CHAPTER 1

Translating at work

Identifying and contextualizing paraprofessional
translatoriality in organizations

Kaisa Koskinen
Tampere University

This chapter is a proposal for a research agenda that focuses on a particular
context of translation work: everyday management of multilinguality in
organizations by people who have been employed in another capacity but
end up engaging in translatorial actions to move organizational agendas
forward and get their work done. The agenda builds on work already done
in translation studies and is developed in collaboration with scholars in
international business and management and organization studies. As this
widespread and contextually embedded practice is only becoming identified
and studied, the chapter argues for embedded approaches that focus on
extended fieldwork, and offers ideas for creative and exploratory methods to
enrich data collection and to invite participants to collaborate and co-
research this phenomenon.
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Introduction

Non-professional, volunteer and activist translation has gained increasing atten-
tion in translation studies in the past decade or so. As translation studies has
intensified its interest in contexts of translation beyond the remit of professional
translation industry, it has become evident that also professionals of other fields
often engage in translating at work, some of them extensively. This translation
work is distinct from professional translation, for example due to the non-
necessity to follow professional translation norms and to the varied competence
levels and translation concepts of those involved in it. At the same time, the con-
text of work, with its functional orientation and participants’ labor relations and

https://doi.org/10.1075/btl.165.01kos
Available under the CC BY-NC 4.0 license. © 2025 John Benjamins Publishing Company


https://doi.org/10.1075/btl.165.01kos
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

Chapter 1. Paraprofessional translatoriality in organizations

37

organizational roles, is in many ways also different from non-professional trans-
lating in volunteer contexts, making this sector of translating at work distinct
from both professional and non-professional translation. Several scholars (Pym
2011: 87; Tyulenev 2014:75; Koskela, Koskinen, and Pilke 2017; Piekkari, Tietze,
and Koskinen 2020) have started to categorize a distinct object of study, parapro-
fessional translation, to account for

- written and oral rerendering of content across languages,

- atwork,

- by people in their professional/paid capacity that is other than translating/
interpreting.

Although research into paraprofessional translation is still scarce, anecdotal evi-
dence suggests that it is likely to be a widespread activity and to span across the
spectrum of organizations. Today’s work context is often multilingual, and para-
professional translation practices emerge to manage this multilinguality, to create
community and to move forward with the tasks at hand. It needs to be underlined
that ‘translation’ is here to be understood in both its written and oral modes, and
also extending to other modes such as gestures, visualizations and other commu-
nicative solutions. One can find clear distinctions between interpreting and trans-
lating in organizations, but in multilingual organizational life this binary division
is not always clear-cut in ways the professional world draws the distinction.

In this chapter, I argue for the continued development of this research branch
in general and for the need for ethnographic fieldwork in different workplaces
in particular. Fieldwork is particularly important for a number of reasons. First,
our understanding of the many faces of paraprofessional translation is at an
exploratory phase and the area is largely under-researched with some notable
exceptions: some early work has looked into paraprofessional public service inter-
preting (e.g., Pochhacker and Kadri¢ 1999), and a lot of recent research has
focused on journalistic translation (e.g., Davier and Conway 2019). With limited
data on many other contexts, it is therefore necessary to gather extensive descrip-
tive data and collect the understandings of the practitioners themselves before we
rush into conclusions about its nature. Second, due to often non-existent organi-
zational management of paraprofessional translation and limited normative pres-
sure (in comparison to more codified professional practices), paraprofessional
translation is likely to vary in different contexts, and paraprofessional translators
may have developed idiosyncratic ways of dealing with the tasks. Hence the need
for the kinds of context-sensitive approaches that extensive fieldwork can provide.
Third, paraprofessional translation activities are not always identified as such by
practitioners, limiting the usability of interview and survey data and creating a
need for immersive observational studies. Fourth, the practices encountered in
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the field may well also challenge the perceived notions of what constitutes good
or successful translatoriality that the researcher — often with a background in
professional translation and interpreting as a trainer or practitioner, or both —
may embrace, and the ethnographic principle of entering the field with an open
mind to learn what is going on from the perspective of the members of the work
community is a useful and necessary antidote to rushed interpretations (see also
Steinkogler’s account of her experiences “as an interested learner” regarding the
paraprofessional interpreting practices she studied; Chapter 6, this volume).

