
Throughout this book, I argue that translation is ubiquitous; in other words, 
that translational phenomena underpin key notions in other areas of the 
humanities, which is why the humanities should care about translation and 
translation studies. In this chapter, I introduce the key concepts and meth-
ods of my approach. Based on a rhizomatic epistemological model founded 
on translational experience, I argue in favor of processual knowledge and 
transferability of qualitative insights across the humanities. Indeed, my key 
methodological point is that quality is how-ness, which yields support to 
reconceptualization as a practical instantiation of the sharing of know-how 
(rather than know-what) between various areas of study and reflection.

Hares, Hedgehogs, and Foxes

In the opening pages of her book Travelling Concepts in the Humanities 
(2002), Mieke Bal offers the following, slightly ironic description of a hypo-
thetical interdisciplinary debate:

Let me sketch the situation I have been dealing with. It will be familiar 
to many. A philosopher, a psychoanalytic critic, a narratologist, an archi-
tectural historian, and an art historian, are talking together in a seminar 
about, say, ‘signs and ideologies’. Eager young scholars, excited, com-
mitted. The word ‘subject’ comes up and keeps recurring. With growing 
bewilderment, the first participant assumes the topic is the rise of indi-
vidualism; the second sees it as the unconscious; the third, the narrator’s 
voice; the fourth, the human confronted with space; and the fifth, the sub-
ject matter of a painting or, more sophisticatedly, the depicted figure. This 
could be just amusing, if only all five did not take their interpretation of 
the ‘subject’, on the sub-reflective level of obviousness, to be the only right 
one. They are, in their own eyes, just ‘applying a method’. Not because 
they are selfish, stupid, or uneducated, but because their disciplinary train-
ing has never given them the opportunity, or a reason, to consider the 
possibility that such a simple word as ‘subject’ might, in fact, be a concept.

(Bal 2002: 5–6)
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Bal’s thesis is that “interdisciplinarity in the humanities, necessary, exciting, 
serious, must seek its heuristic and methodological basis in concepts rather 
than methods” (2002: 5, emphasis in original), and a part of the remedy 
suggested in her book, as indicated in its title, is to consider certain concepts 
as nomadic and trace how they travel from one area to the other.

In the spirit of Bal’s project, translation could certainly be thought of as a 
nomadic and traveling concept whose own boundaries, as a result, have been 
expanding dynamically in the last several decades. This is a view expressed 
broadly in the field, most notably perhaps by Maria Tymoczko (2007), who 
discusses the concept of translation as enlarging or, from a more activist 
perspective, in need of enlargement. In this book, I have adopted a dif-
ferent, though not necessarily opposite premise: that translation is already 
quite a large concept, indeed, large enough to be considered ubiquitous. 
Consequently, I suggest that it is not so much the concept of translation 
that travels through various disciplines of the humanities. It is rather us, 
both as translators and translation researchers, who travel through these 
disciplines—only to discover that certain kinds of translational thought and 
practice are somehow already present in the territories we visit.

This situation reminds me of the folk tale about the hare and hedgehog, 
recorded as number 187 in the famous collection of Jacob and Wilhelm 
Grimm (1884: 313–316). In a general outline, it goes like this. A hedgehog 
and a hare meet while taking a walk. The arrogant hare starts ridiculing the 
hedgehog’s short and crooked legs. The hedgehog takes offense and pro-
poses a wager that he will outstrip the hare in a race. The hare gladly accepts 
the wager and soon afterwards the contestants meet in a field, in two paral-
lel furrows. The race starts, and even though the hare makes it to the far end 
of the field in no time, he is greeted there by the hedgehog’s triumphant cry: 
“I’m here already”. Incredulous, confused, and angry, the hare demands 
that the race be repeated, but the result cannot be any different because 
either the hedgehog or his look-alike wife is already there at each end of the 
furrow. Unable to admit defeat, the hare keeps racing the hedgehog(s) and 
finally drops dead in the middle of the seventy-fourth lap to the utter delight 
of the hedgehog couple, who take their winnings and happily walk home. 
The original moral of the story, stated at the end, is the following: first, 
beware of arrogance and never underestimate your contestant, and second, 
make sure to marry a person of a similar standing (presumably, in terms of 
the social status). But there are also much larger lessons to be learned, not 
made explicit by the Grimm brothers in their account, which I suggest to 
consider here.

Setting aside, at least for the moment, the ethical dimension and the ques-
tionable conduct of both contestants (the hare’s attitude of condescension 
and the hedgehog’s resort to deception), the story raises a range of broader 
epistemological and methodological issues. Indeed, all three classical Aristo-
telian “laws of thought” are at stake here—and it is the dramatic effort to 
adhere to them that eventually kills the hare. Confused by the law of stable 
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identity (“Whatever is, is” [Danaher 2004]), the hare assumes that the two 
hedgehogs must in fact be the same individual; the laws of the excluded 
middle (“Nothing can both be and not be” [Danaher 2004]) and non- 
contradiction (“Everything must either be or not be” [Danaher 2004]) pre-
vent him from recognizing that the hedgehog may be simultaneously present 
at the opposite ends of the furrow, and in this sense ubiquitous. Rather than 
pause and re-examine his assumptions in light of his bewildering experience, 
the hare persists in applying his method, hoping that doing more of the same, 
running up and down the familiar rut, will finally pay off. Perhaps if he had 
tried interrogating the two hedgehogs—carefully, critically, and creatively—
he would have been able to notice similarities and differences between them. 
But that would have required, in addition to the aforementioned adverbial 
triad, an initial openness to ambiguity, paradox, and tension, as well as an 
ability to resist the impulse to reconcile apparently conflicting data: in short, 
a completely different epistemological paradigm. That is, however, an atti-
tude that the hare, to his own doom, was not prepared to take.

Coming back to the question of interdisciplinary debate, I wish to suggest 
that a meaningful dialogue leading to true breakthroughs in understanding 
is served not so much by ever more vigorous movement along the estab-
lished paths of communication (any more than the quality of the online 
content is improved by higher broadband rates), but rather, by a willingness 
first to reflect and then to act—carefully, critically, and creatively—on the 
experienced similarity and difference, on a conceptual proximity despite a 
physical, terminological, or disciplinary distance, however paradoxical such 
experiences could be.

So let me now sketch a rather different picture of an interdisciplinary 
debate. I think it will also be familiar to many. A philosopher, a theologian, 
a linguist, an anthropologist, and potentially a few more scholars coming 
from other disciplines are talking together in a seminar about, say, inter-
pretation, meaning, faith, conceptualization, construal, or trust (in a way, 
the precise topic of the seminar is of lesser importance). The word transla-
tion rarely comes up. But something, somehow rings true in the statements 
originally made in some fields to those who work in others. Things trans-
lational are mentioned all the time; the observations made in specific areas 
are similar in their how. It becomes increasingly clear how artificial some 
disciplinary boundaries have become; how much they stem from political, 
ideological, administrative, and financial tensions and divisions; how much 
certain epistemological positions are shared (though not always explicitly 
agreed on). But there is something more than an intellectual consent. One 
can observe visceral reactions around the room: discussants are nodding, 
shaking their heads, stirring on their chairs, keen to chip in, eyes glowing 
with excitement. Interestingly, they do not have to agree about every point, 
but there is a certain how-ness, a combination of commitment, under-
standing, and experience, that is broadly shared. Participants do not feel 
threatened by others using a different set of terms. Challenge is welcome, 
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disagreement is common, discussion is vital. Everyone is testing and trying 
to understand the positions of others while also re-examining his or her 
own. Ideas, experiences, cultural paradigms, concepts, and individuals are 
being translated back and forth.

Despite a somewhat different view of the interdisciplinary debate, my 
present aim is broadly similar to Bal’s, namely “to offer ideas to those trying 
to find their way in the labyrinthine land of a humanities without boundar-
ies” (2002: 8). She claims that “[s]uch a land can only unify through travel, 
through learning foreign languages, through encounter with others” (2002: 
8). In short, through translation—though she never states it explicitly. And 
yet I hear translation strongly resonating in Bal’s comments. Because to 
me, translation definitely involves travel, learning foreign languages, and 
encounter with others—but also thinking, feeling, believing, and acting. 
That is why in my search for translational insights I have decided to turn 
to philosophy (with special emphasis on hermeneutics), theology (especially 
process thought), (cognitive) linguistics, and interpretive (mainly Geertzian) 
anthropology. I do not think I have necessarily inserted translation into the 
observations coming from these areas as much as found it there in a trans-
lational encounter. Like the hedgehog, they are “already there”. Of course, 
it is not necessarily “the same” hedgehog, but that should not really bother 
us. A translational methodology such as the one I am proposing here is not 
preoccupied with sameness; rather, it finds the concepts of similarity, affin-
ity, and proximity much more useful and convincing.

What I have sought to explore, theorize, and put to the test in this book 
is the central role of translation as a key epistemological concept as well as a 
hermeneutic, ethical, linguistic, and interpersonal practice. My thesis is three-
fold: (1) that translation provides a basis for genuine, exciting, serious, inno-
vative, and meaningful exchange between various areas of the humanities 
through both a concept (the what) and a method (the how); (2) that in doing 
so, it questions and challenges many of the traditional boundaries and offers 
a transdisciplinary epistemological paradigm, leading to a new understanding 
of quality, and thus also meaning, truth, and knowledge; and (3) that trans-
lational phenomena are discussed using various, often seemingly unrelated 
terms which nevertheless display a considerable degree of conceptual, quali-
tative proximity. Each one of these theses will be explained and supported in 
the following pages, but at this stage, I simply want to stress that the com-
mon thread running through all three of these convictions and binding them 
together is the recognition that translational phenomena are ubiquitous. But 
we need to bear in mind it is a ubiquity of a “hedgehogian” kind, founded on 
similarity rather than identity—and similarity is always perceived, relative, 
and contextual (rather than given, absolute, and inherent).

