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Abstract

This article explores the ways that significant mistakes in diplomatic translation
have influenced world history. Long-lasting diplomatic rifts, military escalations,
and unsuccessful peace negotiations have all resulted from misunderstandings and
incorrect translations. This study emphasises the critical function of linguistic
accuracy in international diplomacy by looking at historical examples like
Khrushchev's famous "We will bury you" speech and the U.S.-Japan
communication prior to the Hiroshima bombing.
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Introduction

As far as foreign diplomacy is concerned, words are extremely powerful. A single
mistranslated sentence has the power to change the direction of talks, lead to
miscommunications between countries, and in the worst situations, start a war.
Diplomatic translators have a great deal of responsibility because they have to
preserve cultural nuances, tone, and intent in addition to accurately translating
language. However, history demonstrates that even small translation errors have
had significant repercussions, demonstrating the close connection between
linguistics and diplomacy.

The U.S.-Japan Miscommunication Before Hiroshima (1945)

During World War 11, mistranslation had one of the most disastrous results. The
Potsdam Declaration, which called for Japan's unconditional surrender, was
released by the Allies in July 1945. Kantaro Suzuki, the prime minister of Japan,
responded by using the term "mokusatsu," which can imply "to ignore with
contempt" or "to withhold comment." It was taken as the latter by Western
translators. The decision to unleash atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki was
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influenced by the United States' perception that Japan was refusing to surrender.
According to other interpretations, Suzuki merely wanted to postpone public
comment until the government made a choice. This heartbreaking case shows how
hundreds of thousands of lives could have been lost due to a single mistranslated
word.

Khrushchev’s “We Will Bury You” (1956)

Another significant historical misconception was when Nikita Khrushchev, the
leader of the Soviet Union, was quoted as stating, "We will bury you," when
addressing Western diplomats. The phrase "Mbr Bac moxoponum" (My vas
pokhoronim) in Russian can be read as "We will attend your funeral" or "We will
outlast you" in a figurative sense, suggesting the ideological demise of capitalism.
The English translation, however, was interpreted literally because it sounded like
a direct nuclear threat. Although Khrushchev later explained that he meant the
historical inevitability of socialism replacing capitalism, this comment heightened
Cold War tensions and bolstered Western worries of Soviet aggression.

Carter’s Visit to Poland (1977)

A hired Russian-speaking translator who was not a native Polish speaker made
several humiliating mistakes during President Jimmy Carter's visit to Poland. It was
mistranslated as "I desire the Polish people carnally" when Carter tried to convey
goodwill by stating that he wanted to understand their desires. Furthermore,
"abandoning" his native country was the translation of the word meaning departing
the United States. Even though the incident was eventually dismissed, it created
diplomatic awkwardness and demonstrated how employing untrained interpreters
in delicate situations may harm a nation's reputation and the atmosphere of
diplomatic relations.

The United Nations and the Six-Language Barrier

English, French, Spanish, Russian, Chinese, and Arabic are the six official
languages of the United Nations. Miscommunications have happened despite
thorough vetting, most notably during the deliberations surrounding the Gulf War
in 1991. Conflicting assessments of Saddam Hussein's intentions regarding Kuwait
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resulted from the loss of important nuances in Iraqi communications in certain
translations from Arabic to English.

Since then, the UN has tightened its verification procedures, but the problem of
accurate and timely translation in high-stakes diplomacy still exists.

Conclusion

In international relations, language may be both a bridge and a barrier, as
diplomatic translation blunders serve as a reminder. Translation between world
leaders requires accuracy, cultural knowledge, and contextual awareness. Poor
translation has been shown throughout history to increase tensions, skew
objectives, and even change the course of world events. International security is at
stake when it comes to hiring highly qualified diplomatic interpreters and
comprehending the political significance of every word.
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