Recognizing and identifying paraprofessional translation is not straight-
forward. These language practices can often contain fragmentary and fleeting
moments of translation and may depict innovative ways of onboarding everyone
across languages (Koskela, Koskinen, and Pilke 2017). This is in stark contrast to
professional translation assignments that typically begin with a finalized text or
utterance to be paraphrased in another language in its entirety and the task being
given to a separate in-house department or sent to an outsourced translation part-
ner. Hence the necessity to begin by having an open mind about how translation
manifests itself in the various everyday activities in the workplace. Because also
researchers will have their preconceived notions of what is and what is not trans-
lation, and because these may not always fit the realities in the field, I have found
it useful to shift terminology. I propose that the concept of translatoriality will
help the researcher to keep an open mind and ear to micro-moments of transla-
tion that neither the participants nor the researcher may necessarily immediately
perceive as translating.

This chapter is conceptual-methodological in nature. In the following, I will
first further clarify how I understand the two core concepts, paraprofessional
translation and translatoriality, and then develop a research agenda that will allow
us to build an understanding of how they evolve in real-life contexts in organiza-
tions. Building on my earlier work (Koskinen 2020a; see also Koskinen 2008), I
advocate for a particularly focused form of ethnographic enquiry, namely trans-
latorial linguistic ethnography, and 1 argue that a combination of creative and
exploratory fieldwork methods beyond observation and interviewing might be
beneficial in teasing out not only the existing realities of paraprofessional transla-
tion but also its largely still untapped potential in organizational processes.

This potential has already been identified in organization and management
studies and international business (e.g., Ciuk, James, and Sliwa 2019; Piekkari,
Tietze, and Koskinen 2020; Revik 2023). The potential for contributions from
translation studies to these fields lies particularly in the combined understanding
of actors and their contextual realities that has for long been developed in socio-
logical approaches to translation and increasingly also in cognitive translation
studies (Risku and Rogl 2022). Another particular strength of translation studies
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within this interdisciplinary area of study is its fine-tuned understanding and
vocabulary for a comparative analysis of textual data in several languages (Tietze,
Koskinen, and Piekkari 2022:135). It is indeed a corner stone of translatorial lin-
guistic ethnography to also include translations among its data sets and to treat
them as ethnographic artifacts in a manner similar to other datasets (Koskinen
20204; see also Koskinen 2008:119-145). In this chapter, however, a particular
emphasis is put on various creative and exploratory methods than can enhance
data collection in the field. In this discussion, I will build on my own previous
work, mainly within the realm of professional translation, as well as that of some
other scholars, to begin to develop a methodological tool box for researching
paraprofessional translation.

2. Paraprofessional translation

Paraprofessional translators can be defined as follows: they are people who trans-
late as part of their regular work in another professional capacity. Or, to quote
Sergei Tyulenev’s definition of paratranslators, “people whose jobs are not directly
translation- or interpreting-related who do translate or interpret” (Tyulenev
2014:75). This activity can be voluntary, creating affinities to non-professional
translation practices where participants undertake translation according to their
own choosing. Or it can be something that a person is asked to do on a regular
basis because of their linguistic skills and proven competences, bringing their task
description close to in-house translators who often also engage in other activities
(see e.g., Kuznik 2016). Some of them are professional translators by training but
have been hired in another capacity. Some paraprofessional translators actively
seek these roles because they enjoy it. They are often called boundary span-
ners in international business literature (see, e.g., Barner-Rasmussen et al. 2014),
that is, valuable connectors between different organizational silos or in-between
organizations. High-profile boundary spanners have been studied extensively,
but the value of the shop-floor boundary spanners who guarantee information
flows across languages may well go entirely unnoticed in the organization and by
scholars alike (see, however, e.g., Humonen and Angouri 2023). Sometimes orga-
nizational translation tasks are seen as menial work and passed on to the lowest-
raking junior colleagues (Ciuk, Koskinen, and Sliwa, forthcoming), but just as
well it may be the local manager who engages in strategic paraprofessional trans-
lation (Logemann and Piekkari 2015). Depending on their professional status and
occupational role, paraprofessional translators such as the CEO studied by Loge-
mann and Piekkari may exert significant agency in and through their transla-
tion work and use it strategically to forward particular organizational or personal
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goals. Professional translators, particularly in today’s complex networks of out-
sourced translation, several steps removed from the organization, will rarely have
the will or the means to produce similarly agentic translations. Indeed, a recent
survey demonstrated the participating translators™ self-concept to lean heavily
towards fidelity: “despite a fundamentally assistive and adaptive role awareness,
mediation, co-creation and advising do not feature large in the way the translators
regard their role” (Massey and Wieder 2019:74).

