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ABSTRACT: This article looks at the issue of double taxation in order to approach translation from 
two angles: a practical analysis, from the perspective of translation agents, of a particularly opaque 
document required by the tax authorities of Portugal (the 21-RFI double taxation form), and a 
reflective examination of the complex translational procedures (in the broader sense) required to 
make the form intelligible to those agents that require it. The first approach considers the legal 
and practical difficulties faced by non-Portuguese translators working for Portuguese clients. The 
second approach helps to expand the traditional linguistic conceptualization of translation as a 
transfer of texts between two languages to include intralingual, inter-epistemic and even human-
machine translation. The final part of the article connects these two approaches, demonstrating 
how complexity theory offers a productive perspective on translation. The article thus 
demonstrates how even seemingly mundane documents such as a tax form can provide valuable 
insights into the complexity of translation and the interactions between human (and non-human) 
translation agents. 
KEYWORDS: Translation Complexity, Double Taxation, 21-RFI, Translation Agents, Translation 
Complex 

1. Introduction 
Taxation is not a common topic of discussion in Translation Studies; to date, it has only 
really been covered as sections of more general works (e.g. Gouadec 2010, reviewed here 
by Aloísio Ferreira). However, I believe that exploring this issue will provide both practical 
and theoretical insights of use to translation scholars within the framework of Translator 
Studies (a subdivision of Translation Studies which makes translation agents the central 
focus of concern).1 

In this article, I will reflect on the interaction of translation agents with their social 
environment, particularly with regard to legal and administrative issues. In the first part, I 
will examine the question of double taxation (i.e. the liability to pay taxes in more than 
one jurisdiction) as it specifically affects translators working for Portuguese clients, 
focusing on the legal and practical difficulties raised by the use of a particular tax form, 
the 21-RFI. This will then become the springboard for a discussion, in the second part, of 
the various translational procedures involved in making this somewhat obscure legal 

 
* marconeves@gmail.com 
1 Translator Studies brings together theoretical reflection and practical preoccupations in a way that bridges 
the famous (and usually exaggerated) gap between practice and theory. Since it was first proposed by 
Robinson (1991), Translator Studies has become a very important strand of research, as recognized by 
Saldanha & O’Brian (2013, p. 150), and Chesterman (2009, p. 20), who defines it as follows: “Translator 
Studies covers research which focuses primarily and explicitly on the agents involved in translation, for 
instance on their activities or attitudes, their interaction with their social and technical environment, or their 
history and influence”. 
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requirement intelligible to service providers that lack specialist knowledge of the 
Portuguese tax system. 

This allows us to move beyond a narrow linguistic conceptualization of translation as 
a binary transfer of texts between languages towards a much broader understanding that 
includes transfers between different registers within the same language as well as 
interactions between human (and non-human) agents. The final section of the article 
connects the first two parts using complexity theory, as proposed by translation theorist 
Kobus Marais (2013, 2014, 2020).2 

Before delving into the matter itself, it is important to acknowledge two potential 
constraints. First, double taxation is not exclusively a translation question,3 though it 
impinges quite clearly on translation agents’ lives. In conducting research within the field 
of Translator Studies, I believe it is important to consider not just translation-specific 
issues, but also any broader issues that may impact the work of translation agents. 

Secondly, this article is based on my own experience as a translator and translation 
project manager. As such, I am writing this article from both a research and practical 
perspective, a common occurrence in Translation Studies as researchers often have first-
hand experience in the field. While it may be challenging to fully separate the researcher 
from the object of study, I will strive to clearly explain my thought process and 
acknowledge this duality in my approach to the issue. 

In this way, I hope to shine a light on a very practical problem affecting many 
translation agents in Portugal, while at the same time, contributing to the ongoing 
discussion about the expansion of the concept of translation4 to encompass a much 
broader range of phenomena than has traditionally been acknowledged. 

2. RFI: a translators’ problem 
In this section, I shall attempt to explain the procedures that can be used to avoid double 
taxation in the case of translators working from abroad for Portuguese companies. These 
procedures impose a significant burden on both translators and translation companies, 
requiring much time and cognitive effort, but are necessary to avoid the loss of income 
that double taxation implies. 

