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Lexical Linguistic Interference in Translations of Science-Fiction 
Literature from English into Czech  

Martin Thorovský 

Abstract  

The article describes interference phenomena in the Czech translations of science-fiction literature 
written in English. The corpus of errors in translation was assembled from thirteen sci-fi novels. The 
uncovered discrepancies that signalled signs of interference were divided into five categories. These 
five categories of interference dealt with are all subcategories of lexical interference. First, 
surface lexical interference occurs in those cases where the lexical unit of the source language 
visually, i.e. orthographically, resembles a certain lexical unit of the target language, which is not its 
equivalent (at least not in the given case). Second, semantic interference is caused by an overlap of 
meanings between the source lexical unit and the target lexical units, which are only partial 
equivalents. Third, idiomatic interference revealed itself in the translations of idiomatic expressions, 
including idioms proper, which the translator either did not recognize or misinterpreted as a 
collocation. Fourth, interference in collocation partially resembles semantic interference, but it affects 
collocations rather than individual words. Sometimes the typological difference between the 
languages plays a key role here. The English language uses many more multi-word expressions than 
Czech, which is a synthetic language and tends to incorporate the individual meanings into one lexical 
unit. Finally, cultural interference occurs in those cases where the translator is unable to deal with the 
cultural difference between the source language culture and the target language culture. In most cases 
there is no direct equivalent in the target language.  
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of interference in translation. The main criterion for establishing the categories was the source 
of interference.  
The classification resulted in the establishment of four general categories of linguistic 
interference: 

1. interference at the word and collocation level (lexical interference) 
2. grammatical interference 
3. syntactic interference 
4. interference in orthography 

Cases of lexical interference were by far the most numerous. In the present paper, therefore, I 
have decided to focus solely on lexical interference. 

Each example presented here consists of contextual support (if necessary), an excerpt or 
excerpts from the original, and an excerpt or excerpts from the translation containing the 
interference phenomenon; this is followed by a brief commentary upon the nature of the 
problem. The categories are as follows: 

1. surface lexical interference (false friends) 
2. semantic interference  
3. idiomatic interference
4. interference in collocation  
5. cultural interference

Surface lexical interference 

(1) 

[A military commander who is in charge of a planet in outer space is criticizing 
the bureaucracy on Earth.] 

Damned civilian authorities on Earth had bollixed it up, just like they always did. (Perry, 
1993: 56 – 57) 

Zatracené autority na Zemi to pokazily, jako vždy. (Perry, 1999: 60) 

‘Authority’ is defined as the people or an organization who have the power to make decisions 
or who have a particular area of responsibility in a country or region (OALD, 2001: 64). In 
Czech it is usually expressed with the word ú ad (Hais & Hodek, 1991: 131). Certainly, the 
word ‘authority’ could be indeed translated into Czech as autorita, but with a different 
meaning and in a different context. This means that a SL word may become a ‘false friend’ in 
one context, but it may serve as a ‘true’ friend in another. 

(2) 

[The people are speculating on the abnormal behaviour of cilia in the ocean. They 
start to fear that extraterrestrials might be involved.] 

‘You’re suggesting that the cilia were actually searching?’
‘I’d not go as far as that. But, anyway, I got a picture of it on the hand-camera, so we’ll 
be able to study it.’ (Wyndham, 1955: 147)
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