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The Problem
that Has No Name in English

Working as a translator has certainly made me

rethink my mastery of English, my native tongue.
While I rarely have to switch between the two
languages on the job, I find myself often failing to
recall the English word that fits a translation exactly.
I find myself saying sentences like “He just katteni
did it” and “I can’t eat much during summer because
of natsubate” and “Onegai shimasu.”

In Japanese, there are words like “nekojita” and
“natsubate” that do not have simple and direct
translations into English. In this case, one can only
explain what they mean— “the inability to eat hot
foods” and “lack of appetite due to summer heat
fatigue.” Occasionally when faced with these words,
interpreting them becomes more of a translation as
the explanation takes five times the number of words
to convey the meaning.

Then there are phrases that change meaning
depending on context. The most infamous of these
phrases is perhaps “Yoroshiku onegai shimasu.” This
can mean “Thank you” at the end of an e-mail,
“Please” when making a request, “Pleased to meet
you” when introducing oneself. Not to mention there
are phrases that even if translated are rarely used in
English, for example “Hajimemashite,” which
translates to “How do you do?” When faced with
these words and phrases, I sometimes find myself
torn between sticking faithfully to the text or
refraining from translating due to cultural differences.
To me, the problems that have no name in English

make the job interesting but difficult nonetheless.
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