Of course, it could also be argued that I bring this translational framework 
with me, like a pair of spectacles. This is a problem of the so-called confirma-
tion bias: To a person with a hammer, everything looks like a nail. But here 
again, a translational methodology offers me reassurance. The folk tale about 



Ubiquitous Translation 5

a race between unequal contestants—which is also a tale about the meaning 
of ubiquity—is itself fairly ubiquitous, found in many unrelated times and 
places and in many different versions, or indeed translations (see Alishman 
2013). In some of them, the weaker party’s success is ensured through ubiq-
uity of a different kind, relative to and inseparable from the position of the 
faster racer. For example, in a Swiss variant of the folktale (Sutermeister 1873: 
188), the snail secretly crawls into the fox’s bushy tail and is carried by him 
to the finish line. In an African-American version (Parsons 1917: 209), it is 
the fox who jumps on the lion’s back and thus is able to keep pace with him. 
If we consider these translations collectively, not only do the roles remain 
flexible and unassigned to particular animals (the fox, depending on the ver-
sion, is found in either role), but the end result is closer to a tie and much less 
dramatic than in the Grimms’ version (nobody dies of exhaustion), and the 
point is educational rather than retaliatory. The classical laws of thought are 
challenged once again: Not every contest must have a winner. Ubiquity may 
mean different things and come in different guises, none of them truer than 
the others. This is yet another reminder that translation, by its very nature, 
creates a surplus of meaning or a series of meanings, which, even if mutually 
conflicted, collectively contribute to a richer and therefore truer sense. We do 
not have to settle the binary question of whether translation is indeed found 
everywhere or rather brought there on the back of the researcher.

But there is more to the epistemological potential of hedgehogs and 
foxes. Let us consider the division suggested by the philosopher Isaiah Ber-
lin (1953), who, referring to the words of the Greek poet Archilochus, “the 
fox knows many things, the hedgehog one great thing”, argues as follows:

[T]hese words can be made to yield a sense in which they mark on of 
the deepest differences which divide writers and thinkers, and, it may be, 
human beings in general. For there exists a great chasm between those, 
on one side, who relate everything to a single central vision, one system 
less or more coherent or articulate, in terms of which they understand, 
think and feel—a single, universal, organizing principle in terms of which 
alone all that they are and say has significance—and, on the other side, 
those who pursue many ends, often unrelated and often contradictory, 
connected, if at all, only in some de facto way, for some psychological or 
physiological cause, related by no moral or aesthetic principle; these last 
lead lives, perform acts, and entertain ideas that are centrifugal rather 
than centripetal, their thought is scattered or diffused, moving on many 
levels, seizing upon the essence of a vast variety of experiences and objects 
for what they are in themselves, without, consciously or unconsciously, 
seeking to fit them into, or exclude them from, any one unchanging, 
all-embracing, sometimes self-contradictory and incomplete, at times 
fanatical, unitary inner vision. The first kind of intellectual and artistic 
personality belongs to the hedgehogs, the second to the foxes.

(Berlin 1953: 1–2)



6 Ubiquitous Translation

The concept and practice of translation, as I propose to understand it, defies 
this binary distinction. A translational methodology, contrary to the law 
of non-contradiction, is found in the ways of both the hedgehogs and the 
foxes. Much as I keep coming back to translation as a concept and phe-
nomenon in terms of which many others—including those used in other 
disciplines—may be understood and appreciated, I also view it as pursuing 
many aims, often unrelated and contradictory, as well as following various 
moral and aesthetic principles. Translation is “hedgehogian” as much as it 
is “foxian”, centrifugal as well as centripetal. In a similar sense, as “transla-
tion changes everything” (Venuti 2013), it is also ubiquitous in both spatial 
and temporal terms: everywhere and “already there”.

Such a translational methodology involves a number of elements that 
need to be properly introduced and supported. In accordance with my com-
mitment to how-ness (which I will explain in due course), I will be drawing 
on a broad range of theoretical approaches that are not always in agree-
ment with one another but which collectively provide a set of ideas that 
I found both stimulating and convincing. These approaches include ele-
ments of classical and fuzzy logic, process thought, hermeneutics, cognitive 
linguistics, and symbolic anthropology—essentially the same areas to which 
I subsequently turn in Chapters 2 to 5, looking for translational insights. 
Some ideas are invoked for support, others for a polemical response. I do 
not imply that they form a coherent and stable system, but rather, that they 
contribute to a rather complex intellectual environment in which my project 
situates itself. Whether translation is a nomadic concept or I am a nomadic 
thinker—most probably, both—we are dealing here with a journey, and 
I find it important to explain where I am coming from and heading towards.

Primitive Concepts

A useful methodological starting point is provided by the logician Alfred 
Tarski in his Introduction to Logic and to the Methodology of the Deduc-
tive Sciences:

When we set out to construct a given discipline, we distinguish, first of 
all, a certain small group of expressions of this discipline that seem to 
us to be immediately understandable; the expressions in this group we 
call primitive terms or undefined terms, and we employ them without 
explaining their meanings.

(Tarski 1994: 110, emphasis in original)

Since my aim and ambition is to construct both translation and transla-
tion studies in an innovative way, I am inclined to start by isolating a set 
of primitive elements that will provide a framework for the following dis-
cussion and analysis. Recognizing that translation can be viewed as (re-)
contextualization, though understood more broadly than is often the case in 
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translation studies (e.g. House 2006; see the discussion later in this chapter), 
I suggest to look for these primitives in the context itself and operationalize 
it into concepts such as what, why, when, where, who, and how. Tak-
ing a cue from the philosopher Alfred North Whitehead that in theorizing,  
“[w]e must be systematic; but we should keep our systems open” (1968: 6), 
I am postulating an essentially open system: The central conceptual set may 
be supplemented by other elements (for example, what if or what for), as 
required by the demands of a particular context. Several important points 
must be made here.

One of the key advantages of building a methodology around this set 
of primitive concepts is that they are all questions: potential research ques-
tions. Whenever I mention the how, who, why or what, why, etc., I intend 
for these concepts to resonate with a broad range of vibrations: sometimes 
interrogative and investigative; at other times, inventive and innovative; 
always, I hope, inviting and inspiring. This reflects my broader epistemolog-
ical commitment anchored in Hans-Georg Gadamer’s insistence that “the 
logic of the human sciences is a logic of the question” (2004: 363). I want to 
encourage the attitude of speculating, formulating hypotheses, and asking 
questions—something that could have saved the hare’s sanity and, even-
tually, his life—and refrain from offering preconceived, too quick, defini-
tive answers. In Gadamer’s words, “To ask a question means to bring into 
the open. The openness of what is in question consists in the fact that the 
answer is not settled” (2004: 357). This is helped by the fact that concepts 
such as what, why, when, where, who, and how are indeed open ques-
tions, calling for a range of sufficiently problematized responses rather than 
a binary yes or no, which should be our first major methodological clue.

An important issue concerns the difference between concepts and terms—
and, as Yves Gambier and Luc van Doorslaer put it, the “the tricky rela-
tionship between the quality of concepts and the standardization of terms” 
(2009b: 2). The relationship is indeed tricky because it is very complex. It 
proceeds from a number of epistemological assumptions about language, 
meaning, knowledge, and truth—and also has a number of significant impli-
cations. That is why we must devote some attention to considering these 
foundations.

To start with, terms are units of language—a particular language—rather 
than thought. They are specific words or phrases that are expected to be 
clear, unambiguous, and stable in meaning. To achieve that, terms must be 
defined, which typically means specifying the scope of their what and mak-
ing it the most salient element. Strict terminological logic requires that terms 
should be unique and exclusive. Therefore, one-to-one correspondence 
between a term and its designation is sought: One signatum is paired with 
one signum. As a result, terminologies create an appearance of order, coher-
ence, and finality. They evoke images of systems and structures that are 
neat and complete, logical, and coherent, in which all elements fit together 
and no areas are left unaccounted for. More importantly, they also imply a 
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model of knowledge construed in accordance with this image and founded 
on a reductionist principle. That is why terminological thinking is hostile 
to paradoxes, overlaps (except in the case of hierarchical taxonomies), and 
fuzzy borders—generally speaking, to indeterminacy. A terminological, 
what-centered approach relies strongly on the classical laws of thought: 
The term must mean the same thing every time it is used; nothing should be 
left un-termed and undefined; you shouldn’t not have different terms refer-
ring to the same concept.

This, in rough outline, is the impulse behind compiling terminological 
handbooks such as Delisle, Lee-Jahnke, and Cormier (1999), whose aim is 
first to define concepts “as rigorously as possible” and then “establish the 
limits between the different terminological units” in order to “achieve clar-
ity and consistency” based on the explicitly held conviction that “quality 
teaching is impossible with fuzzy concepts, especially at university level” 
(Delisle, Lee-Jahnke and Cormier 1999: 109). This terminological pursuit 
has a strong disciplinary drive. It is meant to reflect the increasing autonomy 
of translation studies from other subject areas based on the assumption that 
“there is a strong link between the terminology of a subject field and its 
stage of development” (Delisle, Lee-Jahnke and Cormier 1999: 110).

I do not share these assumptions (in fact, I advocate a radically differ-
ent approach to the fuzziness of concepts and to the disciplinary status of 
translation studies) because I find them problematic for a broad range of 
reasons of linguistic, translational, epistemological, and ethical natures. 
A terminological impulse seeks to reduce and restrain the natural complex-
ity of language. Words are normally polysemous, which means that they 
refer to different concepts. For example, the word right in English, when 
used as an adjective, may refer to the concept of a position defined laterally 
(as opposed to “left”), which can be metaphorically extended to designate 
a certain set of political beliefs (as in “right-wing politics”), but also to the 
concept of factual correctness (as in “I didn’t correct her because she was 
right”), ethical or moral stance (“I didn’t oppose her because she was right”), 
appropriateness in terms of taste (“She is still looking for Mr. Right”), or a 
blend of some of these meanings into a sarcastic sense (“Oh, she is always 
right . . .”), etc. In each of these context-dependent uses, the concept evoked 
by the word right is different, sometimes radically so. It is vital not only 
what word we use, but how we use it. An attempt to reduce the meaning of 
a word to a particular sense means converting it into a technical term. But 
such a terminological approach has problematic ethical consequences, as 
Gadamer points out:

For what is a technical term? A word whose meaning is univocally 
defined, inasmuch as it signifies a defined concept. A technical term is 
always somewhat artificial insofar as either the word itself is artificially 
formed or—as is more frequent—a word already in use has the variety 
and breadth of its meanings excised and is assigned only one particular 
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conceptual meaning. In contrast to the living meaning of the words in 
spoken language—to which, as Wilhelm von Humboldt rightly showed, 
a certain range of variation is essential—a technical term is a word that 
has become ossified. Using a word as a technical term is an act of vio-
lence against language.

