 

unique to the culture have been universally accepted by its members by many ways. 

 For example, when English people write, “To his foes, he is a Judas Priest 

who betrayed loyal friends. To others, he remains an unrepentant agent-

provocateur on the public payroll,” they do not talk about a real Judas but about a 

traitor as Judas Iscariot in the Bible was the betrayal among Jesus’ disciples. 

Without knowing this, it is difficult for translators to naturally render this text into 
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Vietnamese. This kind of metaphor or implication is popular in written English, 

thus, requires appropriate consideration by Vietnamese translators. 

 The comprehension of what is implied is not “a piece of cake”. How can a 

translator make his readers understand the pun in this short title: “Robbie Williams: 

The Show-off Must Go On”? The article is about a pop star famous for being 

boastful. The idea seems clear if we translate the title as: “Robbie Williams: Sự phô 

trương còn tiếp diễn”. But does it sound right to Vietnamese readers? If the answer 

is no, why is it a good title in English? The unnaturalness here occurs as the 

Vietnamese people have not been familiar with Western and American music until 

recently and not many of them know a hit named “The Show Must Go On” by 

Queen, a broken-up rock band, also famous for their show-off attitude in their time. 

With a subtle modification to the title, the author has made an effective classic 

reference. It does exist too in Vietnamese journal writing style. For instance, an 

article carried by Tuổi Trẻ Chủ Nhật newspaper on the pollution condition of 

Saigon River is titled: “Có một dòng sông đã qua đời” (A river has passed away), 

name of a well-known song by Vietnamese late composer Trịnh Công Sơn. 

 As mentioned on the ground of linguistics, connotative meanings of a word 

are much more difficult to render than its denotation. This is especially true when 

the word contains characteristics distinct of each culture. For example, when 

English people talk about a “pub”, they are talking about something very close to 

them, something that they would remember when they are away from their 

hometown. If the translator simply renders it as “quán rượu”, Vietnamese readers 

will not comprehend thoroughly the whole notion. Sometimes it may even evoke 

negative prejudices because Vietnamese people usually relate pubs with noisy 

places with rude drunkards. In cases like this, the translator’s task is exceptionally 

hard not to make the positive implications in English turn into negative ones in 

Vietnamese. 
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2.2.2.3 Cultural untranslatability 

 No matter how excellent a translator may be in terms of both linguistic and 

cultural backgrounds, there are always concepts that cannot be translated from one 

language to another. Referring to these concepts, quite a few scholars in translation 

studies have used the term “cultural untranslatability”. 

 This phenomenon is almost unavoidable, especially in the case of English – 

Vietnamese translation because English culture is a Western one and the 

Vietnamese culture is Oriental. They contain so many differences that cannot be 

rendered verbally. Besides, due to the differences in geographical features, history, 

and development level, the English language hold concepts that cannot be translated 

in a way that Vietnamese people can easily comprehend and accept. This makes the 

practice of translation become a decrease in the meaning of the source text. In such 

a case, although it is not really a mistranslation of the source language, it cannot be 

called a good re-creation in the target language. 

 Below are some illustrations of cultural untranslatability: 

- Stakeholder. An inexperienced translator would immediately use the definition 

he finds in an English – Vietnamese dictionary to render the word stakeholder 

into Vietnamese, that is “người giữ tiền đặt cược”. However, consider the 

whole sentence: “[The U.S.] also warns China that ‘it must act as a 

responsible stakeholder that fulfills its obligations’ and guarantees political 

freedom as well as economic freedom.” Then we can see the word does not 

have any direct relation to “người giữ tiền đặt cược”. The mechanical 

translation, hence, fails to convey the full meaning and can bee seen as 

unsound in Vietnamese. 

- Collect call. Vietnamese communications technology has been developed long 

after that in America and Western countries. Communications terms, thus, are 

not enough to translate all concepts from English to Vietnamese. Certainly, 
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people may translate “collect call” as “cuộc gọi điện thoại mà người nhận trả 

tiền” ( Nguyễn Quốc Hùng, 2005) but it sounds rather unnatural. Examples of 

similar problem in translation of terminologies are abundant. 

- Continental breakfast. This is a distinct cultural characteristic. There is no way 

to translate it into Vietnamese but explanation. By rendering it as “bữa sáng 

gồm có cà phê, bánh mì và mứt”, it becomes a clear concept to Vietnamese 

readers, but is still a strange unfamiliar one. 

 Cultural untranslatability is also observed when translating texts with proper 

names. English names like Mary, Peter, Washington, and Thames in fact cannot be 

translated satisfactorily into Vietnamese. Even when they are transcribed as Ma-ri, 

Pi-tơ, Oa-shing-tơn, and Thêm the names are still unfamiliar to Vietnamese people. 

 As English is still developing everyday, more and more unprecedented 

concepts are being added to it. This phenomenon is called neologism. The practice 

of English – Vietnamese translation, thus, has become evermore challenging. 