There are of course many legal subtleties and special cases around this issue and the 
following is intended only as a general description from a translator’s perspective. That is 
to say, the article does not constitute formal legal advice and readers are advised to seek 
legal counsel regarding these matters, should they need to apply them. 

 
2 See also Marais and Meylaerts (2018). 
3 For a recent treatment of double taxation in general terms, see Lang (2021) 
4 See, for example, Blumczinski (2017), Robinson (2017), Gentzler (2017), Bassnett and Johnson (2019) and 
Marais (2021). 
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2.1 Double taxation for suppliers of Portuguese companies 
Double taxation is a problem that frequently affects translators, as they often work with 
clients from different countries. One specific example of double taxation is the case of the 
many non-Portuguese individuals or companies working for Portuguese clients, who, in 
addition to paying income tax in their own country, are subject to a 25% withholding tax 
in Portugal. To avoid this double taxation, two conditions must be met:  
 

• Portugal must have signed a convention with the supplier’s country of origin to 
avoid double taxation. These conventions may impose particular rules on persons or 
companies from specific countries. The tax authorities in Portugal publish a list of 
these conventions (Portugal, 2022b). 
• The individual or company providing the service must complete the 21-RFI form 
(Portugal, 2020) in order to activate the conventions, and deliver it, together with 
proof of residency outside Portugal, to their Portuguese clients, who must then file 
it and present it to tax authorities on request. 
 

If either of these conditions is not met, the client must withhold 25% of payments and 
deliver that amount to Portuguese tax authorities.5 

 
5 An alternative is for the translator to deduct the amount paid to Portugal from taxes in their own country, but 
this is an even more tiresome process. 
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Figure 1. 21-RFI form (first page). 

 
In the case of translators, these procedures are particularly relevant, since working 

for foreign clients is a very usual occurrence. Therefore, any non-Portuguese translator 
working for a Portuguese translation company will need to fill out the 21-RFI to avoid the 
withholding tax of 25% that would otherwise be imposed on their income from Portugal. 
This tax, known as a "retenção na fonte" in Portuguese, is a tax on income paid to non-
residents that is withheld by the payer and paid directly to tax authorities. For example, if 
a translator is to receive 1000 euros from a Portuguese client, 250 euros would be withheld 
and paid to Portuguese tax authorities, while the remaining 750 euros would be paid to 
the translator. By completing the 21-RFI form and activating the relevant conventions, 
translators can avoid this withholding tax and ensure that their income is taxed only in 
their country of residence.  

However, the process of completing and submitting the 21-RFI form can be time-
consuming, requiring translators to gather and provide various pieces of documentation 
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and information. It can also be a source of stress and uncertainty, as failure to complete 
the form correctly or on time can result in the withholding tax being applied.  

In short, there are three possible scenarios that may occur when non-resident 
translators work for Portuguese clients: 
 

• The translator lives in a country without a convention to avoid double taxation 
signed with Portugal: in this case, a 25% withholding tax must be applied to all 
payments. 
• The translator lives in a country with a convention signed with Portugal but does 
not provide the 21-RFI form and proof of tax residence to the client: the 25% 
withholding tax must again be applied. 
• The translator lives in a country with a convention signed with Portugal who 
submits the annual 21-RFI form and proof of residency: now, no withholding tax is 
applied. 

2.2 Problems for translation companies 
Translation companies in Portugal face unique challenges when it comes to complying with 
the requirements for the 21-RFI form. Firstly, translation companies tend to be small, but 
often work with large numbers of foreign suppliers due to the nature of the services they 
provide. This can result in a heavy administrative burden for a company with a small 
internal structure. Secondly, many translation companies are run by translators or 
individuals with a background in translation or linguistics, who may have limited training 
in legal, accounting and administrative matters. This can make it difficult for them to 
navigate the requirements of the 21-RFI form effectively. 

Many Portuguese translation companies start by being unaware of the 21-RFI form 
and the associated requirements, leading to fines and tax payments when audited by 
authorities. Others may actively choose not to apply the correct procedures and do not 
withhold the appropriate taxes, putting themselves at risk of penalties.  

This administrative burden, combined with the potential legal jeopardy, makes many 
companies reluctant to work with translators from abroad. Some find themselves choosing 
not the best translator for the job, but the one who lives in Portugal; while others might 
consciously decide to not pursue any business that would imply contracting translators 
living abroad (a very limiting proposition for a translation company).  