The above overview already indicates that paraprofessional translation may
take forms different from professional translation, it can take many shapes, and
its status in different organizations can vary. What distinguishes it from
non-professional translation is the organizational context and the labor relation
(on work vs. labor see Zwischenberger and Alfer 2022). Employment brings with
it a particular contractual and economic bind, a social identity and a functional
and hierarchical role (Meyer, Becker, and Van Dijk 2006). This bind creates a
commitment, that is, “a force that binds an individual to a target (social or non-
social) and to a course of action of relevance to that target” (Meyer, Becker, and
Van Dijk 2006:666). This commitment can take many forms. Meyer and Allen
(1997) differentiate between affective commitment where employees maintain an
attachment to a given target because they want to, normative commitment where
they do so because they feel they should, and continuance commitment which is
based on a necessity or willingness to not sever the connection. These commit-
ments lead to more or less positive workplace behaviors and emotional reactions,
but they all share the fundamental element of delineating one’s course of actions
with the organizational targets (Meyer, Becker, and Van Dijk 2006: 667).

This target-orientedness of organizational behavior links paraprofessional
translation to functional orientations in translation studies. The theory of transla-
torial action developed by Justa Holz-Ménttéri in the 1980s (Holz-Ménttari 1984)
to account for professional translation as an expert profession can therefore also
be applied to the analysis of paraprofessional translation practices (Koskinen
2017; Ciuk, James, and Sliwa 2019). With its focus on various actors involved as
well as the fundamental role of the goal of the communication, the theory of
translatorial action allows the researcher to break free of delimiting notions of
equivalence and expectations of straight-forward similarity between the source-
language and the target-language textual renderings. This framework valorizes the
outcomes of the communication and posits the translator as the expert who has
the competences to make informed decisions about which translatorial actions to
use. It therefore gears the analysis towards viewing paraprofessional translators
not as ‘less competent’ for not being professional translators but as resourceful
experts of their own organizational goals and actions and to recognizing and valu-
ing the many translatorial strategies they use in organizational life. These may
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include, for example, onboarding by summarizing (Koskela, Koskinen, and Pilke
2017) or resorting to multimodal solutions such as drawing, gestures or move-
ments (Ciuk, Koskinen, and Sliwa, forthcoming). More often than not, parapro-
fessional translation may also be collaborative in nature (Ciuk, James, and Sliwa
2019). The paraprofessional forms of collaboration/translaboration deserve fur-
ther research and theorization in a manner similar to online collaborative trans-
lation in non-professional and professional contexts (Zwischenberger and Alfer
2022).

It is not too surprising that existing, as yet unpublished, interview data
depicts a lot of variation in terms of both paraprofessional translation practices
and translation beliefs (Ciuk, Koskinen, and Sliwa, forthcoming). In contrast
to professional translators, those engaged in paraprofessional translation do not
seem to consider “translatorship” (Svahn 2020) a central part of their “social iden-
tity” at work, that is, one’s “sense of self and one’s similarity to a collective or its
members” (see Meyer, Becker, and Van Dijk 2006: 667). It follows that paraprofes-
sional translation practices cannot be expected to be constrained by professional
codes of practice in a manner similar to professional translation. Instead, those
engaged in paraprofessional translation may well extend the ethical codes and
norms of their own profession into their translatorial actions as well. This we do
not yet know, and more research on paraprofessional translators’ commitments,
social identifications, translation ideology and translation beliefs is needed.

As mentioned above, journalistic translation practices are the area of para-
professional translation that has been most extensively covered by research. Jour-
nalation’ (the convergence of translator and journalist roles) and the international
circulation of news and media content has generated valuable insights into this
particular context (see, e.g., Davier and Conway 2019). Once we accumulate more
insights into organizational paraprofessional translation practices, we can begin
to discern similarities and differences between paraprofessional translation in the
media and that in other organizational contexts.