Examples of these new words in English include bad hair day (ngày xui xẻo), 

telecommuting (làm việc tại nhà qua máy tính nối mạng), wannabee (người muốn 

giống thần tượng của mình), byte (bai - đơn vị cơ sở dữ liệu của máy tính), 

audiophile (người mê sưu tầm các phương tiện và trang thiết bị âm thanh), emoticon 

(biểu tượng thể hiện cảm xúc trên mạng Internet), etc. 

 Above are some practical issues worth mentioning on unnaturalness in 

translation. These types of mistakes are different in many ways but they all to some 

extent damage the quality of the translation. The phenomenon need to be looking at 

with great care in order to find the right causes of and solutions to it, for the sake of 

the purity of the Vietnamese language and the quality of Vietnamese translation 

texts. 
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Causes of Unnatural Translation 

 Unnaturalness in translation can be avoided as long as translators are aware of 

the potential traps they may get caught in and know strategies to overcome these 

pitfalls. But prior to this, it is strongly recommended that all translators identify the 

main causes of unnatural translation. To help translators and translation learners 

have a clearer view of the major causes of unnaturalness in translation, this thesis 

classifies them into the following categories. 

3.1 Subjective causes 

 A translation of high quality must be the work of a skillful translator. To be 

able to produce good translation, the translator must be competent in both the 

source and target languages and have extensive cultural background. 

3.1.1 Insufficient language competence 

 First and foremost, the practice of translation belongs to the linguistic realm. 

Thus, the primary reason of a poor translation must be the insufficiency of the 

translator’s language competence. The incompetence may be of Vietnamese, the 

target language in English – Vietnamese translation, and/ or of English, the source 

language. 

3.1.1.1 Insufficient target language (Vietnamese) competence 

 Before being a translator, one must be a good writer. It is to say that he is 

capable of using his mother tongue effectively to express the ideas. Unnatural 

translation, hence, is most of the time direct consequence of a poor or insufficient 
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target language competence. As the thesis focuses on the English – Vietnamese 

translation, the target language is the Vietnamese language. 

 Vietnamese is known for its sophisticated grammatical rules on which not all 

Vietnamese people hold appropriate knowledge. The fact has it that only a few 

Vietnamese translators excel at their own mother tongue, let alone students who are 

still learning to become translators. 

 Language incompetence can be observed in two broad areas: the vocabulary 

and the grammatical structures. Insufficient knowledge on either of the two areas 

may lead to translations of poor quality. 

 Noticeably, many would-be translators learning at university nowadays do not 

know a remarkably large number of old Vietnamese words often use in formal 

documents. This causes limitations in their practice of translation, especially when 

the text strictly requires proper writing style. “Forgotten” formal words like these, 

as observed, include “quàn” (to lie in state), “hơi hướm” (a slight tendency of 

something), thủ đắc (to acquire) and “đồ rằng” (to allege). Some unskilled 

translators tend to use one neutral word to translate all words of similar meaning in 

English for they are unwilling to improve their Vietnamese vocabulary. They do not 

have in mind that academic English should be translated into academic Vietnamese 

and vice versa. This requires all translators to ceaselessly enlarge their vocabulary, 

especially academic ones, which quite a few Vietnamese people lack. 

 Vietnamese grammatical structures are just as diverse as that of any other 

language, sometimes even more. Most Vietnamese people can intuitively use these 

structures but fail to connect them with certain foreign structures, hence cannot 

translate naturally. Besides, Vietnamese language users are known for over-using 

commas instead of conjunctions, and run-on sentences. Overcoming these 

weaknesses is crucial to the improvement of English – Vietnamese translations. 
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3.1.1.2 Insufficient source language (English) competence 

 It is easy to learn English but it is difficult to master it. The more you learn, 

the more complicated you find English is. Almost all English – Vietnamese 

translators are native Vietnamese or overseas Vietnamese, therefore it is difficult for 

them to have an expert-like English vocabulary as well as grammatical structures. 

 Some people think that lack of English language competence is justifiable for 

Vietnamese translators because it is not their mother tongue. To my mind, this is a 

totally erroneous opinion. To better the quality of translation, translators must 

master both the source and the target languages. In other words, before being a 

translator, a person must first and foremost be a bilingual. 

 Just like Vietnamese, English contains many word layers, formal or informal. 

Lack of vocabulary in any of these layers may cause serious unnaturalness and 

affect the flow of a translated text. Along with a considerable basic vocabulary that 

can be use in texts neutral in stylistics, translators must “equip” themselves with 

informal as well as formal vocabulary so as to be as flexible as possible in their 

translation. Most Vietnamese unskilled translators lack both the informal and 

formal words in their English vocabulary. On the other hand, they tend to abuse the 

words and phrases they know and risk making themselves sound improper in certain 

contexts. For example, answering the question: “Tell us about the weather in Saigon 

when you left a few days ago.” in a casual conversation with foreign friends, a 

student said: “My dear friends, when I took leave of my beloved fatherland, which is 

situated near the equator, the weather was scorchingly hot.” His lengthy 

grammatical structure and his use of archaic, flowery, and unnatural English made 

the sentence sound weird to native people. An “authentic” English speaker in this 

situation would have said: “When I left Vietnam, it was hot like hell!” 
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 Definitely, to be able to produce translations of high quality, translators must 

me an excellent user of the source language. Otherwise, it is likely that they will 

make several errors caused by negative transfer (hiện tượng chuyển di tiêu cực từ 

tiếng mẹ đẻ). 