When the company complies with the requirement, it becomes subject to a 
significant burden, which includes: 
 

• obtaining the 21-RFI form from all foreign suppliers, regardless of the size of the 
company or organization (any company or individual that invoices for services from 



Neves, M. – Double taxation for translators: the 21-RFI form as a case of translation complexity 
Translation Matters, 4(2), 2022, pp. 63-77, DOI: https://doi.org/10.21747/21844585/tm4_2a5 

 68 

abroad must provide the form, including Alphabet, Meta, Amazon, Microsoft, etc.6, 
as well as individual freelance translators), or withholding 25% of amounts paid to 
those suppliers which do not provide the form; 
• ensuring that all completed forms are filed properly and accurately (mistakes or 
errors in the forms could lead to non-compliance issues for the company);  
• obtaining a Portuguese tax number for each non-resident supplier in order to be 
able to submit an online form (Modelo 30); this process is particularly time-
consuming and requires the completion of a complicated XML file, as described 
below;  
• submitting Modelo 30 in order to accurately account for any payments that are 
withheld or payments made in full due to the presence of 21-RFI; 
• transferring the withheld amounts to the tax authorities on time. 

2.3 Problems for translators 
Translators all over the world have to deal with double taxation rules in a variety of forms. 
Some countries demand the completion and submission of forms (e.g., the US), while 
others require sending to the client a proof of tax residence (e.g., Spain). Portugal, as we 
have seen, requires both. What is more, the financial and legal literacy of translators varies 
considerably — some are aware of double-taxation issues, while others have no 
knowledge whatsoever of the matter, which may impact their reaction to legal demands 
from clients.  

The intricacy of the regulations in force leave many translators dumbfounded. Some 
believe this these rules are “just another ploy on the part of the agency to pay as little as 
possible” (Ritu Bhanot, 2008)7. These doubts, coupled with general ignorance about 
Portuguese tax regulations (in comparison with those in force in the US, for example), lead 
some translators to refuse the obligation to fill in and send by post the 21-RFI form,8 which 
has a direct impact on their income and/or on the relationship with the client. 
Consequently, some translators may avoid working with companies that request the 21-
RFI form in compliance with legal requirements, instead opting to work with companies 
that do not request it.  

The 21-RFI form can itself be difficult to complete correctly, as it is a large document 
written in Portuguese and translated into English in a way that is not always clear. It also 
follows the conventions of Portuguese administration, which may be unfamiliar to non-
Portuguese translators. 

 
6 These companies provide a range of different services to translation companies: Alphabet provides e-mail 
server services; Meta provides marketing services; Amazon provides server virtualization; Microsoft provides 
software licensing services. All these companies should send the 21-RFI form to Portuguese clients. 
7 Except in the case of outright fraud, it is not normally such a ploy, since amounts withheld must be paid to 
the tax authorities. 
8 This is particularly common among EU translators, since they are convinced this matter is settled through 
EU law, as VAT is, which is not the case. 
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Double taxation and the procedures to avoid it can be difficult for translators and 
translation companies alike. This complexity can create uncertainty in the relationships 
between translation agents, causing confusion and mistrust. The lack of information about 
the procedures involved, as well as the difficulties in navigating different systems, 
languages, and tax laws, all contribute to this complexity, which results in different agents 
having different expectations and approaches to tax laws and procedures. This in turn can 
have a negative impact on the translation process itself, as well as on the overall quality 
and efficiency of the work. It is therefore important for translators and translation 
companies to be aware of these challenges and to take steps to navigate them effectively.  

3. 21-RFI: a multi-layered translation problem 
In this section, I will apply a translational perspective to the issue of double taxation faced 
by translators, trying to identify the many moments when translation is needed to 
overcome the problems created by it. By viewing the various movements and transfers 
involved as translations, we can gain a deeper understanding of the linguistic, cultural, and 
pragmatic barriers at play, not only in this particular case, but also in all legal issues faced 
by professionals all over the world, in the translation industry or otherwise. This may help 
us to find ways to overcome these barriers to solve this issue and others. 

Completing and submitting the 21-RFI form may seem, on the surface, like a fairly 
straightforward task that simply requires a translation of the form into a language that is 
understood by the person filling it out. Indeed, the form is already translated into English 
(and there is also a Spanish version). However, the process of completing the form goes 
much beyond a simple question of interlingual translation. 