3. Translatoriality

In recent years, translation studies has seen numerous proposals for an “extended
concept of translation” (Zwischenberger and Alfer 2022) with varying degrees of
extension, from a by now widespread explicit inclusion of intersemiotic modes of
translation to posthuman (e.g., Cronin 2021) and bio-semiotic theories (Marais
2019) and more. This proliferation of explicitations of the translation concept is a
welcome development not only for increasing the transparency of what we schol-
ars are talking about when we talk about translation but also as a reminder that
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our research participants will have their internalized translation concepts. While
these may not always be verbalized nor even conscious, they will have a bearing
on their views and comments as well as their practices.

When rethinking translation in the context of organizations, I have found it
useful to return to Sandra Halverson’s classic work on prototype theory and the
idea of translation as a fuzzy concept (Halverson 2000). Her work allows us to
appreciate that different conceptualizations can co-exist even among a seemingly
homogenous group of people. The further we move away from the prototypical
kernel features shared by all, the more we also enter a gray area of ‘more or less
translatorial’ cases. In studying translation in organizations, a further complica-
tion arises from the fact that in organization and management studies the term
translation is commonly used to denote change processes such as adopting a new
management practice. In interdisciplinary work it has therefore sometimes been
necessary to differentiate conceptually between “interlingual” and “metaphorical”
translation (Piekkari, Tietze, and Koskinen 2020) to remind the readers in these
fields of the existence and independent relevance of the movement across lan-
guages. In practice, as most translation scholars will readily accept, the interlin-
gual, intercultural and interorganizational processes tend to be intertwined.

While it is surely relevant to study both interlingual and other kinds of trans-
lation work in organizations, my take on translation studies is less expansionist
than that of some other commentators in that I see the contribution of translation
studies best placed in exploring language practices, focusing on written and oral
renderings, and accompanying these with various technological, intermodal and
embodied extensions of verbal communication as and when they arise in empiri-
cal fieldwork.

This means that my translation concept, were I to enter a field site, would cen-
ter on verbalizations within or between languages (i.e., intralingual and interlin-
gual types) and I would be eager to also observe and understand what kinds of
non-verbal resources the organization members employ in their translation work.
There is no reason to assume that this would match the translation concept of all
participants. This kind of potential misalignment between the researcher and the
members is a challenge, particularly for interview studies: how to communicate
the object of study and how to interpret the responses? This is why observational
fieldwork is so crucial at this early stage when the features of paraprofessional
translation are not yet well known, and also the researcher will need to enter the
field with an open mind, prepared to work on their own translation concept as
they acquire more knowledge of what is actually going on in the everyday life of
the organization.

Another workaround to avoid conceptual misalignment is to propose new
terminology. If the term ‘translation’ with its long history and varied usage is a



Chapter 1. Paraprofessional translatoriality in organizations

43

hindrance in analysis, a neologism may offer new avenues for thought. For exam-
ple, my co-authored article on oral translation practices in a bilingual meeting
— i.e., paraprofessional translation — (Koskela, Koskinen, and Pilke 2017) was
an outcome of a joint process of trying to define what constitutes translation in
a flexilingual meeting where participants engaged in free-flowing translanguag-
ing practices." Rather than trying to define fixed borders of translating and non-
translating, we talked about translatorial and non-translatorial turns and defined
their translatoriality through collective deliberation. This allowed us to recog-
nize the agile ways in which participants, particularly the chair, used translatorial
tactics in ensuring that everyone stayed onboard without needing to extend the
meeting by the tedious repetition of all content in various languages.

Translatoriality is a mouthful, but it has become a key concept in my research
during the past decade. The more I have moved away from professional trans-
lation to observe translational phenomena in other contexts (Koskinen 2012), in
historical periods prior to the rise of a translation and interpreting profession
(Koskinen 2018) and, notably, paraprofessional translation in organizations, the
more I have needed a conceptualization that can account for the muddy everyday
life of dealing with multilingualism amidst organizational practices. Translatorial-
ity covers not only the more obvious practices of providing full texts in more than
one language, but also the continuums of translatoriality, the fragments of repeti-
tion and traces of other languages and self-translation by speakers (Kolehmainen,
Koskinen, and Riionheimo 2015).