 Finally, it is critical to understand that the sufficiency in both languages is not 

enough for a translator. He needs to flexibly compare and contrast, be aware of the 

differences between the two languages so that he can easily find an equivalent 

whenever necessary or at least know how to make himself understood when 

encountering untranslatable concepts. The art of translation requires a lot more than 

proficiency in languages. This may explain why bilingual people are not always 

good translators. One of the other crucial criteria is the cultural background, without 

which the translation would be unnatural. 

3.1.2 Inadequate cultural background 

 In fact, this includes competent knowledge on almost all aspects, such as 

religions, traditional customs, social norms, and historical awareness. This kind of 

combined knowledge can be gained along with the process of learning English and 

learning translation. Nevertheless, only a few learners are aware of this. As a result, 

in universities teaching English and translation in Vietnam today, students know 

just a little about the English-speaking countries’ cultures. Available courses are 

inadequate, either. 

 This is also the main cause of the so-called “disaster of the translation art”. 

Recently, the Vietnamese version of The Da Vinci Code has been repeatedly 

condemned on all kinds of media. In my opinion, this is not a sole failure of 

Vietnamese translated literature but it is one manifestation of the inadequate 

cultural background among translators nowadays. 
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 It is crucial that translators also pay much attention to their own culture, the 

Vietnamese culture. Delving deeper into this colourful culture we will see that it is 

not easy to be an expert in various Vietnamese social and cultural aspects. At school 

and university, Vietnamese students are taught about this but the knowledge they 

acquire, without their own efforts to explore new things, is obviously inadequate. 

The press has talked much about Vietnamese students’ unawareness of Vietnamese 

culture and history. This may lead to not only unnaturalness in translation but 

possibly also a total failure in rendering the idea. 

3.2 Objective causes 

3.2.1 Linguistic differences between English and Vietnamese  

 As mentioned above, the English language belongs to the Indo-European 

language family, and the Vietnamese language belongs to the Austro-Asiatic family. 

Therefore the two languages have various differences in terms of vocabulary and 

grammatical rules. It is almost impossible to analyze all the differences in the 

course of this sixty-two-page thesis. However, with a view to clarifying one 

important objective reason of unnaturalness in English – Vietnamese translation, 

some prominent variances are mentioned below: 

 The phrasal is peculiar to English, as illustrated by constructions such as "turn 

on," "turn off," "mark up," or "mark down". In other languages, single specific 

verbs are used in place of the English phrasal verbs. A construction as such is 

highly problematic because in English, it has numerous meanings. 

 English grammar is very inflexible compared to other languages. English goes 

by very strict structures while the Vietnamese language is much more flexible. For 

instance, the Vietnamese language does not always use articles and the rules are not 

as clear as those of the English language. 
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 Some English vocabulary is peculiar. A word in English may mean a lot of 

other words in Vietnamese. For example, you may translate the word “problem” as 

“vấn đề”, “vấn nạn”, “tệ nạn”, “khó khăn”, “trở ngại”, “trục trặc”, “biến chứng”, 

“thắc mắc”, “lỗi”, etc. depending on the context. 

 While English does not have so many grammatical inflections, English verbs 

can pose problems. The problematic areas are the enormous use of auxiliary verbs 

to convey modes (subjunctive and conditional) that are indicated in Vietnamese by 

simple markers. 

 English, especially American English, has a tendency to convert nouns to 

verbs. This is problematic for speakers of the Vietnamese language who cannot as 

easily convert nouns to verbs. Noun combinations such as “light emitter diode”, as 

well as compound nouns, also pose problems for inexperienced translators. 

 All of these peculiarities of English grammar often make it difficult for non-

native English speakers to get a full command of the language. It is also difficult 

when it comes to translating English writing into other languages. In fact, the size of 

the text often increases when one translates from English to Vietnamese. 

3.2.2 Cultural differences  

 Translation is not simply a linguistic transformation of texts, but it is also a 

rendering of cultural concepts from one language to another. Asian culture in 

general and Vietnamese culture in particular has few things in common with 

Western and American culture. Unless a translator is capable of breaking through 

“decayed barriers” of his own culture and opening his mind to new and sometimes 

alien concepts, his translation cannot be considered successful and natural. 

 Difficulties occur when you have to translate foreign notions like muck up day, 

New Year’s resolution, fair go, and wife swapping because they are typical of the 

culture in English-speaking countries but not in Vietnam. However, most alien 
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concepts can be rendered with some translation techniques to be mentioned in the 

next chapter. Even the untranslatability can also be solved with efforts by 

translators. 