To fill it out correctly, many factors must be taken into consideration. The interlingual 
translation of the form is just one piece of the puzzle, the last in a whole series of 
translational processes necessary for this aspect of Portuguese tax law to become 
intelligible to a legal layperson operating in another cultural context. These processes 
could be conceived as a series of concentric circles, with the final interlingual translation 
at the center. To fully understand the challenges involved in this process, we must consider 
the outermost circles, encompassing the various linguistic, cultural, and pragmatic barriers 
that impede effective communication. 

3.1 Translation of legal knowledge into business procedures 
For the 21-RFI form to be completed and submitted successfully, and for the linguistic 
translation of it to effectively serve its intended purpose, it is essential that Portuguese 
companies be aware of their legal obligation to request the form from foreign suppliers. 
In some cases, a company may unknowingly fail to request the form from their suppliers, 
potentially resulting in consequences if the company is subject to a tax audit. It is generally 
the responsibility of a company's accountants or lawyers to inform them of this obligation. 
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The communication between accountants or lawyers and companies can be seen as 
an instance of intralingual, or even inter-epistemic9 translation, due to the inherent 
complexity of legal language and the general difficulty that laypeople may have in 
navigating the nuances of the law. This is compounded by the fact that we are dealing with 
different legal systems coming into contact with one another.  

The requirement to complete the 21-RFI form results from a combination of two 
general principles, namely the principle of tax sovereignty, which holds that each state has 
the power to levy taxes in the manner of its choosing, without regard to foreign laws; and 
the conventions to avoid double taxation celebrated under international law. It is also 
influenced by the details of the tax laws of various countries as interpreted by tax 
authorities, courts, accountants, and lawyers who advise companies and individuals. 

In this specific case, the obligation of non-resident translators to pay taxes in 
Portugal without physically being present in the country arises from Article 17 of the 
Portuguese Personal Income Code (Portugal, 2022a). Article 17 outlines the types of 
income that are subject to Portuguese taxation and includes the following clause: 
 

c) Os rendimentos relativos a propriedade intelectual ou industrial ou de prestação 
de informações respeitantes a uma experiência adquirida no sector comercial, 
industrial ou científico, ou decorrente do uso ou concessão do uso de equipamento 
agrícola, comercial ou científico, quando não constituam rendimentos prediais, bem 
como os derivados de assistência técnica, devidos por entidades que nele tenham 
residência, sede, direcção efectiva ou estabelecimento estável a que deva imputar-
se o pagamento, bem como quando nele tenha sido feito o registo ou praticada 
formalidade equivalente ou ainda quando nele seja utilizado o bem ou exercido o 
direito de que derivam (emphasis added); 

 
The word "nele" in the highlighted extract refers to "Portuguese territory," as stated in the 
first part of Article 17. In the translation provided, this is rendered as "therein." The 
translation of this line into English is not particularly challenging: 
 

c) Income related to intellectual or industrial property or to the provision of 
information regarding an experience acquired in the commercial, industrial or 
scientific sector, or arising from the use or concession of the use of agricultural, 
commercial or scientific equipment, when they do not constitute property income, 
as well as those derived from technical assistance, payable by entities having 
therein their residence, registered office, effective management or permanent 
establishment to which the payment should be attributed, as well as when the 
registration or equivalent formality has been done therein or when the good is used 
or the right from which they derive is exercised therein (emphasis added); 

 
9 i.e. translation between specialist legal discourse and the everyday language of the layperson. See Robinson 
(2017, pp. 200-202) for more on this category, in the context of science versus humanities. 
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According to the general interpretation of this norm by tax authorities and accountants, a 
translator's income paid by Portuguese companies is considered to be "derived from 
technical assistance, payable by entities having therein [i.e. in Portugal] their residence, 
registered office, effective management, or permanent establishment." As a result, this 
income is subject to both Portuguese tax and, naturally, the tax laws of the translator's 
country of residence, leading to double taxation.  

The requirement to complete the 21-RFI form, imposed upon translators resident all 
over the world, who may never have been to Portugal, can be difficult to interpret without 
a good understanding of Portuguese tax laws. What is more, the rule depends upon the 
understanding that translators provide ‘technical assistance’, an interpretation that might 
not be consensual in other legal contexts.  

