
INTRODUCTION

Writing in The Paris Review, Lina Mounzer (2019) describes her experiences of 
working as a part- time freelance translator, translating what she calls ‘garbage’ to 
fund her own creative writing projects. In contrast to high- brow literary transla-
tion work held in lofty esteem, garbage is Mounzer’s designation for the genres she 
translates from Arabic and French into English from corporate, institutional and 
governmental clients, as well as what she describes as poor- quality, vacuous artwork 
descriptions and artist statements. The art texts, in particular, challenge her “to deli-
cately transpose the impossibly thin veneer of a nothing- sentence into something 
that reads like a real sentence while preserving the crinkly emptiness it is wrapped 
around”.

Mounzer’s translation experiences have not been particularly positive, and her 
description of them has prompted other translators who enjoy translation to call 
for her to quit (Berrill 2019). However, Mounzer’s account is a useful place from 
which to start an exploration of the practice of translating because it refers to many 
of the elements and aspects of the practice that this volume aims to address, in 
conceptual terms.

The difficulty of confronting and meeting the challenges she faces is vividly 
described by Mounzer in bodily and affective terms. She aims to get a first draft 
done as efficiently as possible, so she keeps “the shudders and eye- rolling to a min-
imum, trying not to wear [herself] out before [she] has to really take in the full 
horror of what has been wrought”. She closes her eyes in ecstasy after cracking 
one particularly impenetrable art text formulation. Mounzer describes the rage 
she experiences when confronted with “the audacity” of poor writing:  “Rage. 
Blustering, spitting, middle- age- ruddy- faced- white- man rage”. This is “writing 
that makes you hate writing”. Trying to find some sense of pleasure in the work, 
she resorts to comparing it to the “orgiastic loathing” of a sexual encounter that is 
driven by both hate and desire.
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Mounzer outlines how she stumbled upon freelance translation almost by acci-
dent, but then thought it could be the ideal income- generating activity for an 
aspiring writer. She could apply what she describes as her “extremely narrow skill 
set”, and it would allow her to work in the medium she loves, with the freedom to 
organize her time and daily routines. However, her conception and the unfolding 
practice do not match up. She finds herself subjected to the pressures of the freelance 
market, with clients who want faster translations for less money and who believe 
they can always get this from other people in multilingual Beirut if Mounzer cannot 
or will not deliver it. She finds that it is the wealthiest organizations that haggle 
most over price. Disingenuous authors of official reports fabricate and obfuscate 
to place their institutions in a positive light. Attention- seeking artists misrepresent 
their works or claim dubious moral purposes for them.

Sometimes Mounzer has queries for the artist or the curator and so she 
“translat[es] disdain or outrage or bafflement or sometimes all three into impeccable 
politesse”; her exasperation, otherwise expressed using expletives, is moderated into 
politely hedged requests for clarification from the client. She notes that, in these 
interpersonal interactions, and unlike her male peers, she can draw on “a woman’s 
entire lifetime’s experience of compressing outraged impatience into a sweet little 
bonbon of personal incomprehension”.

Mounzer writes in some detail of the translational choices to be made. Do you 
improve on the poorly written source text? In doing so, are you collaborating and 
colluding with a text producer with whom you do not wish to be associated? 
The doublespeak of government officials, for instance, is important and needs to 
be preserved. Trends in language usage fill her with despair because the “white 
noise” of repeated words, phrases, ideas and conclusions renders all contributions 
dissonant, regardless of their intentions. In relation to art texts, she describes herself 
as being in a moral quandary and asks: “is my responsibility to the translation or to 
language itself?” These are issues for Mounzer also because she fears for her own 
reputation; the reader may decide that she is a poor translator, not that the source 
text author is a terrible writer.

The situation is made worse by her sense of powerlessness over her compromised 
time and her low income. She feels like “a cog in this great economic machine 
powered by words that are making a lot of people a lot of money somewhere 
but ultimately empowering nothing”. The “all- powerful and invisible undertow” 
of the monoculture is sweeping everyone and all forms of writing along with it. 
This forces Mounzer to question why she wishes to write at all. But she concludes 
that bad writing intensifies the pleasure she gets from good writing. Bad writing 
makes good writing easier to recognize, and it makes her feel both “autonomous 
and communitarian” by enabling her continuously to refine her own definition of 
what good writing is not.