 To conclude this chapter, it is noteworthy that despite the many challenges 

when translating from English to Vietnamese and despite the actual untranslatability, 

be it linguistic or cultural, skilled translators still can, and must, find their own ways 

to overcome them to produce a high quality re-creation, not merely a rough 

combination of words, “for the sake of pure language” (Venuti, 2000). In other 

words, there are always cures to certain causes. This is why the thesis is continued 

with Chapter 4 on translation techniques to avoid unnaturalness. 
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Translation Techniques to Avoid Unnaturalness 

4.1 Accommodation 

4.1.1 What is accommodation? 

 Prior to the discussion of specific techniques translators may employ in 

“unnaturalness-sensitive” cases or simply texts that are difficult to translate 

naturally, I would like to define a notion very popular in translation studies, the 

accommodation. This is due to the fact that accommodation is closely related to the 

level of naturalness of a translated text. It will help translators and would-be 

translators raise awareness of a way to get rid of unnatural translations. 

 Accommodation in translation theory is considered a synonym of adaptation, 

meaning changes made to the target text so that it becomes “in line with the spirit 

of the original” (Shi, 2004). Definitely, translation is not merely a linguistic 

conversion or transformation between two languages but it also involves 

accommodation in scope of culture, politics, aesthetics, and many other factors. 

 Accommodation is translation as well; nevertheless, it is a free, rather than 

literal or word-for-word, kind of translation. Accommodation is inevitable in the 

practice of translation if the translator seeks to maintain the source text's essence, 

impact, and effect. 
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4.1.2 Types of accommodations 

 In his article Aiwei Shi (2004) mentioned four types of accommodation: 

− Collocation accommodation 

− Cultural accommodation 

− Ideological accommodation 

− Aesthetic accommodation 

 This is a reasonable classification, based on the main problems in translation 

that may cause unnaturalness. The first and the last ones are on linguistic aspects as 

mentioned in Chapter Two of this thesis, while the second and third both relate to 

the cultural aspects though there might be some slight differences between them. 

So, accommodation is actually the ways to overcome the unnaturalness in 

translation on the ground of linguistics and culture. 

4.2 Some suggested techniques 

 Now the question is how to become a good “accommodator”? To have proper 

accommodation in translation, it is highly recommended that translators and 

translation learners equip themselves with as many translation techniques as 

possible. They may be the strategies to overcome linguistic difficulties, or the 

tactics to make your translation widely accepted by target language readers in 

cultural terms. 

  Though they seem to be not directly related, but the three principles of writing 

that Comrade Trường Chinh, late Secretary General of the Communist Party of 

Vietnam, stressed – to be national, to be scientific and to be popular – are of use to 

some extent in translation work. The full eighteen pieces of advice are quoted in 

Tuan Ngoc Nguyen’s dissertation (2004). Only the most relevant are cited here: 
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 To be national: 

− Do not use any unnecessary foreign words. 

− Do not write any sentence according to foreign construction. 

− Do not use classical references (điển tích) that do not improve your piece of writing. 

− Do not deflect from the precious literary tradition of the nation. 

 To be scientific:  

− Be grammatically correct. 

− Do not use any superfluous word, except when deliberately repeating it for emphasis. 

− Do not write any sentence that may be misunderstood or that might have two 

meanings. 

− Do not separate our style from the people's language. 

− Do not write in disorder. 

− Do not use clichés from Vietnam or overseas (do not confuse clichés with dialect and 

maxims.) 

 To be popular: 

− Dare to use the usual words of the masses. 

− Do not write anything that the average reader would not understand. 

− Do not write for only a small number of 'upper class individuals and intellectuals'. 

− Do not write verbosely and quote uselessly in order to throw dust into people's eyes. 

  These principles have common points with the criteria of a natural translation 

and can be considered some hints for people who want to produce good translations. 

Nonetheless, these are just some general pieces of advice. In order to cope with 

thorny situations while translating a text, a translator needs specific tactics. Many 

books on translation have pointed out several translation techniques under different 

categories. In this thesis, the focus is on English – Vietnamese translation and 

techniques are presented so that it is in accordance with the classification of 

common mistakes that cause unnaturalness in English – Vietnamese translation in 

the second chapter. 
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4.2.1 Overcoming linguistic problems 

4.2.1.1 Choose the right word 

 At the level of words, problems can only be solved if the translator works hard 

to cumulate both his English and Vietnamese vocabulary to a level that he is 

capable of choosing the right word in any case to produce a natural translation. 

 It is crucial for a translator to fully understand all the denotations and 

connotations of a word so that he can avoid making any loss of connotational 

meanings as in examples in Chapter 2. To do that, he also needs flexibility in the 

use of words and does not translate mechanically basing on an English – 

Vietnamese dictionary. 

 Besides, the translator must avoid the rigid use of parts of speech with the 

following techniques of accommodation: 

a. Translate English nouns with Vietnamese verbs or adjectives 

 Table 2.4 (p. 19) presents some examples of this techniques. Other examples 

include: 

− He is a pipe smoker: Anh ta hút thuốc tẩu. 

− It is an issue of utmost importance: Đó là vấn đề tối quan trọng. 

− It is the shop with the red and green sign: Đó là cửa hàng có biển hiệu xanh đỏ. 

