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Abstract 
Based on the Latour’s actor network theory, this paper expounds the success-
ful application of the theory in medical translation by paying attention to 
non-human actors, problematic cooperation mechanism and real signs of 
translation completion, so as to try to put forward theoretical principles that 
can guide medical translation. 
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1. Introduction 

At present, under the background of global network, with the increasingly close 
exchanges and cooperation between China and the West, Chinese and Western 
medicine has been developing continuously. Therefore, translation as a tool for 
the development has become particularly essential. 

In the translation of scientific English, the translation of medical English is an 
important part. Only through the translation of medical English can foreign ad-
vanced medical texts be effectively and accurately introduced, so as to promote 
the continuous progress and development of domestic medicine. 

China has made great achievements in the study of medical English transla-
tion, especially in the study of TCM Translation. Tracing back the history of 
medical English translation studies in China in recent years, it can be seen that 
medical English translation studies are mainly application-oriented and focus on 
various translation techniques and error analysis. The study of medical English 
translation theories is a mere drop in the ocean, far from forming a system. 

Therefore, for the study of medical English, the author believes that applicable 
translation theory principles should be established to support and guide the 
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practice of medical English translation. With practical examples, this paper aims 
to illustrate the guiding role of Latour’s actor network theory in the context of 
machine-assisted medical translation. 

2. Actor Network Theory 

In the 1980s, French sociologists Bruno Latour and Michel Callon proposed the 
renowned actor-network theory (ANT for short) which was developed by John 
Law. As one of the important theories of sociology, in early studies, ANT is used 
to explore social phenomenon, while it has been commonly used in interdiscip-
linary research lately. 

Helene Buzelin, a Canadian scholar, was the first to introduce the theory of 
actor network into translation studies. In the Unexpected Allies: How Latour’s 
Network Theory could Bourdieusian Analysis in Translation Studies (2005). 
Buzelin points out that translation and network play an important role in trans-
lation studies by using actor theory (Buzelin, 2005: p. 196). 

There are three core concepts in the theory of actor network: actor, network 
and translation. These three core concepts have their own characteristics and are 
related to each other. The actor and the network are mutually constructed. The 
network forms, extends and transforms in the interactive connection of the ac-
tor. The actor exists in the network and obtains the definition of identity in the 
network. Translation acts as a “catalyst” that drives the process. 

People’s interest relationship and purport are different in the society. “Trans-
lation” is to transform the interests of one actor into those of other actors or vice 
versa. “Translation is defining roles, assigning roles, describing assumptions. It 
speaks for other actors in its own language.... Translation, however, should not 
be taken lightly, for it only really comes into being when all parties are produc-
ing for the same goal” (Callon, 1986a: p. 26). Only on the basis of the “transla-
tion” of mutual interests, can a strong and stable network be built. “Shifting in-
terests also means providing new interpretations of these interests and drawing 
people in different directions” (Callon, 1987: p. 117). In addition, “translation” 
means not only the transformation of interests, but also the definition of actors. 

Translation is a continuously changing process, and that is the reason why 
Callon (1986b) has actually divided it into four stages: 1) problematization, in 
which the focal actor establishes itself as an obligatory passage point between the 
larger network and the actors that it seeks to represent; 2) interessement, in 
which actors’ interests are aroused and in which the terms of their involvement 
in the actor-network are negotiated. At this point, the focal actor also strives to 
“translate” the network, or, to put it differently, to convince the other actors that 
the roles it has defined for them are acceptable; 3) enrolment, in which the ac-
tors accept the roles that have been defined for them; and, finally, 4) mobiliza-
tion of allies, in which the focal actor maintains its crucial position as well as the 
commitment of the actors it claims to represent. “Translation” in the ANT sense 
is further enforced by circulating inscriptions into the actor-network, thus en-
suring that the focal actor’s interests are protected.  
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These four keys can be said to be the model of the translation process in the 
context of machine assisted translation. In modern society, language service is 
no longer a simple individual translation, but a cooperative mode. In this con-
text, Latour’s actor network theory is bound to become the first theoretical 
guiding principle in translation. 