Mounzer’s essay is an evocative narrative about translation, published in the Arts 
and Culture section of an esteemed literary magazine, The Paris Review. It is clearly 
not intended to be a comprehensive account of translating practice. Moreover, in 
writing this text, Mounzer is not translating, so it is not an instance or performance 
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of translating. However, this depiction of translation identifies a range of aspects that 
will be central in a practice- theoretical view of translating. I therefore use it here 
as a springboard, as a means of highlighting significant elements of translating prac-
tice before embarking on a deeper theoretical exploration of them in this volume. 
Some of those elements attract very little attention in scholarly accounts of trans-
lation but they come to the fore in Mounzer’s narrative, arguably because they are 
central to translating practice. They will also take centre stage in this book, since its 
principal aim is to demonstrate the usefulness of a practice- theoretical approach to 
translating.

The first element, already highlighted in my retelling, is the body. Mounzer gives 
us an insight into corporeal and somatic involvement in translating:  rolling eyes, 
closing eyes, shuddering, exploding with or suppressing rage. She describes aspects 
of both her body’s actions while drafting a translation and its reactions to other 
elements of the practice, e.g., the inept source text, the arrogant or dishonest author, 
the demanding client. Indisputably, the body performs translation, and the body 
interacts with other elements –  things and people –  in translating. However, trans-
lation theories have tended to overlook this dimension of translation, embracing a 
Cartesian distinction between mind and body, and then very much privileging the 
mind. A practice- theoretical approach, by contrast, rejects this mind/ body dualism 
and seeks to understand how body, mind, people and objects are interwoven in 
practices.

For most practice theorists, the body forms part of a wider category, that of 
materials. Like the body, the material objects, the things that are involved in trans-
lation practice, have also often been absent from studies of translating, except 
when the use of a specific tool or resource is the explicit focus of the study. Many 
translations, particularly in the literary domain, have been studied primarily as the 
product of the translator’s (disembodied) brain, as though they were accompanied 
by an imaginary disclaimer: “No things were involved in the making of this trans-
lation. Or if they were, they were inconsequential!” Practice theory recognizes and 
examines the significant role that materials –  biological, chemical, physical, arte-
factual –  play in practices. The now somewhat clichéd slogan used in numerous 
practice- oriented research publications stresses that “matter matters”. Materials, 
including the body, are the focus of Chapter 3.

When writing first about her (mistaken) expectations of how freelance trans-
lation would fit into her writing life, and then about her experiences of the trans-
lation business, clients’ demands and reactions, etc., Mounzer identifies aspects 
of practices that will be discussed in Chapters 4 and 5, namely competences and 
meanings of practices. We see Mounzer’s motivations for engaging in the prac-
tice of translating and for perpetuating it as she does, and the affective dimensions 
that motivate the practice. We are made aware of the shared understandings that 
configure the translating practice and make it recognizable to her, to clients, to 
readers of her translations. These understandings and motivations are discussed in 
Chapter 5, while aspects of ‘knowing how’ to translate form the focus of Chapter 4. 
Mounzer also touches on procedures or points of reference for the practice that 
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enable judgements to be made about what constitutes an acceptable or unaccept-
able performance of it. The normative dimension of practices is also addressed in 
Chapter 5, where we consider the teleological and affective structuring of trans-
lating practice, in other words, how translation practice is guided by the desire to 
fulfil certain ends, which, in turn, are connected to emotions.