 The following table includes examples from Translation and Grammar (Lê 

Văn Sự, 2003) 

No. English Vietnamese 

1.  a man of great learning người có học thức 
2.  the man of property người nhiều của cải 
3.  a girl of intelligence cô gái thông minh 
4.  a painting of great value bức tranh giá trị 

Table 4.1: Nouns to verbs or adjectives 
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b. Plural form to singular form and vice versa 

 Accommodation at word level includes the ability to proper switch between 

the plural form and singular form so that the translation best suits the mindset of 

Vietnamese readers. This is particularly noticeable as we deal with English 

uncountable nouns. The following examples are extracted from fourth-year 

students’ translation assignments. These students have a relatively good sense of 

plural and singular form in English – Vietnamese translation. 

No. English Suggested Vietnamese version 

1.  

We have, in association with the 

Vietnamese Assurance Association 

and the local press, provided 

necessary information about 

insurance products and services. 

Chúng tôi đã phối hợp với Hiệp hội 

Bảo hiểm Việt Nam và các phương 

tiện thông tin đại chúng trong nước 

cung cấp những thông tin cần thiết về 

các sản phẩm và dịch vụ bảo hiểm. 

2.  

The Vietnamese delegation will visit 

facilities in Fredericton and 

throughout the potato belt to study 

the propagation of disease-free potato 

seed stock, seed potato testing and 

certification as well as storage and 

processing equipment and farm 

machinery. 

Đoàn đại biểu sẽ đi thăm các cơ sở ở 

Frederiction và thông qua vành đai 

khoai tây nghiên cứu về chiến dịch 

thị trường giống khoai tây không 

mang bệnh, các chứng nhận và thí 

nghiệm về giống khoai tây cũng như 

việc cất trữ, các thiết bị  và máy móc 

chế biến. 

3.  

The visiting delegation will be led by 

Dao Huy Chien, Director of the Root 

Crops Research Institute (RCRI), 

located on the outskirts of Hanoi. 

Ông Đào Huy Chiến, giám đốc viện 

nghiên cứu các loại cây ăn củ nằm ở 

ngoại ô Hà Nội sẽ dẫn đầu đoàn. 

4.  

The Community is in the process of 

pursuing solutions to a number of 

these obstacles. 

Uỷ ban Châu Âu vẫn đang tìm kiếm 

giải pháp cho những trở ngại trên. 

Table 4.2: Switch between plural and singular form 
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4.2.1.2 Choose the right structure 

 By structure, it is meant both the structure of the phrase and the sentence. At 

phrase level, translators should choose the best word order possible so that their 

translation would sound more Vietnamese. Earlier in this thesis, unnatural 

translations due to the improper word order have been mentioned (see Table 2.5, p. 

23). At sentence level, it is necessary not only to switch the positions of certain 

parts of the sentence but also to replace some structures unfamiliar to Vietnamese 

readers. 

a. Transpositions 

 Transposition is a translation technique in which the translator reverses the 

order or place of certain words or phrases when necessary to improve the 

naturalness of the sentence. For example, when translating this English sentence 

into Vietnamese, you should make a transposition. 

 Original version: 

Trying not to show her sadness, she went into his room, whistling. 

 Suggested Vietnamese version: 

Cô ta vừa đi vào phòng của anh ta vừa huýt sáo, cố gắng không để lộ nỗi buồn. 

 Noticeably, we would have to frequently employ this technique when 

translating sentences with time adverbials (see examples in page 27). 

b. Replacements 

 Replace passive voice with active voice: Needless to say, most of the times, 

passive voice in the original English text should be replaced with active voice in 

Vietnamese. Observe the replacements in these sentences: 
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 Original version: 

− It was found difficult to train the average teacher in the complicated 

techniques of the method. 

− It is noticed that learning a new language by first speaking it is easier than by 

reading or writing it. 

 Suggested Vietnamese version: 

− Người ta thấy khó có thể luyện cho một giáo viên có trình độ trung bình những 

kỹ năng phức tạp của phương pháp này. 

− Người ta nhận thấy rằng học một ngôn ngữ mới bằng cách luyện nói trước 

tiên sẽ dễ dàng hơn là bằng cách đọc hay viết bằng ngôn ngữ ấy. 

 Replace a complex sentence with two or more simple sentences (Splitting 

technique, or ‘salami’ technique): It would be unnatural to try to translate an 

English long complex sentence to a Vietnamese sentence of the same structure. The 

excessive use of markers like “mà”, “nơi mà”, etc. can make the sentence too 

complicated for an average Vietnamese reader to fully understand. 

 For example, with sentences like “Of the areas of science that are important 

not just to the future of knowledge but to life on this planet, few are more promising 

than genetic engineering, which is a new way of manipulating the elemental 

structures and units of life itself, which are the genes and chromosomes that direct 

our cells how to reproduce and become the parts that constitute our bodies”, the 

solution is breaking it into smaller ones to translate. The result should be “Trong số 

những lĩnh vực khoa học quan trọng không chỉ đối với tương lai của tri thức mà còn 

với sự sống trên hành tinh này, rất ít lĩnh vực nhiều hứa hẹn như công nghệ gen. 