In recent 10 years, “sociological turn” comes into the western translation. 
Translation is one of the latest progress of production process research, which 
focuses on analysis of various actors (also known as actors) how to together 
build and operate a network, thus the target of literary translation within the 
field of production, dissemination and accepted, providing an effective tool for 
our study of overseas Chinese literature spread theory. In recent years, Huang 
Dexian (2006), Xing Jie (2015, 2016, 2019), Li Hongman (2008), Sun Ningning 
(2010), Yang Xiaohua (2011), Wang Chuanying (2013), Xu Minhui (2013), 
Zhong Weihe and Feng Man (2014), Wang Hongtao (2016), Wang Xiulu (2019) 
interpret the sociology of western translation theories and research achieve-
ments, and began to publish applied research, but so far used mainly by Pierre 
Bourdieu (Pierre Bourdieu) theory, the analysis of the translation of the produc-
tion process is still rare. 

This paper using Bruno Latour (Bruno Latour) actor network theory, by at-
taching great importance to the cooperation mechanism of non-human actors, 
problems, and translation to complete the real sign of three aspects, explains the 
Latour actor network theory in the successful application of medical translation, 
which can guide the medical translation theory principles are put forward. 

3. The Application of Actor Network Theory in Medical  
Translation 

Firstly, the original medical text should be also considered as an actor. Com-
pared with other sociological theories, the most distinctive feature of the theory 
of actor network lies in the definition of “actor”. The theory holds that actors are 
heterogeneous, dynamic and uncertain. In addition to “human” with active be-
haviors, it also includes many “non-human” such as objects, instruments, pro-
grams, concepts, technologies and organisms. Therefore, the concept of “actor” 
includes not only the conventional “agent”, but also the material force that 
makes other actors act. Latour always called “actor” (an actor is what is made to 
act by many others) (Buzelin, 2005: p. 46). In the translation process of medical 
texts, from the perspective of the concept of actors, human actors involved do 
not regard the original texts as sacred and inviolable texts, but as important “ac-
tors” or “actors” who initiate new social networks. They are not influenced by 
traditional translations believing that the original texts are static and cannot be 
modified. 

The following examples are given to demonstrate the full play of the dynamic 
role of medical text. 

The source text: 快速血糖水平提供了一个人的身体如何管理血糖的重要线

索。血糖通常在进食后约一小时达到峰值，然后下降。 
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The target text: Fasting blood sugar levels give vital clues about how a person s 
body is managing blood sugar. Blood sugar tends to peak about an hour after 
eating and declines after that. 

Analysis: It is very confused that the author has been aware of fasting blood 
sugar meaning 空腹血糖 before the medical translation training, but the origi-
nal text has been translated as the 快速血糖. By referring to network, history 
reference and customer reference, verification by talking with others, determin-
ing the possibility of wrong original text, the original cannot be seen as the fixed 
text, but by taking the actor’s subjective initiative, validation, correct feedback, 
eventually with proper translation for the final version. So the translators are not 
under the bondage of traditional translation concepts in the process of the whole 
sentence translation, but proceed from success to establish the goal of translation 
network and bold to compile the original text, also conforming to the actor net-
work on translation ethics recognized by ethics: “from the so-called (the world 
of matters of fact) to (the worlds of matters of concern)” (Wolf, 2005: p. 116). 

Secondly, it is the cooperative mechanism of the problematic process in med-
ical text translation. Actors network translation based on the sociology perspec-
tive, which focused on those established facts not foreseen in the history of 
science and sociology of science. It is actors’ action through cooperation, to set 
up the social network, and this process is dependent on the initial agent (agency) 
for each “action” interests “translation”. The most critical step in this “transla-
tion” is the “problematic process”, which is “a way of controlling the behaviour 
of others and making oneself indispensable by pointing out their problems and 
proposing specific solutions” (Callon, 1986a: p. XVII). 

From the perspective of the problematic process, the success of medical trans-
lation activities is to meet the current situation of the developed machine trans-
lation in the world. People can use the machine translation network communi-
cation tools and cooperate with all relevant personnel to process medical trans-
lation problems, so as to achieve high-quality translation. The cooperative me-
chanisms for translating a specific word are as follows: for example, translating 
the name of a hospital. 