(Gadamer 2004: 415)

Using a word as a technical term—or, to put it differently, confusing terms 
and concepts—is a violent reduction (not just in a descriptive but also an 
evaluative sense of this word): It falsifies the actual experience by suggesting 
a lower level of complexity. It also creates an illusion of objectivity (another 
epistemological commitment of the what-centered approach) by dissociat-
ing the what of the term from other contextual considerations.

A terminological paradigm claims to be committed to values such as 
rigor, precision, consistency, clarity, and the like, which regularly appear in 
its discourse. But it chooses to ignore or at least minimize the inconvenient 
fact that terminologies are surface manifestations of underlying theories, 
and attachment to them usually signals theoretical and epistemological sym-
pathies. However strictly we may want to define and delimit the meaning 
of terms, they always rely on specific conceptualizations, which makes the 
problem of mapping terms across languages an act of translation, with all 
challenges that it brings with it. The terminological approach, in my view, 
is unable to respond to translational challenges because it operates on the 
problematic notion of sameness. Consider this criticism against the “termi-
nological chaos” of translation studies: “[W]e are constantly referring to the 
same things with different terms, or mixing up terms from different systems 
in the same discussion” (Mayoral 2001: 66 in Marco 2009: 66).

I do not know how to gauge whether things or discussions are “the same”, 
but I know that translation, even at the simplest terminological level, does not 
follow the logic of sameness. Tłumacz in Polish is not “the same” as translator 
in English for a number of reasons. The Polish word not only embraces both 
written and spoken modes, but also relies on a very different conceptualiza-
tion, one based not on transfer (as is the case with translation or Übersetzung) 
but on explanation, which highlights a number of relevant points. Unlike 
transfer, which may be automatic (you do not need to understand what it is 
you are carrying over) and decontextualized, an explanation is always situ-
ated contextually and interpersonally. A successful explanation depends not 
only on what is explained, but also on by and to whom, as well, more than 
anything, on how it is done. what is vitally affected by other contextual fac-
tors. This is one of the basic facts of language. As cognitive semanticists tell 
us, words are inherently flexible in meaning:

On the face of it, and intuitively, word meanings appear to be relatively 
stable. After all, for language to be effective in facilitating communica-
tion, words must have associated with them relatively stable semantic 
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units, established by convention, and hence widely known throughout 
a given linguistic community. However, words are protean in nature. 
That is [. . .] they can shift meanings in different contexts of use.

(Evans 2009: xi)

A failure to admit the protean nature of words is bound to lead to frustra-
tion. I cannot help but notice that whenever the champions of the termi-
nological approach, classical logicians, point out that natural language is 
very poorly suited to fulfilling the criteria of semantic clarity, stability, and 
unambiguousness—as is expected of terms and terminologies—they do so 
with a note of disappointment. “Ordinary language is [. . .] a very weak 
instrument for getting at the truth about something [. . .] because of [its] 
imprecise nature” (Kilmister 1967: 5); “if we are to have any precision at 
all, we have to make our language unambiguous” (Hamilton 1978: 1). For 
the purpose of describing formal systems, logicians need precision and rep-
licability of meaning—and that can only be achieved by enforcing seman-
tic limitations that lead to fixity: A term must mean the same thing and 
designate the same what (notice, once again, the emphasis on sameness), 
regardless of where, when, how, and by whom it is used. A terminologi-
cal approach encourages what-centeredness, decontextualization, and con-
sequently, reductionism.

In contrast to terms, concepts are fundamentally components or units of 
thoughts (Bowker 2009: 286; Lakoff 2002: 4). As such, they are consider-
ably more problematic but also, proportionally, much more useful as build-
ing blocks for the kind of theory I have in mind because meaning resides in 
conceptualization (or cognitive processing) (Langacker 1991: 1; 2008: 31).  
Indeed, concept is quite an indispensable concept, which is demonstrated 
by how difficult it is to speak about it in a non-circular way, without resort-
ing to synonyms such as notion or idea. However, if we accept the position 
(expressed, for example, by Friedrich Schleiermacher, Martin Heidegger, 
and Hans-Georg Gadamer, see Chapter 2) that a circle is not only an inevi-
table but also a useful mechanism of hermeneutical ventures, then we can 
define—or, shall we say, translate—concept as “a person’s idea of what 
something in the world is like” (Dirven and Verspoor 2004: 13). Let us 
note that this definition is very general and imprecise and therefore non-
reductionist. Instead, it refers us to other concepts, such as idea, person, 
world, or being like, all of them undefined and assumed to be intuitively 
clear, from which we construct meaning. But even more importantly, it also 
stresses the personal and necessarily subjective dimension of meaning for-
mation: who, how, where, and when matter just as much as what. There 
is little expectation, let alone guarantee, that the meaning each person con-
structs will be “the same”. The only way to make sure that our concepts or 
ideas are sufficiently close or convergent is to talk and listen to one another. 
This book is an attempt to do just that: first to listen to others and then talk 
to them, in order to stimulate a meaningful conceptual exchange.
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Concepts, like terms, also enter into configurations and form systems. But 
unlike terminologies, conceptual systems allow for contradictions, conflicts, 
and paradoxes. They bring with them fluidity, flexibility, and partiality—
and a different model of knowledge. The stakes are really high: Underpin-
ning the insistence on terminological precision and clarity is the assumption 
that this is how “getting at the truth” (Kilmister 1967: 5) is achieved. But 
the opposite is more likely the case. A focus on clearly defined terms and 
unambiguous terminologies and embracing their underlying epistemology 
encourages us to ignore the complexity of the phenomena in question.

Now, I need to stress that what, why, when, where, who, and how 
are used here as concepts rather than terms. Even though we are bound to 
use some English words to refer to these concepts (how else could we ever 
discuss them?), we have to remember that they do not map in a straightfor-
ward way onto grammatical classes. As you will have noticed so far, I am 
following a convention broadly established in cognitive linguistics in which 
small capitals designate concepts rather than actual lexical forms, which 
in the same theoretical tradition are often referred to as “(phonological) 
vehicles” (Evans 2009: 63). This metalingual function, the ability of lan-
guage to refer to itself, allows us to highlight the conceptual content without 
focusing on the vehicle that carries it, which is very convenient. But this 
notational convention utilizing the metalingual function also carries with it 
a certain danger we have to be aware of. It encourages an illusory separa-
tion of meaning and form, message and medium, pretending to isolate and 
capture a “pure idea” independent of the “vehicle” it is communicated by. 
Of course, the underlying conceptual metaphor in which words are vehicles 
carrying meaning only perpetuates this illusion. It takes our attention away 
from the fact that what and how are English words and elevates them to the 
status of universal, panlingual concepts.

A conceptual approach also has an important ethical dimension, 
highlighted in the recent ethnolinguistic appeals to combat conceptual 
ethnocentrism, especially Anglocentrism (e.g., Underhill 2009; 2012; 
Wierzbicka 2006; 2010). It is a common sin among monolingual authors 
writing in English to mistake terms for concepts and the linguistic and 
cultural convention for a universal norm. In their critical response to this 
tendency, the ethnolinguists Cliff Goddard and Anna Wierzbicka aptly 
point out that

[o]ften, philosophical and political debates proceed on the assumption 
that concepts like those designated by English terms such as freedom, 
equality, justice, and truth are natural and absolute [. . .] But in fact the 
concept of freedom is not independent of particular languages, but has 
been shaped by the culture and history of the English-speaking speech 
community, and differs significantly from comparable notions such 
Latin libertas and Russian svoboda.

(Goddard and Wierzbicka 1995: 49, italics in original)
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This is true not only of words signifying particular lexical concepts (the 
what), but even those referring to abstract relations (the how). For exam-
ple, the deceptively simple English word and—which formal logicians are 
very fond of in their discussions of connectives and syllogisms—is notori-
ously polysemous and may be used to signal a range of relations (such as 
conjunction, opposition, complementation, concession, etc.) which in other 
languages are often expressed by separate lexical or grammatical units. The 
reverse is also true: “The word ‘but’ (in propositional logic) has the same 
logical meaning as ‘and’ even though in ordinary English it carries a slightly 
different connotation” (Kurtz 1992: 2). If we were to propose and and 
but as concepts, we would have to give up a claim to their universality and 
admit instead that they belong to the conceptual fabric of English.

Readers familiar with recent advances in ethnolinguistics and lexical 
semantics may find that the set of primitive concepts I am suggesting here as 
my theoretical framework reminds them of Wierzbicka’s theory called Natural 
Semantic Metalanguage (NSM) and the set of semantic primitives postulated 
therein (e.g. Wierzbicka 2003; 2006; 2010). While I gratefully acknowledge 
a significant inspiration by Wierzbicka’s work in conceptual semantics and 
cross-cultural pragmatics, I also see a number of serious problems with her 
method and the underpinning theory, which I recently approached critically, 
drawing on insights from translation studies (Blumczynski 2013). My method 
differs radically from NSM in several important aspects.

First, NSM postulates a finite set of semantic primitives (even though it 
has been expanding over the years). In contrast, the set of primitive con-
cepts suggested here is open and flexible: In addition to the main group 
encompassing what, why, when, where, who, and how, it may also, 
depending on contextual considerations, include other elements, e.g., if, 
that, as well as their combinations, e.g., what if? Secondly, NSM employs 
semantic primitives in explications that are meant to be reductive, i.e. that 
aspire to exhausting the entire semantic content of a word or expression. 
My theoretical position is radically different: Since words are protean in 
nature, their semantic contribution will depend on the context, which can 
never be fully predicted or explicated, which invalidates any attempts of 
decontextualized semantic explications. Thirdly, NSM claims that the set of 
semantic primitives is language-independent, that is, translatable into any 
language without loss or gain; the various language versions of semantic 
primitives are claimed to be isomorphic. I certainly do not share this axiom 
of fully reversible equivalence and stress that my set of primitive concepts is 
inevitably bound to the English language. In fact, I demonstrate that even 
such apparently simple concepts as who or how are problematic in transla-
tion and their understanding is largely connected to the language in which 
they are expressed. Fourthly, NSM, despite its claims to derive its semantic 
primitives from natural language, nevertheless uses them in a technical way 
(namely, as terms) by stripping them of their natural polysemy. I am stress-
ing that they are concepts, prone to interpersonal and contextual variation 
in interpretation and use.
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In short, a message cannot be communicated without a medium. No 
 language—not even a metalanguage, especially one that is claimed to be 
“natural”—is a neutral, transparent, and sterile tool. The what and how of 
this book cannot be separated from the fact that it is written in English. Both 
are also inevitably affected, stylistically as well as conceptually, by the fact 
that the author is a native speaker of a different language. In my approach, 
I rely on a conceptual framework operating in English, but also at times 
engage with it critically from a different conceptual perspective provided by 
other languages, especially when it comes to explaining the issues of how.