Công nghệ này là phương pháp mới để điều khiển các cấu trúc và đơn vị căn bản 
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của bản thân sự sống, đó chính là các gen và chromosome có chức năng chỉ đạo cho 

các tế bào sinh sản và trở thành những bộ phận cấu thành cơ thể của chúng ta.” 

4.2.1.3 Dealing with linguistic untranslatability 

 It is never easy to deal with linguistic challenges in translation, such as the 

rhythm and wordplay in literary works. However, there are techniques that 

translators can apply when necessary to compensate for the untranslatability to 

some extent. For example, the translator can compensate for an "untranslatable" pun 

by adding a new pun. This is called a replacement or substitution. But substitution 

of this kind is very difficult unless you have a copious linguistic and even cultural 

background. Consider the following short dialogue: 

A: What's the difference between a stalagmite and a stalactite? 

B: Stalagmite's got an "m" in it. And don’t ask me questions just now, I think I’m 

gonna be sick. 

 It would be rather unwise to translate it as: 

A: Măng đá với vú đá thì có gì khác nhau? 

B: Măng đá có chữ “m”. Và giờ đừng hỏi gì nữa, ta sắp ốm rồi đây. 

 The comparison is not wise because the two confusing English words are spelt 

nearly the same while their Vietnamese equivalents are quite different. Readers 

would not understand why there could ever be such a question and answer. But the 

pun here can be replaced well as: 

A: Măng đá với vú đá thì có gì khác nhau? 

B: Chữ măng dài hơn chữ vú. Và giờ đừng hỏi gì nữa, ta sắp ốm rồi đây. 

 Also by replacements, translators of English poems into Vietnamese have 

actually produced new poems with new rhythms while keeping the ideas of the 

source author. The example below is one of them. 
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  Original version: 

I bring forth 

What is within me, 

As a smile wafts to the breeze, 

With the silent, invisible orchids 

If the nature of those gentle flowers 

Are to bloom, 

I keep my soul vibrated 

The kingdom of mystery 

Dances 

The whole twist 

(Shall I Tell You - Phạm Vũ Anh Thư) 

 Suggested Vietnamese version: 

Ta mang đến 

Niềm riêng ẩn dấu 

Như nét cười thoảng gió ru êm 

Với những đóa phong lan thầm lặng không tên 

Nếu tinh túy của phong lan 

Bừng nở 

Ta thả hồn rung động miên man 

Cả vương cung bí ẩn 

Múa 

Tưng bừng. 

4.2.2 Overcoming cultural problems   

4.2.2.1 Cultural s substitutions 

  To avoid unnaturalness over issues of culture, translators should keep in mind 

that sometimes an effort to translate correctly is not as valuable as a suitable 

substitution. Examples of similes, metaphors, and proverbs in Chapter 2 may serve 

as a source of references for translators. Below are some more cultural substitutions 
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when translating English idioms and fixed expressions into Vietnamese. Things 

unfamiliar with the Vietnamese culture have been altered with ones that are close to 

Vietnamese people’s daily life. Moreover, things that may seem improper or 

unpleasant due to Vietnamese cultural norms are also replaced so as to avoid 

causing any aversion to readers. Examples are collected from Tục ngữ so sánh by 

Phạm Văn Vĩnh (2003). 

No. English Vietnamese 

1.  
Love me, love my dog. Yêu ai yêu cả đường đi, ghét ai ghét 

cả tông chi họ hàng.  

2.  
He carries fire in one hand and water 

in the other. 

Vừa ăn cướp vừa la làng. 

3.  No man is indispensable. Vắng mợ thì chợ cũng đông. 

4.  

Eagles do not hatch out doves. Cha nào con nấy./ 

Trứng rồng lại nở ra rồng, liu điu lại 

nở ra dòng liu điu. 

5.  
Don’t teach grandmother how to 

suck eggs. 

Trứng đòi khôn hơn vịt./ 

Chớ có múa rìu qua mắt thợ. 

6.  To believe that chalk is cheese. Trông gà hoá cuốc. 

7.  He that steals an egg will steal an ox. Trẻ trộm gà, già trộm trâu. 

8.  Great boast, small roast. Trăm voi không được bát nước xáo. 

9.  
Easily earned money is quickly 

spent. 

Tiền vào nhà khó như gió vào nhà 

trống. 

10.  
Beauty is in the eye of the beholder. Thương thì củ ấu cũng tròn, ghét thì 

bồ hòn cũng méo. 

11.  
When candles are out, the cats are 

grey. 

Tắt đèn nhà ngói như nhà tranh. 