As noted, Mounzer’s narrative is not an instance or a performance of translating. 
However, it is part of a performance of another practice: the practice of writing. 
We can see some similarities and links between those two practices. A key linking 
element is Mounzer herself. She translates and she writes about translating (and 
about other topics). As a practitioner of both practices, she is a ‘crossing point’ for 
both practices and she connects the two. Other shared elements are the time and 
space in which the practices unfold and some of the materials that participate in 
them. Both her writing and her translating are performed on a freelance basis, from 
home. She refers to the commute from bed to desk, and the opportunities to break 
for coffee and snacks whenever she pleases. Her initial intention, which she had 
difficulty realizing, was to write in the mornings and translate in the afternoons. It 
is plausible that she sits at this desk in a similar way, with furniture, computer, soft-
ware, texts and other material objects, including her coffee cup, involved in similar 
ways when performing both practices. Mounzer draws on the same knowing about 
language and text construction, even if she aspires to produce better versions in her 
own writing than she encounters in the writing of others. These kinds of common-
alities produce a strong connection between the practice of writing and the practice 
of translating. This connection is part of what prompts her to follow the freelance 
translator route. The interrelation between the practices is also what prompts her 
strong emotional response to the poorly written source texts for translation and 
the clients’ demands. Interconnecting practices are the focus of Chapter 6, while 
Chapter 7 examines how changes transpire in practices.

To conclude our consideration of Mounzer’s essayistic representation of trans-
lating practice, we can note that it depicts the practice as situated, purposive and 
embodied. It thus draws our attention to a host of aspects that are worthy of further 
investigation. Practice theory provides a conceptual apparatus that enables us to 
attend to and give expression to those aspects and to learn more about how they 
figure in and shape translation practice.

This book introduces practice theory and its key tenets to translation scholars. In 
exploring translation through the lens of practice theory, it aims to show the use-
fulness of a practice- theoretical approach in dealing, conceptually and empirically, 
with some of the challenges that the professional world of translation is currently 
facing. Using a practice- theoretical toolkit we can investigate and better understand 
ongoing and imminent changes in the practice. As will be explained, this entails 
a shift away from a focus on the individual and their behaviour, motivations and 
interests, and a shift away from a systems- oriented approach, towards a situational, 
contextual focus on practices in which people are engaged. Practices are under-
stood as the fabric of which social life is made and they are therefore foregrounded 
in our studies of social life.
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Thus, the focus of the book is conceptual. It explores specific aspects of translating 
practice, examining the roles of various elements in practices, the interconnections 
between practices, and the changing nature of practices. This exploration reflects an 
interest in the enactments of those practices, and in the elements that co- constitute 
the practices. As noted earlier, those elements include the human body and material 
objects, as well as shared understandings and know- how. Substantial attention is 
paid to materials, as these have been neglected in translation studies but assume 
central importance when considering how translation practices develop and evolve.

The exploration, although conceptual, is highly situated and has been shaped by 
the trajectories of several practices that have produced it. Most notably, it emerged 
from my theoretical engagement with the notion of science as practice, sparked 
and informed by scholarship in science and technology studies. Having become 
convinced of the usefulness of a performative ontology for understanding science, 
I  sought to apply this thinking to translation too. This led, in turn, to approxi-
mately 250 hours of fieldwork observations and interviews in four language service 
providers (LSPs) to gain an in- depth understanding of translation and project- 
managing practices (see Chapter 1 for more details). However, it is important to 
note that this book is not an ethnography or praxiography of translation. Nor is it a 
study of particular cases, although it could feasibly have developed in its early stages 
to become either of these things.

It is, rather, a conceptual exploration designed to stretch the horizons of trans-
lation theory by proposing a holistic perspective that can help to explain the 
socio- material complexities of translation practice. Thus, the practice- theoretical 
account of translation that is constructed here is informed by my own empir-
ical investigations, by other scholars’ research into translation and by sustained 
engagements with other stakeholders in translation, including freelance translators 
and representatives of LSPs and other employers of translators, translation tech-
nology companies and professional translator associations, particularly in UK and 
EU contexts. My aim in this volume is to produce a specification of the nature, 
elements and dynamics of translating as a social phenomenon that can serve as a 
basis for understanding how things work in professional translation. Despite my 
own focus on present- day commercial translation, it is important to note that the 
approach exemplified here can be similarly productive for studies of translation and 
interpreting practices in other settings and other periods.

 