Summing up, I am more interested in translating concepts than in defining 
terms. This may sound like a terminological distinction, but it is a conceptual 
one. What I am really opposing is the reductionism often involved in defin-
ing, and what I am advocating is the problematization that translation often 
brings with it. At the center is not my attachment to the terms definition and 
translation as such, but to what and how they mean: Defining in a non-
reductionist way would really bring it very close to productive translation; a 
reductionist method of translating would make is close to unhelpful defining.

Here is an example of a broad conceptual agreement despite a termino-
logical discrepancy. Tarski’s “primitive terms” are paralleled by Whitehead’s 
“ultimate notions”, which “occur naturally in daily life” but remain unde-
finable because “they are incapable of analysis in terms of factors more far-
reaching than themselves” (Whitehead 1938: 1). In spite of the terminological 
difference—terms vs. notions—both thinkers share the assumption that the 
primitive, fundamental components cannot or should not be defined. There 
is, of course, a pragmatic component to such an assumption. Any attempts 
to define and analyze primitive notions would inevitably result in producing 
explanations more complicated than the things being explained, which would 
undercut the entire enterprise and lead to infinite regress. More importantly, 
however, assigning to what, who, how, etc. the status of undefined, primi-
tive concepts is a methodological decision or—to start using this conceptual 
framework—a question of a certain how. Defining, in both Tarski’s and White-
head’s view, is a reductionist exercise, and both are in agreement that it would 
be counterproductive for new disciplines to start from a list of limitations. But 
the plea to refrain from reductive definitions, a key element of the method I am 
advocating here, can also be made on translational grounds. If defining is a 
form of “interlingual translation” (Jakobson 1959: 233), then agreeing on a 
precise and stable definition of these crucial notions would be just as futile and 
misguided as insisting on a single, fixed, and ultimate translation of any text. 
But, at the same time, these primitive concepts are calling for a translation—for 
a fuller explanation and contextualization—so let me now turn to it.

A Cognitive Linguistics Framework

My thesis is that translation offers the concept and method by being centered 
on the issues of how. But this is a thesis which itself requires translation in the 
context of this project. I will do this by situating the context-building primitive 
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concepts in the framework of cognitive linguistics. I realize that given their 
complexity as well as the wealth of possible insights, this could be a task wor-
thy of a hefty monograph in its own right. I wish to indicate that my trans-
lation is purpose-driven: The purpose is to signal this complexity and fairly 
quickly proceed to considering its implications rather than account for them 
in an exhaustive way. Therefore, I will have to assume a basic familiarity with 
major tenets of cognitive linguistics and its conceptual and terminological 
framework. Though my intention is to keep the discussion accessible, readers 
less familiar with the field but interested in finding out more would be advised 
to consult comprehensive introductions to the field (e.g., Dirven and Verspoor 
2004; Evans and Green 2006; Geeraerts 2006; Geeraerts and Cuyckens 2007; 
Lakoff 1987; Lakoff and Johnson 1980/2003; Langacker 2008; 2013).

A legitimate question, of course, is why cognitive linguistics rather than 
alternative approaches? Unsurprisingly, I am attracted to this theory of lan-
guage because it appears to me as profoundly translational. It translates 
the unfamiliar into the familiar, the abstract mental experience into a more 
concrete mental imagery that can be related to our sensory perception. It 
offers a rich and complex view of translation as a cognitive process in which 
the so-called “linguistic aspects” are inseparable from other aspects relat-
ing to cognition. Moreover, as Elżbieta Tabakowska (1993) elegantly dem-
onstrated, a cognitive linguistic methodology, because of its philosophical 
commitments, is capable of integrating historically separate perspectives of 
linguistics and literary studies. Tabakowska points to the ideological paral-
lels between cognitive linguistics and literary post-structuralism (including 
intertextuality and deconstruction) in that their basic trends represent an 
“anti-Aristotelian revolution” and follows a basically processual approach 
which “considers the text more as a process than as a ready product: a 
gradually emerging entity” (1993: 15). Product is largely a question of the 
what; process typically focuses on the how. “While CL [cognitive linguis-
tics] rejects the existence of a clear demarcation line between semantics and 
pragmatics, deconstruction obliterates sharp distinctions between text and 
context” (1993: 15). Moreover, cognitive linguistics is particularly well-
suited to analyze certain aspects of translational phenomena because of its 
insistence that processes of concept formation are situated contextually. 
Ronald Langacker puts it as follows: “In speaking, we conceptualize not 
only what we are talking about but also the context in all its dimensions, 
including our assessment of the knowledge and intentions of our interlocu-
tor” (2008: 29). Here are a few suggestions of how the respective contextual 
concepts can be situated in the framework of cognitive theory.

What is a fundamental cognitive question dealing with categorization. It is 
indispensable, inevitable, and occurs largely beyond our control. In fact, cogni-
tive scientists argue that categorization is a necessary consequence of embod-
ied life: “Every living being categorizes. Even the amoeba categorizes the thing 
it encounters as food and non-food, what it moves toward or moves away 
from” (Lakoff and Johnson 1999: 17). “Categorization is not a matter to be 
taken lightly. There is nothing more basic than categorization in our thought, 
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perception, action, and speech. Every time we see something as a kind of thing 
[. . .], we are categorizing” (Lakoff 1987: 5, emphasis in original). We have to 
categorize: There is no escape from the what, nor should there be a reason for 
such an escape because “[w]ithout the ability to categorize, we could not func-
tion at all, either in the physical world or in our social and intellectual lives” 
(Lakoff 1987: 6). But in stressing the centrality of what and what kind, we 
must recognize the immediacy and importance of how: “[An] understanding 
[of] how we categorize is central to any understanding of how we things and 
how we function, and therefore central to an understanding of what makes us 
human” (Lakoff 1987, emphasis mine). A crucial element of this how has to 
do with whether categories have crisp or fuzzy boundaries, which translates 
into an expectation of discrete or graded category membership (and is related 
to bivalent or multivalent logic, to which we will come back later). “This world 
of discrete units and sharp boundaries is definitely attractive. Dividing makes it 
easier to conquer”, admits Langacker (2013: 13), but immediately adds, “Yet 
language was not necessarily designed for the convenience or predilections of 
the analyst”. Therefore, in opposition to the classical, Aristotelian categoriza-
tion in terms of sufficient and necessary conditions, cognitive linguistics pro-
poses a graded, fuzzy categorization, often organized around prototypes. This 
is an approach that tolerates ambiguity, uncertainly, and paradox.

Moreover, a perception of what normally includes elements of who, 
where, when, etc. For example, a bluebottle may be categorized as a plant, 
weed, or flower, depending on the who and where and what for does the 
categorizing and what his or her “axiologically motivated point of view” 
(Bartmiński 2009: 47) is. If we agree that “categorization is most broadly 
describable as the interpretation of experience with respect to previously 
existing structures” (Langacker 2013: 17), then a processual dimension of 
categorization becomes evident: Matter cannot be abstracted from time. 
The what of the present is dictated by reference to previous experience, its 
when, where, who, why, and how.

Who is also concerned with categorization. In English, the distinction 
between who and what is based on the perception of whether an entity is 
human-like: whether we are dealing with something or with someone. 
The criteria, of course, will be to some extent flexible and fuzzy at the edges. 
But let us note that it is a distinction largely dictated by the grammar of the 
English language. A categorial decision must be made when introducing 
a relative clause: We have to choose between who(m) and which. Other 
languages may have a single form (marked for other categories, e.g. gen-
der or number), but unspecified with regard to the human-like distinction. 
Who and which in sentences such as, “The waiter who gave me the bill” 
vs. “The drink which gave me a headache” would be translated into Polish 
by the same relative pronoun (który). Who (in combination with where 
and how) is related to the so-called deictic center but also to the distinction 
between subjectification and objectification (Tabakowska 1993: 43), which 
reflects the degree to which the human conceptualizer views himself or her-
self as a part of the conceptualized scene. But the important thing is that 



16 Ubiquitous Translation

this distinction is a matter of choice on behalf of the human conceptualizer, 
reflecting a particular construal, and not a consequence of an objective state 
of affairs. We can manipulate this distinction to create a certain poetic or 
rhetorical effect: This is how normally inanimate objects can be personal-
ized or animate entities made to look as if they were things.

Where is prototypically the spatial surrounding conceptualized along 
such dimensions of (visual) imagery as distance, perspective, directionality, 
point of view, focus, figure, and ground alignment, etc., depending on the 
particular distribution of attention and the imagined movement, including 
the source-path-goal schema. When is the temporal surrounding, meta-
phorically modeled on the spatial one. When applied to temporal relation-
ships, the source-path-goal schema may profile causality: The source 
often becomes a matter of why, the path of how, and the goal of what for.

By now, the complexity of the how concept should be apparent. It can 
be related to the notion of style and construal, and with it, perspective and 
directionality (Tabakowska 1993: 41). By virtue of referring to arrange-
ment, it can deal with iconicity and with attitudes, including epistemic and 
axiological commitment (Tabakowska 1993: 59ff). In short, the category 
of how covers an extremely broad range of meaning-making devices, and 
its complexity makes it relevant to all aspects of imagery. We could say that 
how is ubiquitous—and not only overlaps with all the other contextual 
elements but is presupposed by them, especially by the what. If we have 
something to say, we have to say it somehow.

But even more importantly, in situations of collision, how often proves 
to be the decisive criterion. Writing about a similar contextual concept, Dell 
Hymes observes that “the significance of key is underlined by the fact that, 
when it is conflict with the overt content of an act, it often overrides the latter 
(as in sarcasm)” (1977: 58). What Hymes terms “key” is entirely a question 
of the prosodic how: how loudly, slowly, clearly, or emphatically something 
is pronounced. A similar realization is expressed by Gadamer when he com-
ments: “The spoken word interprets itself to an astonishing degree, by the 
manner of speaking, the tone of voice, the tempo, and so on, and also by the 
circumstances in which it is spoken” (2004: 395). The manner—the how—
overrides the matter. The approach can dictate the findings, and this is where 
our hermeneutic, epistemological, and phenomenological assumptions come 
to the fore. Eventually, what we conclude about a given phenomenon is 
largely dictated by how we approach it. This is why I have been stressing the 
importance of a critical attitude towards the “classical laws of thought”—for 
they seek to impose a how that I find counterfactual, limiting, and unhelpful.