12.  To throw a minnow to catch a whale. Thả con săn sắt bắt con cá rô. 

Table 4.3: Cultural substitutions 
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 Consider the Vietnamese versions of the above examples. Words and phrases 

like “mợ”, “chợ”, “la làng”, gà”, “cuốc”, “trâu”, “nước xáo”, củ ấu”, “nước xáo”, 

“nhà ngói”, nhà tranh”, “con săn sắt”, and “con cá rô” are so near and dear to 

ordinary Vietnamese people that they evoke pleasant feelings when properly used in 

translated texts. An attempt to translate literally English words like “eagle”, “dove”, 

“cheese”, “minnow”, and “whale” would surely sound far and away and fail to 

communicate to Vietnamese readers. 

4.2.2.2 Dealing with cultural untranslatability 

 Untranslatability is unavoidable due to the numerous differences between the 

two languages. A translator, however, can resort to a number of translation 

procedures to compensate. 

a. Free translation 

 In some studies, free translation is also called adaptation. According to 

Wikipedia, an adaptation is a translation procedure whereby the translator replaces a 

social, or cultural, reality in the source text with a corresponding reality in the target 

text; this new reality would be more usual to the audience of the target text. 

 For example, in the Vietnamese version of Harry Potter and the Goblet of 

Fire (Rowling, 2003), some proper names are modified so that it would at least 

sound familiar to Vietnamese readers. The names are presented in the following 

table: 

No. English Vietnamese 

1.  Hermione (pronounced: her-my-oh-nee) Hà-mi-nhon 

2.  Hogsmeade Mụt Cóc Heo 

3.  Hedwig Hết-quịt 

4.  Moony Mơ mộng ngớ ngẩn 

Table 4.4: Free translation of proper names 
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 In the first example, the Vietnamese pronunciation is somewhat removed from 

the original English. Interestingly, there is indeed a coincidence that “mi-nhon” 

sounds like the French word mignon meaning sweet or darling. The second and 

third names are also interesting because Vietnamese readers can immediately relate 

them to some image on their mind. It can be said that these names have been made 

Vietnamese. 

 Also, adaptation is often used when translating poetry, works of theatre and, 

most popularly, advertising. Below are three of the most well-known slogans in 

Vietnam and how they have been freely translated. 

− Heineken – It’s all about the beer (Chỉ vì loại bia này): Chỉ có thể là Heineken. 

− Tiger Beer – It’s time for a Tiger! (Đến lúc uống một chai Tiger rồi!): Bản lĩnh 

đàn ông thời nay. 

− Prudential Insurance – Get a piece of the Rock (Hãy là một phần của phiến 

đá): Luôn luôn lắng nghe, luôn luôn thấu hiểu. 

 These slogans are not really something untranslatable. However, Vietnamese 

translators may resort to free translation because they want Vietnamese people to 

feel the main message, which is very important in advertising industry. 

b. Borrowing 

 Borrowing is not a new method. It has been discussed in many books on 

lexicology and translation. What the thesis wants to emphasize is the translation-

loan, special kind of borrowings. Translation-loans “are not taken into the 

vocabulary of another language more or less in the same phonemic shape in which 

they have been functioning in their own language, but undergo the process of 

translation.” (Nguyễn Mạnh Hùng & Lê Quốc Hạnh, 2003) 

 Translation-loans do not only resolve problems of cultural untranslatability but 

also help increase one language’s vocabulary. For instance, Vietnamese people are 
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now familiar with terms like người chơi (indicating a player in a gameshow), thân 

thiện với môi trường (environmental friendly), and định hướng khách hàng (client-

oriented). 

In fact, Vietnamese literature has seen this kind of adaptation long ago. One of 

the pioneers in borrowing foreign concepts to enrich the Vietnamese language is 

late poet Xuân Diệu. In his time, he used to be strongly criticized for using strange 

words and structures in his poems. For example, he wrote: “đại dương của thương 

nhớ”, “sa mạc của cô đơn”, “đồng bằng của chán nản”, “rừng rú của lo toan”, etc. 

Consider his verse: 
Cái bay không sợ cái trôi, 

Từ tôi phút trước sang tôi phút này. 

 These strange concepts can somehow be called translation-loans in their most 

creative way. They are not really translations of any specific foreign concepts, but 

they clearly indicate the cultural borrowing. 

c. Paraphrase and translator’s note 

Looking back at the examples of cultural untranslatability mentioned earlier in 

this thesis (pp. 36-38), we can see that the translators in these cases should employ 

the technique of paraphrasing (also known as periphrasis). Otherwise, it would be 

almost impossible for target language readers to comprehend the concepts 

unprecedented in their culture. 

On the other hand, the translator may keep the original word or phrase without 

paraphrasing, but then add a footnote or endnote to the target text providing 

additional information, pertaining to the limits of the translation, the cultural 

background or any further explanation. This translator’s note helps readers better 

understand the text; nevertheless, it is generally considered a failure in translation 

attempt by many professional translators. 
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 The above-mentioned techniques are useful for translators when trying to 

compensate cultural untranslatability. Besides, translators can also use techniques 

like paraphrase or calque. However, these techniques cannot be used successfully 

without the translator’s willingness to diligently study with a view to gaining his 

cultural background along with his linguistic competence. 
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CChhaapptteerr  55  

Conclusions 

 This chapter provides a conclusion for this thesis. Firstly, a brief overview and 

a summary of the main chapters are provided. Secondly, the strengths and 

weaknesses of the thesis are discussed. Finally, suggestions for further research and 

a final comment are made. 