The source text: 解放军 301 医院 
The target text 1: Chinese PLA General Hospital 
The target text 2: Medical School of Chinese PLA 
The target text 3: General Hospital of the People’s Liberation Army 
The target text 4: General Hospital of the People’s Liberation Army (PLAGH) 
Analysis: When translating the 301 Hospital of PLA, if the client requires a 

standard translation, it will be translated according to the client’s requirements. 
If there is no requirement, it will be translated based on the specific text. If the 
translator, 1J, 2J disagree, then the online meeting should be hold to discuss. If 
you can’t decide yet, trying to discuss through the network resources to deter-
mine, such as official translation version, website, senior translators, consult ex-
perts. If cannot solve, note to the customer with the last final version. This is a 
network mechanism running in a specific translation field, in which actors coo-
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perate with each other, link by link, and use various machine aids to solve prob-
lems collectively in a specific translation links, rather than the earlier one-person 
translation mode. 

The last important aspect is that the finished mark of medical text transla-
tion—interessement giving, recruitment and mobilization. Translator completed 
it does not mean the translation itself finally ended. It is just “problematic 
process” from the perspective of actor network theory and the demand side or 
reader hasn’t really set up between the network, the complete “transla-
tor/translation” should also be include “decided interest, recruitment and mobi-
lization”, becoming “obligatory points of passage” which is the symbol of the 
success of the network of actors (Callon, 1986b: p. 6). 

Medical translation companies just have a set of relatively good translation 
procedures. They are not satisfied with the translation of only the translator, but 
continue to act and actively mobilize 1J and 2J to review with reasonable ar-
rangement of quality inspection, constantly strive for perfection in order to get 
high-quality translation. 

According to the theory of actor network, no matter how strong an actor is, it 
is impossible for him to complete an action by himself. Other actors in the net-
work also can gain energy and work together to effectively accomplish the ac-
tion. As medical translation texts are extremely cautious, recruiting translation 
companies, especially those with strong positions, is the trickiest issue for West-
ern medicine trying to enter the Chinese market. So, how to recruit well-known 
translation companies? Long-term cooperation, brand effect, social propaganda 
and so on. As the company, hundreds of famous medical company, some cus-
tomers are long-term cooperation, which almost translate the same texts for a 
week from different departments. It shows the translation of medical demand 
has a fixed amount. So the company should give stakeholders important role and 
put it into the translation if you want to cooperate for a long time. 

All actors in the network in the theory of actor network have equal status, but 
one actor has to recruit other actors. 

In order to form a network of interactive relationships, the actor is the de-
mand side of the interest—the customer. The other actors are all the staff in-
volved in the project within the translation company, including the project 
manager, team leader, part-time translator, pre-translation, 1J, 2J, editor, CN/EN 
maker, customer service staff, submission staffs, etc. The construction and ex-
ecution of translation network are required before, during and after translation. 

In order to illustrate the whole process of medical text translation under the 
guidance of actor network, the author tries to use the following diagram: 

Customer order → project analysis → select the corresponding project plan → 
pre-translation editing→ Translation → proofreading (2 times) → typesetting af-
ter translation → editing → final draft → timely submission → customer feedback 
→ update terms → finished the tasks 

As shown in the figure above, it is clear that the completion of translation is 
not the real end, but also needs to lock the interests of customers and mobilize 
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other actors, such as the editors, typesetters and translation, to work together to 
complete the translation task. 

4. Conclusion 

It can naturally be arrived at the conclusion from the above analysis, that due to 
the unique language characteristics of medical texts and the lack of medical 
translators, the translation habits of medical texts are blooming and uneven 
which reflected in the selection of translation materials (rigorous objective stan-
dards), translation concept (reader first, serving the market), translation strategy 
(faithfulness and creativity), translation method (academic and commercial). 
This habit helps translators to win in the market battles and gradually accumu-
late capital to successfully translate many medical texts and related works. 

The production of medical translation relies on the effective cooperation of a 
network of actors, including a translation initiation network, a translation deli-
very network and a translation production network. The habituation of the 
translator determines that the translation method of medical texts is both aca-
demic and commercial. It has both the faithful and rigorous and the flexible. The 
reader-first and market-serving translation principle makes medical text transla-
tion tend to be moderately easy to compile the original text. The editor’s inter-
vention in the original text and the translator has exacerbated this tendency to 
delete and modify; on the other hand, it pays attention to the means of repro-
ducing the original work, retaining the meaning of medical culture by several 
translators. 

With Latour’s actor network theory, the lack of abilities of translators is 
greatly solved by group cooperation and machine assistance. And then the two 
parties’ interests are limited, making the translation production process more 
rigorous, accurate, efficient, reasonable, and standard. To achieve the role of 
communication, the facts have proved that this theory can indeed provide effec-
tive guidance for the medical translation.  
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