Frequently Asked Questions about Chinese Bilingual Ballots and Transliteration

Q:
Why is it so important to have Chinese names on the ballot?

A:
Chinese transliterated names for candidates are critical for Chinese-speaking voters because 1) a candidate's name is the most important part of a ballot, 2) the Chinese language does not use the Western alphabet, and 3) Chinese-speaking voters learn about candidates from the Chinese media in which candidate names are transliterated into Chinese.   Imagine that you were driving the streets of Beijing using a road map in which only the word "street" or "road" is translated, but all the names remain in Chinese characters only.  This is the equivalent of a "Chinese bilingual ballot" without transliterated candidate names.

Q:
Why do it for Chinese if we don't do it for Spanish?

A:
The Chinese language is unlike Spanish or Vietnamese because it does not use the Western alphabet.  That is why a Spanish-speaking reader would be more able to read an English name than a Chinese-speaking reader.

Q:
What is "transliteration?"

A:
Transliteration is a phonetic rendering, which uses Chinese characters to approximate a foreign name.  Some of the names which are transliterated into Chinese on a daily basis include company or brand names like Coca-Cola, Dunkin' Donuts, or Google, names of political figures, or names of places like Massachusetts or Suffolk County.  The Secretary of State has opposed the inclusion of transliterated candidate names on the Chinese bilingual ballot, but has in fact included transliterated names for Massachusetts, Suffolk County, and Middlesex County on partially bilingual ballots printed in 2006.

Q:
If all these voters are US citizens, why can't they read English?

A:
Basic English literacy is required of most naturalized US citizens.  However, there is an important exception by which applicants who are 50 years or older and who have more than 20 years of legal residence in the US, or 55 years with more than 15 years of legal residence, can take their naturalization exam in their native language.  It is these elderly citizens who are most in need of the bilingual ballot and have difficulty reading candidate names in English.  Other naturalized citizens may have difficulty reading complicated ballot questions in English.

Q:
Are candidate names transliterated for Chinese bilingual ballots elsewhere?

A:
Transliteration of candidate names is done for Chinese bilingual ballots in Alameda County, Orange County, San Francisco County, and Santa Clara County, California.  New York City initially opposed transliteration of candidate names but now has transliterated candidate names in every election for the past thirteen years.

Q:
Can't names be transliterated in different ways, leading to confusion?  

A:
Yes, names can be transliterated differently, although well-known candidates such as Thomas Menino or Hilary Clinton already have established Chinese names in use by the Chinese language media.  For more local or lesser-known candidates, having transliterated names on the ballot actually helps to standardize the transliterations.  

Q:
Is there a way to standardize the process?

A:
The City of Boston successfully adopted the following process in this spring's elections:  1) have names transliterated by a reputable translation company as soon as the candidacies are established, 2) have at least two linguistic liaisons familiar with local community and Chinese language media check the transliterations for accuracy or conflicts with any existing transliterations, 3) send out the transliterated names to all candidates very early in the process, and provide them a one-week window to alter their transliterated name, and 4) release the official Chinese transliterated names for the candidates to all candidates, campaigns, Chinese language media sources, and Chinese community groups.

Q:
What if a candidate's name is transliterated to read "imbecile?"

A:
This was a false construction created for the entertainment of Boston Globe readers.  First of all, transliterations are read for their phonetic sound, not for the meaning of individual characters.  Secondly, there is a common body of Chinese characters utilized for transliteration of names, and these do not include derogatory meanings like "imbecile."

Q:
Didn't the court rule against transliteration of candidate names?

A:
No!  In fact, the US District Court made no ruling or opinion whatsoever on the issue of transliteration.  It only made a ruling that it considered clarification of this issue to be outside of its jurisdiction.  The US District Court, which had overseen the 2005 City of Boston agreement with Department of Justice, declined to clarify whether or not the agreement necessarily includes transliteration of candidate names, as the Department of Justice had requested.  It also declined to certify for the state court that there was any conflict between the original agreement, the transliteration of names, and the law (Chapter 111) passed by the state legislature allowing Boston to print bilingual ballots, as the Secretary of State had hoped for.

Q:
Doesn't that make it illegal to include Chinese names for candidates on the ballot?

A:
No!  This ruling continues to leave it up to the City of Boston to interpret the agreement as it always has done, and for the Secretary of State to interpret the state law as he sees fit.  That is why State-printed ballots for state and federal elections do not include Chinese candidate names, but City-printed ballots do.  It does mean, however, that it is within the Secretary of State's power to forbid the City of Boston to print candidate names in Chinese on the ballot, an act which he has not yet taken.