5.1 Overview and summary of the thesis 

 Since its very beginning, translation has not ceased to play its indispensable 

role of transferring messages across languages and cultural barriers. Although the 

practice of translation is honoured for its noble task, huge efforts are needed to 

improve the quality of translations. Thus, the study on translation as the 

transformation of a written text in one language to that in another language has been 

carried out long before the formation of this thesis and undoubtedly will be 

continued ever after. What I attempt to do in this thesis is to contribute my humble 

study to that great research work by pointing out the unnaturalness in English – 

Vietnamese translation, which is very close to my everyday learning and work. This 

is to show translators, especially would-be translators who are still studying in 

various universities in Vietnam to become translation professionals, the potential 

traps they may get caught in when rendering English texts into Vietnamese in terms 

of linguistic and cultural naturalness. 

 Peter Newmark wrote in 1988 about the three basic translation processes: 

a. the interpretation and analysis of the source language text; 

b. the translation procedure (choosing equivalents for words and sentences in 

the target language), and 

c. the reformulation of the text according to the writer's intention, the reader's 

expectation, the appropriate norms of the target language, etc. 
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 This thesis is concerned with only the third process, the reformulation of the 

text. In the course of this thesis, I have examined the previous literature on the 

theory of translation, especially ones on English – Vietnamese translation. Then I 

looked at the unnaturalness in English – Vietnamese translation in detail. I outlined 

the analysis of this issue in three main chapters on unnaturalness in translation, its 

causes and cures. 

 The unnaturalness in English – Vietnamese translations as discussed in 

Chapter 2 can be considered a classification of common mistakes that may make the 

translations seem unnatural to Vietnamese (target language) readers. The mistakes 

can be in the realm of linguistics or culture. Specific examples are taken from 

personal communication and from previously published books. By the classification 

and examples cited, I attempted to help readers of this thesis, especially would-be 

translators and inexperienced ones to be fully aware of what mistakes they may 

easily make before seeking ways to avoid them. 

 In Chapter 3, major reasons of Vietnamese translators’ frequently seen 

mistakes which cause unnaturalness to the target text are mentioned. These causes 

are also divided into two main types, one related to linguistics and another culture. 

This is to help readers easily link the mistakes in Chapter 2 with their direct causes. 

 Chapter 4 of this thesis discusses the translation techniques a translator may 

employ when encountering a difficult situation in which he may risk turning his 

translation into an unnatural combination of words. The techniques are reasonably 

classified into similar categories as in Chapter 2 and 3. Some of them are 

emphasized for they are likely to help translators much in their professional 

practice; however, the others are briefly mentioned as they may have appeared 

frequently here and there in other publications. 
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5.2 Strengths and weaknesses of the thesis 

 Though there have been many books on English –Vietnamese translation so 

far, few of them emphasize the unnaturalness as a separate type of mistakes 

occurring during the process of translation. This thesis, however, discusses in detail 

this phenomenon with relevant examples. It is organized in a way that helps readers 

find it easy to get the general ideas about the issue. In this thesis, people can find 

clear definitions and constructive suggestions for each type of unnatural 

translations. These are factors that may make the thesis stand out from other studies 

also touching on the issue. Furthermore, the author limited the types of mistakes 

mentioned to ensure they are popular ones that translators should pay the most 

attention to. Finally, The aims and scope of the thesis is consistent from the 

beginning to the end. 

 Nevertheless, there are some limitations in this study that may affect the final 

results. Due to the limited time of research and the broad scope it is concerned with, 

issues mentioned are still somewhat general. Moreover, examples cited are limited 

to the exercises and assignments by students (for face-saving reasons, their names 

are not quoted here) of the English Department, Hanoi University of Foreign 

Studies and some books and articles sparsely collected. This does not cause any bias 

because the classification was carried out independently. But to some extent it may 

not be very diverse. 

5.3 Suggestions for further research and final comments 

 In the time to come, Vietnam will further integrate into the world economy 

and culture. This progress requires translations of high quality, especially from 

English to Vietnamese and vice versa. Thus, more studies should be carried out to 

identify and how to cope with common mistakes in these translations. Besides, 

studies on what can be called a pure Vietnamese language and how to maintain it 

through the processes of translation should be implemented. These studies are 
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supposed to bring readers an overview of the contemporary situation of Vietnamese 

translated works, its strengths and limitations, and how to improve it. Digging into 

current publications to find common pitfalls that may harm the quality of 

translations is recommended. Research should touch upon translation of all writing 

styles, be it literary, journalistic, or official. 

 In conclusion, I want to significantly contribute to the study of English – 

Vietnamese translations in universities and on the media through this thesis. In my 

opinion, it can be considered a companion of all people who are seeking to improve 

their English – Vietnamese translation skills as well as the quality of their 

translations. Hopefully, readers of this thesis can find it useful in their future work 

and study or at least see it as a reference worth looking at. 
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