In addition to productively side-stepping questions of the translation concept,
translatoriality carries no value judgement about who does the translating and
how, not getting stuck in the perennial questions of the translation profession
about who should be considered a professional translator, how we should define
translation quality and what the acceptable conditions for this work are. Any
of these can and potentially should be asked also in the context of paraprofes-
sional translation, but any pre-set criteria of expected behavior or creating a sense
of being critically assessed among participants would seriously compromise our
ability to fully account for paraprofessional translation. Translatoriality is what it
is, and it is not to be measured against our preconceived expectations originating
from professional translation. It is a different creature, it is translation in the wild.

1. ‘Translanguaging’ is another neologism that aims to chart a wide territory of multilingual
repertoires. It has gained ground in sociolinguistics, often overriding earlier usage of code-
switching, Definitions of translanguaging tend to be rather fluid, reducing its applicability for
research purposes where differentiating between switching between codes with versus with-
out translation elements is central. On ‘translanguaging’ versus ‘translatoriality’, see Koskinen
and Kinnunen (2022). On translanguaging in boundary spanning, see Barner-Rasmussen and
Langinier (2020).
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Translatoriality also has no in-built emancipatory agenda. One of its obvious
benefits is that it creates a conceptual linkage to the theory of translatorial action
discussed in the above section. Theoretically, this kind of robustness is welcome,
as it avoids the risk of bringing in potentially clashing presuppositions and
implicit ideologies from many directions. It needs to be stated, however, that my
take on translatorial action is different from its original formulation precisely
in the question of emancipation (see Koskinen 2018). Holz-Ménttari’s theoriza-
tions were explicitly aimed at improving the status of professional translators
by rebranding them as experts in translatorial action, and taking this theory to
explain translation practices performed by others than these experts — translation
in the wild — can be seen as hijacking the theory (on the emancipatory undercur-
rent in translation studies see also Zwischenberger and Alfer 2022).

4. Introducing translatorial linguistic ethnography

During the past 15 years, ethnography has become one standard methodological
choice in translation studies, favored by many PhD researchers in particular (e.g.,
Tesseur 2015; Hokkanen 2016; Pedersen 2019), signaling a generational change
in the disciplinary approaches. Ethnography is not, however, one method but
can be practiced in many ways. The current popularity of ethnography as a key-
word — a search in Translation Studies Bibliography gives 210 hits (20.2.2023) —
hides a multitude of approaches to ethnographic fieldwork (see Buzelin 2022).
At a metalevel, ethnography has always had a two-track appearance in TS, a
socio-cognitive one as pioneered by Hanna Risku (2004) and a socio-cultural one
(Koskinen 2008).

Indeed, ethnographic fieldwork has been identified as a bridging element
between cognitive translation studies and sociology of translation, both of which
have a keen interest to understand translation work and to study workplace activ-
ities (Risku and Rogl 2022). But while all ethnography relies on an immersive
approach to fieldwork (see, e.g., Risku et al. 2022:325), the socio-cognitive and
socio-cultural approaches to doing ethnography are not identical in their research
orientation, ethos or practical tool kit. Within the cognitive branch, microethnog-
raphy as described by Risku et al. (2022), with its observation protocols and video
recordings as well as the aim to study minute details of interaction, is rather far
removed from socio-cultural ethnography that aims to understand the cultural
practices, social identities and beliefs of the members through an open-ended
inquiry to their lived experiences. In the latter case, ethnography is more an epis-
temology than a method (Buzelin 2022; Humonen and Angouri 2023), with all the
implications for iterativity of fieldwork, knowledge creation, researcher position
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and the nature of academic research in general that this entails. A full engagement
with this epistemological view is quite rare in translation studies publications (see,
however, e.g., Hokkanen 2016, 2017).