While it is generally expected that all citizens should be familiar with the law, this 
principle ignores the fact that the legal system is highly complex, and that it can take many 
years to fully understand even specific aspects of it. As a result, such regulations often have 
to be explained to the company by an accountant, lawyer, or tax officer through the use 
of intralingual (or inter-epistemic) translation – the translation of legal language into more 
general language. The company must then incorporate this information into their internal 
procedures to ensure that all non-resident translators either complete and submit the 
form or pay the 25% tax. 

3.2 Translation of Portuguese rules into a text to be read by translators 
When a Portuguese company needs to explain these requirements to a translator, a more 
complex translational situation arises. The task usually falls to a local project manager 
(usually someone that does not have legal training and is not a native speaker of English), 
who has to try to explain, in English or in some other language, the intricacies of 
Portuguese law as it interfaces with the translator’s law and international law. This is not 
exactly interlingual translation, as both parties are usually speaking the same language – 
whether English, Portuguese or a third one – but it is also not exactly intralingual 
translation either, since it implies the use of concepts linked to different legal systems 
(possibly as many as three, if English is being used as a lingua franca to communicate with 
a translator from a third country). Some texts or messages between translation agents can 
be reused in new situations and conversations may follow a similar pattern to previous 
conversations about the same issue, but the exact wording will vary from time to time or 
be adapted for each particular situation. (In the last part, we will call this an instance of 
the “translation complex”.) 

Portuguese companies trying to explain the situation to translators encounter many 
different kinds of interlocutor, whose attitude to the problem will depend on many factors: 
their degree of knowledge or tolerance of Portuguese legal procedures (which in turn 
depends on the image that each person has of the country — similar forms from the US 
normally are usually accepted unquestioningly); the trust the translator has in translation 



Neves, M. – Double taxation for translators: the 21-RFI form as a case of translation complexity 
Translation Matters, 4(2), 2022, pp. 63-77, DOI: https://doi.org/10.21747/21844585/tm4_2a5 

 72 

companies in general and in that specific company in particular; their degree of financial 
literacy; and even the specificities of the situation in hand. 

In fact, it is hard to understate the intricacy of this matter and the opportunity for 
error and conflict. The intricacy is such that many translation agents simply avoid the 
procedure completely, even if this means not accepting translation jobs they would be 
perfectly happy to perform. 

3.3 Translation of the form itself 
After considering the outermost circles of translation, we arrive at the more traditional 
form of interlingual translation at the centre: the translation of the 21-RFI form from 
Portuguese into English. This translation is included as part of the form itself and was 
completed under the responsibility of Portuguese tax authorities. It is a good illustration 
of how interlingual translation alone may not be sufficient to achieve the desired outcome, 
namely, to permit the recipient of the income (in our scenario, the translator) to avoid 
double taxation. 

The first challenge of producing such a translation is to ensure that it is understood. 
However, the official English translation of the form contains much unclear and ambiguous 
language. For example, the person subject to double taxation (i.e. the translator, in our 
scenario), is called the “beneficial owner of the income”, which is a translation of 
“beneficiário efetivo dos rendimentos”. The term is common among Portuguese tax law 
specialists and accountants but could be opaque for a person working from outside the 
country. Another example is the nature of the service: two of the options provided are 
“trabalho independente”, translated as “independent personal services”, and “prestações 
de serviços”, translated as “services rendered”. Even for a Portuguese tax-payer, the 
distinction between these options is unclear. Hence, the translator will need to get help 
from their client, who may themselves need to get help from an accountant or lawyer, or 
even the tax office, initiating another round of translation (both textual and oral).  

A second challenge lies in the mechanical requirements for the completion of the 
form. The PDF document supplied by Portuguese tax authorities has five pages, with the 
third page needing to be printed on the reverse side of the first and second pages10 in 
order to create an original and a duplicate. The original is to be sent by post to the client, 
signed by hand and returned, together with a tax residency certificate, while the duplicate 
is to be kept by the translator. The only difference between the first and second pages is a 
note on the footer indicating which entity should file each copy. To properly follow these 
instructions, the translator must read through the (unclear) guidelines given on pages 4 
and 5. The presence of many non-relevant instructions and the use of legal language 
compound the difficulties.  