A Phenomenological Approach

The emphasis on how in relation to what leads us to consider several phe-
nomenological points, because phenomenology, as Martin Heidegger (1996: 
24) puts it, “does not characterize the ‘what’ of the objects of philosophical 
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research in terms of their content but the ‘how’ of such research”. Göran 
Sonesson expresses it even more plainly when he writes that “[p]henom-
enology [. . .] takes as its point of departure the way things make sense to 
us, that is, how they mean” (2007: 89). A phenomenological approach is 
strongly contextual and situated; things make sense to us, not just in general 
or to everyone, and what they mean cannot be separated from how they 
mean.

The first phenomenological point is elegantly summed up in the follow-
ing comment from the late Martha P.Y. Cheung:

It is widely admitted today that knowledge in the humanities is not 
disinterested or impersonal but situated. In both the processing and 
the production of knowledge, a researcher is acted upon by contextual 
pressures, influenced by prevailing intellectual trends, anchored in tra-
dition or torn between traditions, and shaped by his/her own training, 
by ideology and societal prejudices.

(Cheung 2012: 156)

When I think about the subjects—in short, the what—to which I was drawn 
during my academically formative years (first English, then linguistics, then 
translation), it was often because of who introduced me to them and how. 
Some people were able to excite me no matter what they presented, simply 
because of who they were and how they acted. Martha Cheung herself was 
one such person to me. I remember very well when I first met her at a the 
Nida School of Translation Studies in the small Italian town of Misano 
Adriatico and how much she impressed me both with her ideas (her “push-
ing hands” approach to translation) but also simply by who and how she 
was. I remember one particular incident when she approached me privately 
to further discuss a point on which we had expressed conflicting views 
earlier that week. She was one of the two distinguished professors at that 
summer school, I was just one of several dozen associates, but this power 
differential did not matter to her at all: She just wanted to make sure that 
I knew that she respected my position, but also wanted me to understand 
hers. The what of our debate, its exact subject, proved less important than 
how it was approached; as a result, I was led to appreciate the complexity 
of the issue at hand and adjust my views accordingly. It was the person who 
discussed it with me and her attitude, not just the arguments she used, that 
made the difference.

A phenomenological approach stresses the situated character of knowl-
edge in the humanities. Situated cognition is described as being “embod-
ied, extended and embedded” (Robbins and Aydede 2009: 3; Halverson 
2014: 131ff). Knowledge emerges from a process of a holistic experience 
and cannot be reduced to a purely intellectual analysis of facts and fig-
ures. Therefore, it is more appropriate to speak of phenomena rather than 
facts. Phenomena are not meaningful “in themselves”; they don’t “exist” 
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independently of perception and interpretation. They make sense to us in a 
particular spatiotemporal, linguistic, social, cultural, and intellectual con-
text. With a phenomenological emphasis, we are led away from an Aristo-
telian substance-based metaphysics and see the importance of resisting the 
desire “to represent one’s interpretations not as constructions brought to 
their objects—societies, cultures, languages—in an effort, somehow, some-
what to comprehend them, but as quiddities of such objects forced upon our 
thought” (Geertz 2000: 59). Quiddity is a term derived from scholastic phi-
losophy in which it refers to the inherent, unchanging essence of an object; 
in Latin, quidditas is literally what-ness, and the focus is on quantity.

Indeed, quantity is strongly about the what. We should not be confused by 
the English quantifying expressions how much and how many, which decep-
tively suggest a focus on how-ness. That is not the case: The dominant emphasis 
is on quantification, that is, determining the amount of what, and the only 
relevant dimension is whether the things being quantified are viewed as indi-
vidual objects or as a mass (whether they are “countable” or “uncountable”, 
as some grammar textbooks would have it). A reference to another conceptual 
system will help me demonstrate this English quantitative emphasis. In Polish, 
the questions “how many?”/“how much?” may be expressed by the phrase “jak 
wiele?”, which like its English counterparts is profiled for directionality in terms 
of expectations. We start from the assumption of multiplicity or considerable 
mass (much, many, wiele) and make the assessment in relation to it. (An oppo-
site direction would be profiled by the questions “how few?”, “how little?”, 
“jak mało?”, which we normally perceive as stylistically marked). But an easier 
and more natural way of asking about quantity in Polish is “ile?”, which merges 
how much/how many into a single concept. The concept of ile does not make 
the distinction with reference to analyzability and countability and does not 
imply any expectations. It is a simple, factual question about the concept of 
ilość, which refers to how much-ness/how many-ness. Of course, a less con-
voluted way to express this in English would be to simply speak of quantity, 
which is derived from the Latin equivalent of ile: quantus/quanta/quantum (like 
its Polish counterpart, inflected for gender). Still, the quantitative paradigm is 
predominantly focused on the question of what.

By contrast, how is a predominantly a matter of quality. Here, again, 
the argument may be made in the easiest terms on etymological grounds. 
In Polish and in Latin, the words for quality—jakość and qualitas—are 
derived, respectively, from the interrogative pronouns jaki/jaka/jakie and 
quālis/quāle. Their closest equivalent in English is “what kind?”, and the 
concept of quality in English could be expressed as what kind-ness. But that 
is again deceptive in suggesting a focus on the what, reminiscent of thinking 
in terms of “quiddities of objects”. However, jaki and quālis (as well as their 
inflected forms), at least how I understand them, do not necessarily presup-
pose a categorial attribution to a certain what. Qualities are not quiddities. 
That is why in a language such as English, which conceptually opposes this 
emphasis, I prefer to conceptualize quality simply as how-ness.
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Let me explain this conceptualization by reference to another grammatical 
concept: that of an adverb. Some linguists of the generative- transformational 
persuasion would argue that adverbs, at least in English, do not really exist 
as a separate grammatical category, that they are merely inflected adjectives 
(in other words, that they only concern what in the same theory is called the 
surface structure, without affecting the concept-level deep structure). Some 
even call adverbs a dustbin of English grammatical categories that lumps 
together all these elements that do not fit anywhere else. There is a clear 
philosophical background to such a position, reminiscent of the classical 
laws of thought and a terminological inclination, as exemplified by a recent 
entry on the website of Macmillan Dictionary blog:

Nouns are what the world is made of. Verbs are how you put them 
together. Adjectives are straightforward. And adverbs are . . . monsters. 
[. . .] Fifteen years ago I attended a talk by a science journalist, who 
said, out of the blue, ‘an adverb is for the linguistic dwarf unable to 
reach for the correct verb’. My goodness it stuck. [. . .] Whenever I see 
‘surprisingly’ or ‘interestingly’ I always think: surprising to whom? 
Interesting to whom?

(Kilgarriff 2013)

That is precisely my point: to whom? Personally, I find the category of adverbs 
not only useful but also fascinating (much like dustbins and refuse heaps are 
fascinating research material for archaeologists). how, to me, is an adverbial 
question and, like all adverbs, it encourages contextual questions that prob-
lematize the what in experiential terms. When someone sings beautifully—
that is, with a certain how to which I respond—it is of lesser importance to 
me what exactly they are singing: I can still enjoy songs in languages I do not 
understand. When we say that something was done elegantly, argued convinc-
ingly, presented carefully, or sung beautifully, we do not make an essential 
attribution, we do not really state anything about the quiddities of the entity 
at hand. Rather, we comment on the experience—more specifically, our own 
experience that occurred in time and space. That is why even an otherwise 
boring issue can be presented interestingly. Though again, boring to whom, we 
would have to ask? There is enormous variation in what different people find 
boring or fascinating and how much it changes depending on circumstances. It 
does not really solve to problem to say that the content was boring but the pre-
sentation interesting—because what we do then is merely reify (nominalize) an 
experience that is lived, dynamic, and occurring in time. More likely, it was the 
presenter (who) that in certain circumstances (where, when) somehow made 
the content (what) interesting to someone (another who). Or, conversely, it 
was the listener who found the presentation interesting.

Quality understood as how-ness has a number of implications. It brings 
with it a whole methodological paradigm that enables transferability of 
findings.
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A Qualitative Methodology and Its Commitments

A decision whether to focus more on the issues of what or rather how 
dictates further elements of my methodology in that it directly maps onto 
the distinction between quantitative and qualitative research. In their recent 
book devoted to exploring the differences between these two research types, 
Gary Goertz and James Mahoney conceptualize them as alternative cultures, 
with their own values, beliefs, norms, and procedures. They note that “com-
munication within a given culture tends to be fluid and productive”, while 
“communications across cultures [. . .] tends to be difficult and marked by 
misunderstanding” (2012: 1). They argue that this dissonance, miscommu-
nication, skepticism, and frustration are really a result of a clash of cultures 
and identify what they call “the translation problem” (2012: 140) involved 
in moving across research cultural paradigms (which is yet another sign of 
translation’s ubiquity).

Applying the concept of culture to the discussion about research meth-
odology allows me focus on values. As I have argued elsewhere (Blumczyn-
ski and Gillespie 2016), the concept of culture presupposed shared values 
which can be understood, in the most general sense, as “core conceptions 
of the desirable” (Rokeach 1979: 2) or “broad tendencies to prefer certain 
states of affairs over others” (Hofstede 2001: 5). But the evaluative core 
usually remains invisible: In his onion diagram representing the manifesta-
tion of culture at different levels, Geert Hofstede places values at the core, 
wrapped in the successive layers of rituals, heroes, and symbols. In the fol-
lowing paragraphs, I will try to unwrap the core of my method by fleshing 
out its values and commitments, many of which may be linked to the axiol-
ogy of the qualitative research culture.