Cognitive ethnography as practiced by Risku and her research team builds
on the now classic work of Edwin Hutchins (1995) who argued for doing basic
research on human cognition not only through laboratory experiments but also
in real life settings and who maintained that human cognition is always culturally
embedded. With its anthropologically designed fieldwork practices cognitive
ethnography shares many of the tenets of socio-cultural ethnography. This makes
it a bridge approach between sociology of translation and cognitive translation
studies (see Risku and Rogl 2022). Risku and Rogl (2022) posit this quite opti-
mistically as a convergence of the two, but in reality cognitive ethnography also
needs to balance between two opposing epistemological requirements, one quite
far in the qualitative end of the spectrum and the other deeply embedded in the
empirical research paradigm of controlled laboratory designs and statistical analy-
sis. Because of its affinity to cognitive (translation) studies, cognitive ethnogra-
phy naturally also tends to employ the ethnographic toolkit to shed new light
to themes and research problems generated within the cognitive paradigm
(Hutchins 1995; Hubscher-Davidson 2011), whereas socio-cultural ethnography
tends to build on theories and research agendas developed in the social sciences
(e.g., power, role, agency, habitus).

The varied theoretical paradigms, epistemological expectations and different
interpretations of what ethnography is and should be can create tensions in the
discipline. It is therefore a welcome development that more fine-tuned labels are
being created to better signal what kind of a theoretical and methodological basis
a particular project has and what it aims to achieve. In this chapter, I wish to par-
ticipate in this development by proposing a particular kind of ethnography, that
is, translatorial linguistic ethnography, a term I will attempt to unpack below.

Back in 2004 when I was working on my own first ethnographic project
(Koskinen 2008), my main worry was whether I dare label it ethnography or not.
At that time the classic anthropological model was quite overpowering. While
many other fields had started developing their own ways of doing ethnography,
in translation studies there were few examples available of any kind of ethno-
graphic methodology. The most daring moment in my project was to move away
from diminutive solutions such as ‘ethnographically-oriented” to boldly use the
label ‘ethnography’, and thinking about variants of ethnography did not appear
relevant at the time. Peter Flynn, who was working on a similar project on liter-
ary translation, aligned his PhD project with the then new approach of linguistic
ethnography (Flynn 2005) as did Moira Inghilleri (2006) in her study of interpret-
ing in asylum procedures. Had I been aware of their choices at the time, I would
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probably have followed suit in a manner similar to Wine Tesseur (2015) in her
PhD on translation practices at Amnesty International, using the label of linguis-
tic ethnography to add to terminological cohesion (see also Tesseur 2017). These
projects are not paradigmatically connected or aligned theoretically or method-
ologically, but they all share the desire to also study translations as artifacts in the
socio-cultural context (see also Napier, Chapter 2, on linguistic ethnography in
interpreting studies). In that sense the label of linguistic ethnography is quite apt.

The more recent proposal for a particular translatorial linguistic ethnography
(Koskinen 2020a) aims to underline the potential of translated data as ethno-
graphic data. The proposal was originally targeted at researchers outside trans-
lation studies, to cater for the growing interest in studying paraprofessional
translation in management studies and international business. These fields tradi-
tionally rely heavily on interview data, and a methodology that focuses on immer-
sive fieldwork on the one hand and on a detailed analysis of translation data on
the other hand has been seen as a new opening among scholars in language-
sensitive management research (Humonen and Angouri 2023: 84).

Counterintuitively, the idea of actually studying oral or written translations as
ethnographic data is not that common in translation studies either, at least not
in the socio-cultural track where actors, processes and contexts are studied more
than products (i.e., the translations themselves). And since written translating, in
particular, is rather unobservable as a social practice unless conducted in teams
where actions and meanings are constructed in negotiations (see the microethno-
graphic approach in Korhonen and Hirvonen 2021), many socio-cultural ethno-
graphies end up relying heavily on interview and focus group data. Interviews
of informants are, of course, one standard method in ethnography, but excessive
reliance on them tilts the project away from what is going on and towards what is
being verbalized and put on display in talk.

While not aiming to ban interviewing from the fieldworker’s tool kit, trans-
latorial linguistic ethnography is a call to surround these constructed and
researcher-led interactions, on the one hand, with the kind of contextual knowl-
edge that can be acquired from immersive site visits and, on the other hand, with
the traces of processes, policies and positionalities left in the translation paper
trail. While these two may seemingly appear antagonistic, they are in fact closely
intertwined. It has long been known that context is a defining feature of transla-
tion; translation solutions can be viewed as evidence of context. This intertwined
or ‘fractal’ nature of physical and institutional surroundings, verbalizations and
the minutiae of translation shifts was a key finding of my study of translation
work in the European Union (Koskinen 2008:149-150). Similar context-sensitive
research is currently needed for paraprofessional translation work.
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5. Doing translatorial linguistic ethnography