Furthermore, the correct completion of 21-RFI requires an understanding of the 
cultural specificities of Portuguese forms. For instance, the form includes many more fields 

 
10 The instruction in the form itself reads: “the third page has to be printed out in duplicate on the reverse 
side of the two first pages”. 
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than actually need to be filled in, as it is intended for a variety of situations. The translator 
must only complete certain fields. This is something that Portuguese tax-payers are used 
to, but which may be confusing to non-residents. 

3.4 Translation of information into a computer-legible file 
Translation companies receiving completed 21-RFI forms from their suppliers must also 
submit another form labelled “Modelo 30” (Portugal, 2012), a specific tax declaration 
stating, among other things, whether taxes were withheld or not. At this point, an 
additional level of complexity is added to an already knotty problem: companies are asked 
to provide Portuguese tax numbers for all non-resident suppliers, most of whom have no 
relationship to the Portuguese tax system. In other words: all translators resident outside 
the country must have a Portuguese tax number, and if they don’t (as is most often the 
case, for obvious reasons), the Portuguese company must request one. 

This request is done using an XML form (Fig. 2), which is the template for requesting 
a tax number for an individual (there is a separate template to request a tax number for 
companies). 

 

 
Figure 2. XML form to request a tax number for a non-resident supplier. 
 
This form is quite curious as it not only asks for the supplier’s place of birth, but also 

the precise “concelho” and “freguesia” (specific administrative regions in Portugal, 
corresponding roughly to ‘county’ and ‘parish’). Many of the individuals covered by this 
procedure will not have been born in Portugal and thus cannot use the Portuguese 
administrative codes. In fact, the system will only provide a tax number for such suppliers 
if “0000” is inserted in the “concelho” field and “00” in the “freguesia” one. This is 
something that is normally learnt by trial and error. 
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The data needed to complete this XML file is to be found in e-mails and documents 
sent by the translator. The person responsible for creating the XML file will need to 
translate that data into a format that is readable by the tax authorities’ system. This could 
be seen as an instance of human-machine translation. 

A quirk of the system is the following: if the non-resident supplier already has a 
Portuguese number (as might happen, for example, if another company has already 
requested a tax number for the same non-resident supplier), the response from the 
Portuguese tax administration system will be a message stating that the number already 
exists, but without providing that number. The translation company will need to send a 
new file requesting the existing number. There are cases where the system will then 
declare no such number exists, creating an endless loop that can only be solved using the 
phone. 

4. Translation complex 
As we have seen, many different kinds of translation are required to make the legal and 
procedural framework surrounding the 21-RFI form intelligible to those translation agents 
that need it. This includes the interlingual translation of the form itself into English; an 
intralingual/ inter-epistemic translation from legal to lay language by an accountant or 
other legal professional (usually in the form of an email); a translation of the accountant’s 
explanation by the Portuguese project manager for the benefit of the foreign translators, 
which may be presented orally (via a phone call), or in writing (in the form of a template 
prepared by the translation company for all foreign suppliers, to be adapted as needed). 
Finally, we have an instance of human-machine translation, as the data collected is 
rewritten into a format that is readable by the tax authorities’ computer system. 

These instances of translation are constantly evolving and changing based on the 
interactions between translation agents. Texts are reused, rewritten, retranslated 
continuously to answer dynamic needs and conflicts. This is clearly a case of complexity. 
The study of complexity in translation is a relatively new field within Translation Studies, 
but it has already proven to be highly productive (Marais, 2013, 2014; Marais & Meylaerts, 
2018). 

Holland (2014, pp. 5–6) describes the features of complex systems: 
 

• self-organization into patterns, as occurs with flocks of birds or schools of fish  
• chaotic behaviour, where small changes in initial conditions (‘the flapping of a 
butterfly’s wings in Argentina’) produce large later changes (‘a hurricane in the 
Caribbean’)  
• ‘fat-tailed’ behaviour, where rare events (e.g. mass extinctions and market crashes) 
occur much more often than would be predicted by a normal (bell-curve) distribution  
• adaptive interaction, where interacting agents modify their strategies in diverse 
ways as experience accumulates. 
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All these features are very clearly applicable to translation in general,11 but how is the 
translation of a simple form a complex system?  