But first I need to stress that it is not my intention to assert a general, 
inherent, or otherwise decontextualized value of the qualitative paradigm. 
Such a position—if I were to take it—could perhaps be argued from an 
activist perspective concerned with addressing a clear power imbalance: It 
is broadly admitted that “quantitative methods are better known, and the 
quantitative culture is, no doubt, the more dominant of the two cultures 
within most social science fields” (Goertz and Mahoney 2012: 3). This is 
strongly correlated to a general tendency to prefer quantity over quality, 
which extends across many aspects of everyday life. It seems to me beyond 
dispute that contemporary Western culture, overall, has grown to put a 
greater value on what rather than how, to emphasize matter over man-
ner and product over process. Here are a few examples of this tendency. In 
business, the size of the capital is generally more important than the manner 
of its accumulation. In sports, the score is generally more important than 
how the game unfolds, especially when competition is involved, as is the 
case with qualifications, tournaments, and bets (note that bets are normally 
not made on the style of the game, but on the score and other quantifiable 
elements). Democracy is a political system in which a majority—a purely 
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quantitative concept—gets to decide on the course of events. The quality 
of the vote does not matter: A random check on the ballot is worth just as 
much as a fully conscious electoral decision based on research or conviction. 
Once again, these observations in themselves are not meant to be evaluative: 
My intention is not to critique the mechanisms in economy, sport, or poli-
tics, but to note that in stressing the importance (in some cases, prevalence) 
of how compared to what, we are often working against the dominant 
values, norms, and practices.

In this project, however, I am not interested in tendencies, trends, projec-
tions, average profiles, distribution, and other statistical concepts—relevant 
as they may be for other kinds of research—but in the issues of quality, in 
various aspects and dimensions of the how, which are most effectively stud-
ied by and within the qualitative culture. What follows is an outline of what 
I view as its most important values and commitments.

Qualitative culture, by definition, values depth more than width. This 
dictates a more exhaustive, inquisitive, and microscopic approach. Details 
and nuances matter, and interpretation of their sense is crucial. Qualita-
tive culture “emphasizes making sense of individual cases and the impor-
tance of semantics and the meaning embodied in concepts” (Goertz and 
Mahoney 2012: 150–151). The focus is on a suitable conceptualization and 
understanding of data rather than on its size, scope, or measurement. “Not 
needing numerical data for large numbers of cases, qualitative scholars are 
freer to debate about concepts and their defining attributes. One hazard of 
this freedom lies in increasing the complexity of the concept” (Goertz and 
Mahoney 2012: 129).

Whether or not we view it as a hazard, a commitment to and appreciation 
of complexity is an unquestionable core value of the qualitative culture. In 
interpreting and classifying data and matching them to concepts, research-
ers working in this tradition often tend to take a fuzzy-set approach. This 
parallels the view of the how of categorization (in particular, graded mem-
bership) proposed in cognitive linguistics, based on the idea of a clear center 
and fuzzy borders. It has been argued that this model is particularly relevant 
in the humanities. Lotfi Zadeh, credited with proposing the fuzzy math-
ematics and a range of related concepts, explains it thus:

Science has always been and continues to be based on bivalent logic—
a logic in which no shades of truth are allowed. Correspondingly [. . .] 
classes are assumed to sharply defined categories. The brilliant suc-
cesses of bivalent logic-based science are visible to all. However, the 
brilliant successes are far more visible in the world of physical sci-
ences than in the world of human sciences—sciences such as sociol-
ogy, psychology, political science, linguistics and philosophy. There 
is a reason. The world of physical sciences is the world of measure-
ments, while the world of human sciences is a world of perceptions. 
Perceptions are intrinsically imprecise, reflecting the bounded ability 
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of human sensory organs and ultimately the brain, to resolve detail 
and store information. As a consequence, in the world of human sci-
ences classes have unsharp boundaries. Bivalent logic is intolerant of 
imprecision and partiality of truth. Bivalent logic is not the right logic 
for serving as a foundation for human sciences. What is needed for 
this purpose is fuzzy logic. Essentially, fuzzy logic is the logic of classes 
with unsharp boundaries.

(Zadeh in Arfi 2010: ix)

A transition from bivalent to fuzzy logic in theorizing phenomena from 
the realm of human sciences has a number of implications. A concept 
and its negation are not semantic inverses. In fact, for any complex con-
cept there will be multiple semantic inverses, stressing various semantic 
aspects. Consequently, qualitative researchers often embrace the view dic-
tated by fuzzy logic that “[a]djacent categories in typologies can overlap 
and not be mutually exclusive (Goertz and Mahoney 2012: 167). This 
realization is of key significance to my project on at least two levels: (1) It 
confirms a semantic overlap between closely related categories and yields 
support to the idea of conceptual proximity despite terminological dif-
ferences; and (2) It challenges neat disciplinary divisions and encourages 
transdisciplinary thinking.

Recognizing the importance of conceptual proximity, the qualitative 
culture relies on a fundamental principle of semantic transformations that 
Goertz and Mahoney call the Principle of Unimportant Variation: “There 
are regions in the data that have the same semantic meaning. Variation in the 
data does not always translate into differences in the extent to which cases 
have membership in semantic categories. Two men with different heights 
could both be equally full members of the category tall man” (Goertz and 
Mahoney 2012: 144). In this paradigm, there is no axiomatic imperative to 
reconcile superficially conflicting data or make definite categorial attribu-
tions. Given sufficient conceptual proximity, data in one category may be 
considered to simultaneously belong to one or more others. A statement on 
a certain topic may be true with regard to a different one, provided that the 
two topics are conceptually close or overlapping.

The how suggested by fuzzy logic is also “truer” in the sense of being 
more tolerant to the human experience of the real world. In the qualita-
tive culture, “scholars often start with events that have occurred in the 
real world and move backwards to ask about their causes” (Goertz and 
Mahoney 2012: 42). This causes-of-effects approach leads qualitative schol-
ars to “explanations that simultaneously apply to a group of cases and to 
each individual case within that group. In the qualitative culture, to provide 
a convincing general explanation is at the same time to provide a convincing 
explanation of individual cases” (Goertz and Mahoney 2012: 46). But pre-
cision is no longer the Holy Grail of rigorous and dependable research, espe-
cially when complex phenomena are at hand; in fact, an uncritical pursuit of 
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precision may lead to dangerous reductions and unhelpful simplifications. 
Here is Zadeh once again:

In general, complexity and precision bear an inverse relation to one 
another in the sense that, as the complexity of a problem increases, the 
possibility of analyzing it in precise terms diminishes. Thus it is a tru-
ism that the class of problems which are susceptible of exact solution is 
much smaller than that which can be solved approximately. From this 
point of view, the capacity of the human brain to manipulate fuzzy con-
cepts and non-quantitative sensory inputs may well be one of its most 
important assets. Thus, ‘fuzzy thinking’ may not be deplorable, after 
all, if it makes possible the solution of problems which are much too 
complex for precise analysis.

(Zadeh 1996: 150)

A related aspect of this complexity is recognizing the crucial importance of 
context in both obtaining and interpreting data. “The qualitative approach 
emphasizes that causal factors are context dependent and operate together 
as overall packages” (Goertz and Mahoney 2012: 60) and therefore inves-
tigates “the why and how of decision making, not just what, where, when” 
(Mangal and Mangal 2013: 162).

Finally, qualitative research culture values creative speculation. It recog-
nizes the value of free thinking, what ifs and how abouts. This is reflected 
in the reliance on counterfactuals. Qualitative researchers frequently “rerun 
the history of a case under a counterfactual assumption in order to decide if 
a given factor played its hypothesized causal role. The results of these coun-
terfactual experiments can strongly influence the findings generated by the 
cross-case analysis” (Goertz and Mahoney 2012: 122):

In the qualitative culture, the prototypical counterfactual is a claim 
about a particular [. . .] case. One asks what would have happened for 
a given outcome, Y, if some cause, X, had assumed a different value in a 
particular case of substantive interest. The researcher imagines that the 
causal event did not occur (or occurred in a different way) and explores 
whether the outcome would still have taken place (or taken place in the 
same way).

(Goertz and Mahoney 2012: 119)

This imaginative, what if-driven approach requires a fair degree of specula-
tion, which, however, is not wild or unrestrained. Usually, the minimal rewrite 
rule applies: “[C]ounterfactuals should require changing as little of the known 
historical record as possible” (Goertz and Mahoney 2012: 119–120). The 
counterfactual antecedent must be conceivable and plausible in the individual 
case; “miracle” counterfactual antecedents should be avoided (Goertz and 
Mahoney 2012: 120). This is one way to think about the research project 
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proposed in this book: What if the thinkers referred to in Chapters 2 to 5 did 
not theorize, respectively, philosophy, theology, linguistics, and anthropology, 
but rather translation? Given the how of their insights, which only requires 
a minimum rewrite, cannot we argue for a qualitative proximity to transla-
tional issues? But how do we gauge this proximity?

Let me address this question by suggesting a small experiment that will 
hopefully demonstrate key commitments of the qualitative research culture 
(focus on concepts, appreciation of complexity, awareness of context, toler-
ance of fuzzy borders, and fondness of counterfactuals) and also its relation 
to translation.

Consider the following three excerpts from Sarah Tracy’s book Qualitative 
Research Methods: Collecting Evidence, Crafting Analysis, Communicating 
Impact, outlining “three core qualitative concepts: self-reflexivity, context 
and thick description” (2012: 2). My only editorial intervention consists of 
highlighting certain key concepts by casting them in boldfaced small capitals:

Your own background, values, and beliefs fundamentally shape the way 
you approach and conduct research. The mind and body of a quali-
tative researcher literally serve as research instruments—absorbing, 
sifting through, and interpreting the world through observation, par-
ticipation, and interviewing. These are the analytical resources of our 
own ‘subjectivity’.

(Tracy 2012: 3; emphasis mine)

qualitative research is about immersing oneself in a scene and trying 
to makes sense of it—whether at a company meeting, in a community 
festival, or during an interview. qualitative researchers purposefully 
examine and make note of small cues in order to decide how to behave, 
as well as to make sense of the context and build larger knowledge 
claims about the culture. [. . .] Indeed qualitative researchers believe 
that the empirical and theoretical resources needed to comprehend a 
particular idea, or to predict its future trajectory, are themselves inter-
woven with, and throughout, the context.

(Tracy 2012; emphasis mine)

Directly related to context is the idea of thick description, according to 
which researchers immerse themselves in a culture, investigate the par-
ticular circumstances present in that scene, and only then move towards 
grander statements and theories. Meaning cannot be divorced from this 
thick contextual description.

(Tracy 2012; emphasis mine)

Now, try to imagine that whenever you read “[qualitative] research” or 
“[qualitative] researchers”, you interpret these phrases, respectively, as 
“translation” and “translators”. The first sentence alone raises multiple and 



Ubiquitous Translation 25

complex issues: Your own background, values, and beliefs fundamentally 
shape the way you approach and do translation. By the way, what you have 
just done was to perform an act of conceptual translation, something I will 
be asking you to do throughout this book—though another way of looking 
at it is to suggest that Tracy’s approach to her subject is somehow transla-
tional; that translation underpins her understanding and practice of qualita-
tive research. That is indeed how I prefer to view it, but for the time being, 
let us hold this thread of the discussion and proceed with our experiment.