5.1 Identifying paraprofessional translation

In studying paraprofessional translation and other instances of translation in the
wild, the first challenge is to identify where, when and by whom this activity hap-
pens. In present day workplaces, full monolinguality is rare if not non-existent.
Multilingualism can take many forms. While languages can exist side by side,
more often than not multilingual usage leads to reverbalizations of a particular
content in another language. In fieldwork, the co-existence of more than one lan-
guage can therefore be used as a strong methodological indicator of potential
translatoriality and a signal of likely paraprofessional translation. To capture these
moments and to identify which situations and events to observe and whom to fol-
low to capture them, the researcher needs to spend time in the field doing tradi-
tional observation and writing field notes. This kind of non-obtrusive observation
is at the heart of ethnography. In researching paraprofessional translation it is of
the utmost importance for the researcher to capture and collect all kinds of trans-
latoriality, also the borderline cases in terms of the researcher’s own translation
concept.

In fieldwork, these moments of translatoriality can be observed as they evolve,
especially in oral interaction. But as discussed above much of written translation
is actually quite non-observable. In fieldwork there is therefore a need to comple-
ment the traditional observation + field notes method of ethnography with some
other approaches. Methodologically, translatorial linguistic ethnography is open
to many directions. Interviewing and the analysis of translations as ethnographic
artifacts, as discussed above, are obvious extensions to observation, but also other,
more creative solutions can be employed.

5.2 Creative and exploratory practices

Already in 2008, one tool I used was a questionnaire (Koskinen 2008, Appendix
2) that aimed to probe details of everyday life (such as where the Finnish EU
translators considered their home to be, who they had lunch with during the
previous week, or which media they followed regularly). The questionnaire was
first developed as a scaffolding tool to alleviate my anxiety about failing as a
fieldworker and coming home empty-handed. It was thanks to the anonymous
reviewer of the book manuscript who underlined the insights provided by the
responses to the questionnaire that allowed me to fully appreciate the usability of
this unorthodox, quantitatively tilted tool in a qualitative enquiry. In the analy-
sis, the questionnaire responses and field observations and discussions entered
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into a fruitful dialogue. For example, the question of who the participants had
recently had lunch with depicted a rather closed bubble: Finnish translators were
mainly mingling with their Finnish colleagues. The physical surroundings and
the observations of everyday practices provided an explanation: in the unit’s cur-
rent location at the time, a freight lift conveniently connected them directly with
the downstairs canteen, and in line with normal office behavior they popped into
some offices close by (all occupied by other Finns) for company and then went
downstairs. This way they did not accidentally meet the colleagues from other
units on their way for lunch. The end result fed into a creation of a tightly-knit
monocultural unit that was not only because of any introverted preferences of
these translators but also because of the architectural characteristics of their office
space (see Koskinen 2008:95-96). In paraprofessional contexts, a questionnaire
on the use of different languages and the roles and contexts where the respon-
dents find themselves operating across languages could reveal interesting insights
into the daily practices as well as their language biographies. The questionnaire
format might also work well to probe the mental translation concept and also to
introduce respondents to the ideas of translatoriality. An example of a question-
naire on translation students’ translation concepts can be found in Kumpulainen
2016 (Appendices 3 and 4).

Another element in that early fieldwork was to combine an analysis of the
physical place with the relational and cultural space the EU translators occupied
(Koskinen 2008: 61-80). An interpretive analysis of the material environment is
a standard feature of ethnographic fieldwork, but it is not often foregrounded in
translation studies’ ethnographies. Integrating the increasingly extensive body of
work on cities as sites of translation by Sherry Simon and others will enhance
the analysis of the sense of place and deepen the context-sensitivity of ethnog-
raphy (for methodological advice see Simon 2019; on spaces and places see also
Koskinen 2020b:117-141). Practical applications of contextualizing methods also
include the linguistic landscapes approach that focusses on analyzing languages
which are visible in a particular place (Koskinen 2012). Traditionally this has cen-
tered around signage in the cityscape, but there is no reason why it could not be
applied to workplaces as well (e.g., Hanauer 2009). The EU translation units sig-
naled their background through national flag stickers and touristic posters of their
home countries (Koskinen 2008:74). In paraprofessional contexts the display of
particular languages or cultures in office walls or desktops offers insights into their
status and participants’ identity work. These artifacts could also be discussed in
interviews.