First of all, it is part of the general phenomenon of translation and so part of a 
complex of systems (cultural, linguistic, social, etc), all of which are complex in their own 
right. Secondly, we can find self-organization in the way some reactions to the form tend 
to follow the same pattern (for example, the first reaction of disbelief or distrust when an 
accountant explains the matter to the translation company and, then, the first reaction of 
distrust when a translation company asks a translator for the form); instances of chaotic 
behaviour (for example, in the way a specific e-mail can impact the outcome of the whole 
process) and even “fat-tailed” behaviour (since the whole process may lead to tax audits 
or even, in the worst-case scenario, to the breakdown of a company or translator’s 
business).  

However, it is in the last of Holland’s features that we clearly see complexity at work 
in this particular situation, namely “adaptative interaction”. Clients and translators modify 
their expectations and demands, and then retranslate and/or rewrite messages, guides, 
etc. according to those modifications. This is the point where the two approaches of this 
article are connected: the many instances of translation related to 21-RFI are part of the 
general complex behaviour of translation agents faced with the social, cultural and legal 
complexity in the world around them. The form can be described as a nexus of multiple 
interlinked instances of translation in many different modes (oral, written, inter- and intra-
linguistic), with feedback loops, dynamically evolving as an answer to a specific need (in 
this case, dealing with double taxation rules) that is dealt with by different people through 
time. All these translation activities are interlinked with other translation instances 
(regarding different matters) and, together, they are part of what Marais (2020) described 
as the translation complex. 21-RFI could be said to be a particular node in this complex, a 
node to which many translation activities are connected.  

In Marais’s conceptualization, the translation complex is a set of streams: “One could 
conceptualize the streams in various ways, one of them being that the streams represent 
language, literature, culture, society, etc. All of these aspects combine in a translation 
process.” (Marais 2020, p. 52). In the case we are analysing, we should also consider legal 
systems, legal terminology and agents’ expectations and behaviours as streams.  

Marais imagines all streams of the translation complex combining in each translation 
process. However, translations related to 21-RFI are not a single process, but rather a node 
where many translation processes converge. Taking Marais’ conceptualization one step 
further, 21-RFI is perhaps more like a translational whirlpool, made up of different, often 
conflictual, currents, through which translators navigate at their peril.  

There’s a final feature of translation complex, as seen from this larger perspective 
that should be highlighted. A person who needs to communicate inside this maze of legal 
rules and translation agents will normally act and translate by trial and error. Even the 

 
11 See Neves (2019) on the application of complexity thinking to organizational challenges in translation. 
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interaction between humans and machines is done by trial and error, as we have seen 
above. So, translation evolves through a series of trial-and-error processes by translation 
agents dealing with rules, texts and other people. In fact, this article is a way of using my 
own trial-and-error process to turn it into social trial and error — i.e. a way of making 
knowledge acquired through experience, then reflected upon, available to the general 
community of translation practitioners and researchers. We could say this article is, itself, 
part of the translation complex as it swirls around 21-RFI. 

5. Conclusion 
In this article, I started by examining the issue of double taxation for translators working 
for Portuguese clients, using the case of the 21-RFI form as a nexus to reflect on translation 
agents’ lives, demonstrating the challenges that translation professional face in navigating 
complex legal and administrative procedures. 

Then, I looked at 21-RFI form from a translational perspective, searching for 
translation instances beyond the traditional interlingual model. It becomes clear that 
translation is a complex activity that involves more than just the transfer of texts from one 
language to another. This approach is particularly useful within the framework of complex 
thinking, as proposed by many recent works in Translation Studies. In particular, 
translations related to 21-RFI can be seen as part of the translation complex described by 
Marais (2020). 

Finally, the creators of legal forms intended for use by people from diverse cultural 
backgrounds might themselves benefit from a more informed translational perspective. 
Translating a form like 21-RFI, even in the strict interlingual sense, is not a simple matter, 
particularly when it is to be used by people from different backgrounds. Tax authorities 
need to recognize that translation will inevitably introduce change or, at the very least, 
ambiguity into a document of this nature, and should consider using more sophisticated 
techniques (such as explicitation or even translation notes) to clarify the content and thus 
avoid the kind of bewildering situation described in this article. 
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