For comparison, let me recall a few lines from the concluding paragraphs 
of the article entitled “Text and context in translation”, authored by the 
esteemed translation scholar Juliane House:

Recent conceptions of context have broken away from viewing context 
as a set of pre-fixed variables statically surrounding stretches of lan-
guage. Context and text are now increasingly viewed as more dynami-
cally related, and the relationship between linguistic and non-linguistic 
dimensions of communicative events are considered to be reflexive. 
Linguistic products and the interpretive work they generate in acts of 
communication and the enacting of discourse are regarded as shaping 
context as much as context shapes them.

(House 2006: 356)

So far, so good. House acknowledges the fluidity and complexity of context 
and its crucial role in the interpretation of meaning. This is a view preva-
lent in the qualitative research tradition, as evident from Tracy’s comments 
quoted above. But having stated all this, House hastens to add:

I have argued that this view [. . .] is not relevant for translation, because 
translation operates on written text and can only construct context and 
enact discourse ex post facto, never on-line. Functional approaches to 
language [. . .] were given preference over philosophical, psychologi-
cal, pragmatic, sociolinguistic and conversation analytic approaches 
because their notion of context was found to be more suitable for writ-
ten text and thus for a theory of translation as re-contextualization.

(House 2006: 356)

In her article, House suggests that one think of translation as 
 recontextualization—a proposal that is, on the face of it, conceptually rich 
and potentially appealing. But the how of her approach is really revealed 
when she defines translation as “the replacement of a text in a source lan-
guage by a semantically and pragmatically equivalent text in a target lan-
guage” (House 2006: 345) and, consequently, reconceptualization as “taking 
a text out of its original frame and context and placing it within a new set of 
relationships and culturally conditioned expectations” (House 2006: 356). 
House’s idea of recontextualization and the understanding of context on 
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which it draws, suggests a subject-less, product-oriented, what-focused con-
cept of translation. It is only very slightly more problematized than the view 
expressed by John Catford—whose comments House quotes with fondness 
while discussing “the conceptual heart of translation” (House 2006: 344)—
who declared that translation consists of “replacement of textual material in 
one language [. . .] by equivalent textual material in another language [. . .]” 
(Catford 1965: 20). Setting aside the contentious concept of equivalence and 
only focusing on the issue at hand, let me restate House’s point loud and 
clear: Even though scholars working in other areas—philosophy, psychol-
ogy, pragmatics, sociolinguistics, etc.—are becoming increasingly convinced 
that the relationship between the reader, text, and context is dynamic, fluid, 
and reflexive, some translation scholars remain unconvinced and argue that 
“such a view of context is not useful for translation” (House 2006: 343).

So, now you have heard two views: one coming from a social scientist, 
and another from a translation studies scholar. One was made originally 
with reference to translation, the other was not, but it was reconceptualized, 
recontextualized, or—quite simply—translated to refer to it.

Which view of context and translation—an actual or a hypothetical 
one—seems to you more insightful, convincing, or simply truer? This is not 
a rhetorical question. I am prepared to accept that in the eyes and ears of 
some of my readers the crucial argument will be what-centered: whether or 
not the original comment was made explicitly about translation. However, 
based on qualitative, processual, somatic, and experiential grounds—where 
borders are fuzzy and how often prevails over what—in this particular 
case I feel a much stronger affinity with the view on translation expressed 
hypothetically by the social scientist than actually by the translation studies 
scholar. This is an example of what I would call qualitative proximity—in 
simpler words, nearness of the how—between some views and approaches 
irrespective of their what and where, which includes disciplinary origin. 
As with all things conceptual, qualitative proximity is largely in the eye of 
the beholder, and that is why I do not expect it to be recognized universally.

My suggestion that translation is largely a matter of the how also works 
in the opposite direction: a how-centered, qualitative methodology is, some-
how, translational. Let us consider the following statement:

The strength of qualitative research is its ability to provide complex 
textual descriptions of how people experience a given research issue. It 
provides information about the “human” side of the issue—that is, the 
often contradictory behaviors, beliefs, opinions, emotions, and relation-
ships of individuals. [. . .] [q]ualitative research can help us to inter-
pret and better understand the complex reality of the given situation.

(Mack et al. 2005: 1; emphasis mine)

Does not translation consist of just that: providing complex textual descrip-
tions, based on an interpretation of rich, often contradictory “human” data 
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in a specific sociocultural context and rooted in the experiential how? Can-
not translation, like qualitative research, “be safely used to gain the nec-
essary insight into people’s attitudes, behaviors, value systems, concerns, 
motivations, beliefs, opinions, emotions, relationships with others, culture, 
or life styles” (Mangal and Mangal 2013: 161–162)? Does not translation, 
like qualitative research, illustrate “how a multitude of interpretations are 
possible, but how some are more theoretically compelling, morally signifi-
cant, or practically important than others” (Tracy 2012: 5)?

This brings us to really big and important questions. How sensible it is 
to group theoretical ideas and insights depending on discipline? After all, 
disciplinary divisions, by definition, are a question of the what, not how. 
If we focus on the what, the circulation of ideas is impeded. The how, on 
the other hand, is translatable. In recent years, more and more stress is put 
on teaching transferrable skills like the humanities. The whole concept is 
qualitative and indeed translational: It is the know-how rather than the 
know-what that is transferrable.

Translation as a Concept and Method

Let us go back where we began this chapter: Mieke Bal’s image of a hypothet-
ical interdisciplinary debate. Commenting on her own area of research, Bal 
notes that cultural studies has not been successful “in developing a method-
ology to counter the exclusionary methods of the separate disciplines [. . .] 
While the object—what you study—has changed, the method—how you do 
it—has not” (2002: 6–7; emphasis in original). I agree: A change is needed 
not so much in what we study and discuss (and what disciplines we invite 
to a dialogue on translation), but rather how we study, think, and translate.

Starting from this shared conviction, I want to enter into a dialogue with 
Bal’s argument on several important points. The scenario she invokes seems 
to imply that the interdisciplinary debate would have been more productive 
if the participants had agreed on the understanding of the central concept, 
its what. I suggest, conversely, that it is a shared how that promises a 
fruitful, productive, and truly groundbreaking discussion. The how of Bal’s 
comments makes my point here: “Cultural analysis does not study culture. 
‘Culture’ is not its object. The qualifier cultural in ‘cultural analysis’ indi-
cates, instead, a distinction from a traditional disciplinary practice within 
the humanities” (2002: 9). In a similar sense, as cultural analysis does not 
study culture, translation studies does not study translation as its object. 
That is because translation, as I understand it, is not exclusively an object, 
but rather a phenomenon and experience; therefore, it is not objective, but 
phenomenological and experiential. Translation is not just a question of the 
what but also the how, the manner as well as the matter.

In the statement that I have already quoted, Bal insists that “interdiscipli-
narity in the humanities, necessary, exciting, serious, must seek its heuristic 
and methodological basis in concepts rather than methods” (2002: 5, original 
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emphasis). Translation, as a qualitative concept, allows us to go beyond this 
dichotomy: It offers both a concept and a method. It is a method of thinking in 
terms of the how, and one of its exemplifications is something I have already 
introduced: a conceptual substitution, reconceptualization, or simply transla-
tion. Let us try this method once again, applying it to the following statement 
from Bal from which I removed two key words, replacing them with dashes.

For --------- is a mode, not a genre. It is alive and active as a culture 
force, not just as a kind of literature. It constitutes a major reservoir of 
the cultural baggage that enables us to make meaning out of a chaotic 
world and the incomprehensible events taking place it in. And, not to 
be forgotten, --------- can be used to manipulate. In short, it is a cultural 
force to be reckoned with.

(Bal 2002: 10)

What is Bal writing about here? If we fill in the conceptual blanks with 
translation, making it our interpretant, her comments point to some of the 
most exciting areas of research in translation studies: the epistemological, 
phenomenological, and cultural power of translation, but also its manipula-
tion (and hence links to political and ideological struggles).

Now, how disappointed or excited would you be to find that in this passage 
the omitted word is not translation but actually narrative? To me, it does not 
matter all that much. In a sense, what she is describing here is less important 
to me than how she is doing it. When I read Bal’s work, I sense a high degree 
of qualitative proximity and discover that her concept of narrative is somehow 
very close to my concept of translation. One way to explain it is to say that 
translation is ubiquitous, found under many different guises, names, and terms.

Don’t insights such as the above make Mieke Bal potentially a trans-
lation studies theorist, in a similar way that a range of different thinkers 
made it into the anthology Western Translation Theory from Herodotus to 
Nietzsche (Robinson 1997), even though they would hardly have identified 
themselves as translation studies scholars? Of course, strictly speaking, such 
an identification would be anachronistic, but the very idea of anachronism 
follows from a research paradigm that puts chronology over conceptual 
and qualitative proximity. In a translational, qualitative, how-centered par-
adigm, temporal precedence is not a decisive criterion. By the same token, 
I imagine that some of the insights offered by people who identify them-
selves as translation scholars could be of interest to scholars like Mieke Bal, 
theorizing concepts such as narrative.

Rhizomatic Transdisciplinarity

It is the mention of narrative, which Bal proposes as a transdisciplinary 
concept (2002: 10), that makes it necessary to explain an important dif-
ference, again conceptual rather than terminological. For translation, as 
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I understand it here, is not (just) an interdiscipline (e.g. Snell-Hornby 2006; 
Snell-Hornby, Pöchhacker and Kaindl 1994: 69ff), but can be meaningfully 
and productively thought of as a transdiscipline.

Interdisciplinarity is based on the idea of multiple what-ness: While it 
makes connections to and draws inspirations from a range of disciplines, it 
also, implicitly, gives credibility to disciplinary divisions. In order to boast 
your ability to cross borders, however boldly or effortlessly, you have to 
admit—and thus validate—their existence in the first place. Transdiscipli-
narity, on the other hand—at least as I understand it—is wrapped around 
the idea of a certain how. It is a how that tolerates and invites paradoxes 
and ambiguities, tensions, overlaps and discontinuities, and recognizes 
fuzzy borders.