Indeed, another approach that can be used to capture the material context
of work is artifact analysis (Risku 2004:147-172). This analysis focuses on the
tools used by participants, and their affordances and the affects they create. Con-



Chapter 1. Paraprofessional translatoriality in organizations

49

temporary professional translation practices are technology-driven and embed-
ded in multiple techno-social systems. Paraprofessional translation is likely to
be more varied in the extent to which technological applications are available
and wanted. While professional computer-assisted translation tools may be rarely
used, machine translation solutions are known to have permeated many work-
places for both very sophisticated and advanced usage (Nurminen 2019), and as a
handy ad hoc tool in everyday communication.

Recent advances in practice research (Olohan 2021) and exploratory practice
(Hanks 2017) as well as a growing ethos of co-researching and citizen science
bring new opportunities to fieldwork (see, e.g., Vaattovaara, forthcoming). Work-
place studies focusing on fieldwork benefit from a close affinity with participants,
creating possibilities for engaging them in co-researching activities, from data col-
lection to analysis, and also in action research initiatives that aim at improving
paraprofessional translation practices in the organization. This kind of organic
and dialogic fieldwork is a retake on an earlier plea for public translation studies
(Koskinen 2010). Public translation studies, a concept adapted from Michael
Burawoy’s (2004) classic notion of public sociology, fits nicely with the ethos of
ethnographic fieldwork as it entails a full-body experience in the context and
activity under study and supports the development of embedded, embodied and
affective research designs where both the researchers and the members co-create
joint activities.

In some cases, this kind of joint experimentation between researchers and
participants can develop into artistic research, that is, research and innovation
that builds on artistic practice. For example, in audio description for the theatre,
some experiments have resulted in the integration of the audio describers into
the team devising the performance (Fryer 2018). In paraprofessional translation
contexts in organizations, selling extremely creative methods to either the orga-
nizational gatekeepers or the participants may prove difficult. It always makes
sense to try to create a good match between context and methods. Still, playful
data collection methods and invitations to share have been known to work well.
The project of collecting love letters and hate mail from professional translators
was met with unexpected enthusiasm (Koskinen and Ruokonen 2017; Ruokonen
and Koskinen 2017), and Mary Nurminen’s innovative idea of collecting stories
of machine translation usage in non-professional and paraprofessional contexts
has been a success (Nurminen n.d.). In today’s workplaces time is at a premium,
and creating an affective bond and joyful motivation may significantly improve
the possibilities of gaining insightful data. One needs to keep in mind, though,
that this kind of prompting steers the ethnographic project away from observing
events as they occur naturally. The roles of the researcher and the co-researching
participants in these kinds of activities where new knowledge and understanding
are created need to be constantly reflected upon in all stages of the process.
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6. Conclusions

In this chapter I have aimed to highlight the affordances of two conceptual
avenues for further research: paraprofessional translation practices and transla-
toriality, and the linked methodological avenues, in particularly the framework
of translatorial linguistic ethnography. The insights stem from my previous
(field)work on professional translators, but my aim has been to be forward-
looking and to offer new ideas for future research and hopefully supporting those
currently engaged in field research, in professional, non-professional or parapro-
fessional translation. Approaches such as co-researching and explorative practice
research bring avenues for collaboration with those we study and enable bringing
knowledge back to those we learned it with in ways that support the further devel-
opment of public translation studies. Exploring the material, spatial and visual
aspects of the research site can give new understandings and interpretations of
practices. And finally, a socio-cultural analysis of translations as artifacts allows
us to benefit from the rich tradition of comparative textual analysis in translation
studies and to enrich field data analysis by allowing for a triangulation or cross-
pollination of observations, verbalizations and translation products into a holistic
understanding of the translatorial realities we aim to uncover.

The call for immersive ethnographic fieldwork and co-researching practices
responds to current research needs in the area of paraprofessional translation
whose practices and beliefs are still largely uncharted. At the same time, it is a
reminder of the continued relevance of context-sensitive research in the age of big
data. To understand embedded, embodied and affective translatorial practices in
their many contexts and varied shapes we need to engage in embedded, embod-
ied and affective research that takes many shapes.
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