Referring to another useful conceptual distinction, we could say that 
interdisciplinarity draws on an arborescent epistemological paradigm while 
transdisciplinarity views knowledge as rhizomatic. Let me put it in a slightly 
more accessible form. The central concept of the former model is the tree, 
with roots below, and branches and twigs above. Despite growing out of 
a convoluted network of roots and branching out into wide crowns, trees 
normally have singular trunks and remain organically separable from other 
trees. Interdisciplinarity, as an arborescent concept, enables tracing the 
migration of ideas from roots to branches and demonstrates how both are 
entangled with those of other trees in complex configurations. But the move-
ment is nevertheless linear, like a walk through the forest. Transdisciplinar-
ity, by contrast, is rhizomatic. Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, who have 
developed this concept in their book A Thousand Plateaus, explain it thus:

Unlike trees or their roots, the rhizome connects any point to any other 
point, and its traits are not necessarily linked to traits of the same 
nature; it brings into play very different regimes of signs, and even non-
sign states. The rhizome is reducible neither to the One nor the multiple 
[. . .] It is not a multiple derived from the One, or to which One is added 
[. . .]. It is composed not of units but of dimension, or rather direc-
tions in motion. It has neither beginning nor end, but always a middle 
(milieu) from which it grows and which it overspills. [. . .] The rhizome 
is an antigenealogy.

(Deleuze and Guattari 1987/2004: 23)

Stefano Arduini and Siri Nergaard, in their article “Translation: a new para-
digm”, introducing the inaugural issue of translation: a transdisciplinary 
journal make a strong case for the titular juxtaposition of these two con-
cepts. They argue that “transdisciplinary research cannot follow the linear 
paths that conceive of structures as trees, but must rather walk along rhi-
zomatic paths” (2011: 9) and propose “a transdisciplinary research field 
with translation as an interpretive as well as operative tool” (2011: 8). In 
many ways, my project is a response to their proposal.
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This is not to say that an interdisciplinary approach cannot take us on 
exciting paths. Let me give just two examples that first come to mind, both 
from the journal Translation Studies, which convincingly demonstrate 
the “border thinking” that translation brings with it to the humanities 
through an interdisciplinary paradigm. In her introduction to the spe-
cial issue devoted to the “translational turn”, Doris Bachmann-Medick 
admits the blurring of boundaries between disciplines and “hybrid overlaps 
between them”, though she consistently speaks of moving “right across” 
them through “ ‘border’ and ‘in-between’ thinking” in an effort to open up 
“underexplored interfaces between translation studies and other humani-
ties disciplines” (2009: 4). The proposed “translational turn” is presented 
as being “born specifically out of the translation category’s migration from 
translation studies into other disciplinary discursive fields in the humani-
ties” (2009: 3). Similarly, Cyril Belvis (2016), in his poignant and in many 
ways innovative article, argues that “a helpful way of looking at translation 
beyond the definitional pothole points to its migratory character” and fore-
grounds “its potential for ‘border thinking’ ”.

But even though interdisciplinary thinking invites us to test borders and 
push boundaries—tasks that are noble, exciting, often necessary, and usu-
ally adventurous—it proceeds in a largely linear, what-centered fashion. By 
contrast, the transdisciplinary rhizome is “a map not a tracing” (Deleuze and 
Guattari 1987/2004: 13). The view of translation as a qualitative, mainly 
how-centered concept does not highlight borders or the movement of con-
cepts (which to me sounds rather suspicious as reminiscent of a transfer-
based notion of translation). It rather argues that translation is ubiquitous, 
somehow “already there”, ready to be discovered at multiple entry and exit 
points of the epistemological map. In my model, it is not so much concepts 
that travel, but rather theorists and thinkers.

The idea of a qualitative concept may be difficult to understand and 
appreciate because translation offers us not so much a different method, 
but rather a method of a different kind. I have been trying to demonstrate 
that a how-centered, qualitative approach challenges not only much of the 
popular view of translation, but, more broadly, much of the Western idea 
of knowledge and understanding (which Deleuze and Guattari 1987/2004 
describe as prevalently arborescent). The significance of this reorientation 
must be properly recognized: The acceptance and application of similar 
assumptions in cognitive linguistics have been hailed as “a ground break-
ing work that radically chances the tenets of traditional western philoso-
phy” (as stated, in boldfaced font, on the front cover of Lakoff and Johnson 
1999). A translational methodology can radically change the way we view, 
practice, share, and develop knowledge. That is because it offers us “a dif-
ferent way of facing the great epistemological questions of what we know 
and how we know” (Arduini and Nergaard 2011: 9, emphasis mine). “To 
speak of transdisciplinarity is not to propose that we create new relation-
ships between closed disciplines; rather, transdisciplinarity opens up closed 
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disciplines and inquiries into translational features that they have in com-
mon or toward translational moments that transcend them” (Arduini and 
Nergaard 2011). I suggest that these features are better understood as quali-
ties (how) rather than quiddities (what).

Taking translation as an interpretive as well as operative tool (in other 
words, relying on it as both a concept and a method), I have selected four areas 
in the humanities—philosophy, theology, linguistics, and  anthropology—
and in each one of them identified some key concepts that seemed to me 
qualitatively close to my understanding of translation. Perhaps to some of 
my readers, this selection will at first seem startling or strange. But that too 
is a part of the transdisciplinary approach: “To be rhizomorphous is to pro-
duce stems and filaments that seem to be roots [. . .] but put them to strange 
new uses” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987/2004: 17). Rhizomes are inherently 
radical; after all, Latin for “root” is radix. The new use consists of recon-
ceptualizing each of these key concepts (for example, understanding, faith, 
metaphor, and fieldwork) in terms of translation and reflecting on the result-
ing reorganized conceptual content. It is my hope that through what is essen-
tially a translational exercise, “new objects called translation will emerge, 
letting the already existing ones take a different shape and value” (Arduini 
and Nergaard 2011: 11).

The how of This Book

Finally, let me add a few words on lesser methodological and technical 
points, all dealing with the how. It has been proposed that “good quali-
tative scholarship is rigorous, interesting, practical, aesthetic, and ethical” 
(Tracy 2012: xiv). Given the qualitative focus of this project and my concept 
of translation, I am determined to honor these key qualities.

The pursuit of rigor is demonstrated in my commitment to argue, convince, 
and persuade—even if only for the sake of a hypothetical scenario—rather 
than simply state and take for granted. In my comments and reflections, 
I will engage with a broad range of existing theoretical frameworks and 
ideas to which I want to give a fair representation. I will every time explain 
and support my selection of particular concepts to be re-thought in trans-
lational terms in an effort to offer a theoretically sound proposition: “a 
notion about actualities, a suggestion, a theory, a supposition about things” 
(Whitehead 1967: 244).

This brings me to the second quality, because Whitehead insists that “[i]t 
is more important that a proposition be interesting than it be true” (White-
head 1967: 244). This premise is strongly qualitative in several ways. It 
stresses the necessarily subjective character of the particular propositions 
dictated by individual research interests (“interesting” is a highly contextual 
category), but also provides encouragement to hypothesize and theorize not 
on the basis of probability (which is a strongly quantitative concept any-
way), but rather, the potential to capture imagination. Whitehead admits 
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that “a true proposition is more apt to be interesting than a false one”—not 
every hypothesis is worth formulating—but he concludes that “after all this 
explanation and qualification, it remains true that the importance of the 
proposition lies in its interest” (Whitehead 1967: 244). The following pages, 
I hope, will bring a broad range of interesting propositions that might not 
be entirely consistent or systematic. They certainly do not aspire to be fully 
developed or consistent theoretical positions. Conceptual translations will 
always yield partial insights—in both senses of this word. I view them more 
as nuggets, glimpses, invitations for further reflection, often provisional. My 
goal is not to offer a systematic theory (I am rather skeptical of neat sys-
tems), but to offer a new approach to study and problematize the concept 
of translation.

The commitment to practicality has several dimensions. As I indicated in 
the Introduction, a theory must be translatable into practice and vice versa. 
The hope behind exploring new, sometimes radical notions and ideas is that 
they will help us better understand the phenomena we experience—and that 
is their real test. In my case, the experiential dimension extends over three 
areas: practice, teaching, and research. Two decades of work as a translator 
and interpreter and more than a decade as a researcher and trainer in two 
quite different academic systems have exposed me to translation in a variety 
of professional situations. This adds to my approach a practical, profes-
sional, experiential, and indeed existential level: For many years, transla-
tion was the bread and butter of my life (often in a very literal sense). But 
I would be very far from any attempt to universalize my experience. That 
is why, throughout my work on this project, I have been asking my col-
leagues and friends, seasoned, trustworthy, and reflective translators, for 
their insights and reactions, in the hopes of sketching a fuller, richer, and 
truer picture.

Another practical aspect overlaps with the question of ethics. I have 
made every effort to avoid the impression of putting words in other peo-
ple’s mouths: The material to which I apply a translational interpretant 
is always presented as it appeared originally, the only intervention being 
the block form of the quotation and boldface small capitals for the rel-
evant  concepts—both techniques aimed at focusing and guiding the flow of 
attention.

Now, for aesthetics. If, as I argue, the medium is largely the message, and 
this book aspires to a radical and original contribution, then I must honor 
my own epistemological commitment and express my message accordingly, 
which involves occasional departures from established academic conven-
tions. One such departure is greater than usual reliance on the first person 
pronoun and unwillingness to hide behind passive and impersonal construc-
tions. Another is thematic organization: The discussion of the (re)circula-
tion of ideas will often be circular itself. Rather than explore a certain theme 
(for example, process or identity) once and for all, drawing from the insights 
from various fields, I prefer to introduce it from the perspective of one area, 
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then pass on to other topics debated in that field, and only then revisit these 
insights when traveling through other territories, as if adding subsequent 
layers to the onion. Academic monographs are normally expected to be 
linear, thematic, and systematic in their manner of presentation, as is typical 
of the focus on the what and the underlying arborescent model. This one 
will often thwart this expectation. I believe that reflection, learning, and 
theorizing, more often than not, is not linear but rather circular or spiral 
(hence my fondness of the hermeneutical circle—see Chapter 2), and that is 
why it calls for a different how. Some ideas need to sink in before they can 
be productively elaborated further.

So much for methodological provisos and disclaimers. Let us start read-
ing, listening, and translating. Let the journey in search of ubiquitous trans-
lation begin.


