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Based on a review of the literature on ethnography produced by translation scholars over 

the past twenty years, this contribution explores how translation studies [TS] has appropriat-
ed this concept, first as a way to solve translation problems (with Eugene Nida), then as an 
object (within the cultural turn) and more recently as a research methodology to document 
and analyze translation and interpreting events in context. The author shows how, in the 
early seventies, both cultural anthropology and TS saw a change in paradigm that brought 
the two disciplines closer at the surface level (as the metaphor of culture as a text gained 
grounds), but that draw them very much apart from an epistemological viewpoint. Indeed, 
while ethnography was undertaking an interpretive turn, TS chose to define itself as an em-
pirical discipline based on systematic and objective observation; this positivistic bias in early 
TS could partly explain its late adoption of ethnography as a research methodology. This liter-
ary review finally reminds us of the many dichotomies out of which TS has grown and struc-
tured itself — text vs context; translation vs. interpretation; experiential vs. scientific know-
ledge, hermeneutics vs. empiricism, to name but a few — and suggest the need for an inter-
pretive move within the discipline. 
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Whereas some linguists elevated translation to the status of science in 

the mid-sixties (Nida, 1964), literary studies played a key role in its recogni-
tion as a proper discipline of research a few years later. James Holmes’s 1972 
paper In the name and nature of translation studies has been regarded by many 
scholars, at least in most of the European countries, as a milestone in that 
matter. Among its merits, this contribution put forward the interdisciplinary 
nature of the research field in becoming. From then, translation studies (TS) 
kept on expanding its horizon, exploring the multiple factors, not only lin-
guistic but also cognitive, cultural, historical, social, institutional and materi-
al that come into play when transferring texts across languages and cultures 
and into other semiotic systems. In this process, the discipline kept on bor-
rowing research designs from the social sciences. Hence, the conduct of in-
terviews, surveys, focus groups as well as field observation became parts 
and parcels of the TS researcher toolkit. Gradually, several studies with an 
explicitly ethnographic orientation have seen the light (see, for example, 
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Wadensjö 1998; Davidson 2000; Buzelin 2006, 2015; Baraldi and Gavioli 2007; 
Koskinen 2008; Leblanc 2014). These developments led to the emergence of a 
discourse on ethnography as a valuable research methodology for exploring 
translators’ communities, translating institutions and translation projects. 

As a sequel to a discussion initiated in Buzelin (2007), the present contri-
bution revisits the relations between ethnography and translation studies in 
light of this discourse produced over the past twenty years. A special focus 
is put on texts with a didactic or programmatic function, such as textbooks 
and handbooks (see Wolf 2002; Flynn 2010; Hubscher-Davidson 2011; Sal-
danha and O’Brien 2013; Biagini 2016). The goal is not to show the relevance 
of ethnography for translation studies, as this question has already been ad-
dressed before1, but rather to reflect on why ethnography, although regard-
ed as essential to translation since the earliest days of translation theory2, 
was recognized as a potential methodology for studying translation only 
fifty years later. Exploring this question will lead us to uncover a few rele-
vant features and boundaries in the development of the discipline: 1) a quest 
for scientificity in TS that encouraged a positivistic posture at a time where 
social research was, on the whole, moving in the opposite direction; 2) the 
very imperfect equivalence between Translation Studies and its usual French 
translation traductologie; 3) the lack of connections and dialogue between 
translation and interpreting studies, largely due to their separate develop-
ment. 

 
1. On the “Copernican revolution” in the human and social sciences 
 
In the second half of the twentieth century, human and social sciences 

underwent a revolution as well as a vast expansion that led to a redefinition 
of disciplinary boundaries and research objects: some disciplines, such as 
anthropology, had to reinvent themselves (Hymes 1999) whereas others, 
such as translation studies, saw the light. In cultural anthropology, Clifford 
Geertz’s essay Interpretation of Cultures (1973) is probably the text that best 
captures the change of paradigm, marking the advent of an interpretive turn 
within the discipline. As for the birth of translation studies, it has come to be 
associated with James Holmes’s communication dated 1972. However, as we 
shall see, these two seminal texts, released several months apart, engaged 
their respective disciplines in very different directions. 
                                                                 
1 Among other things, this methodology based on fieldwork has been regarded from 
the start as a good way to reconcile textual and contextual approaches, to highlight 
the diversity of agents involved in translation processes, as well as to foster more ref-
lexivity and dialogue among translation scholars and translation practitioners (see 
Buzelin 2006, Koskinen 2008, Hubscher-Davidson 2011). 
2 For example, in 1945, Eugene Nida argued that ethnology was the best way to solve 
the semantic problems of translation. Today, the missionary perspective underlying 
his theory of translation appears highly problematic and questionable. However, his 
contribution reminds us how much, as practices, translation and ethnography have al-
ways been intertwined, even before the birth of TS as a discipline. 
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1.1. 1973 — Clifford Geertz and the ethnographer as translator 

 
As the core methodology of cultural anthropology, ethnography was di-

rectly impacted by the crisis of representation in the human and social sci-
ences. The intertwining between the rise of cultural anthropology and that of 
colonial empires, the reflections on the relations between knowledge and 
power and the role of discourses and representations in power dynamics as 
well as the more global rejection of positivism were particularly noticeable 
in this discipline. The crisis led, among other things, to an interpretive and 
semiotic turn mostly embodied in the works by Clifford Geertz who sug-
gested approaching culture as a text, i. e., a web of signs to be interpreted: 
“The culture of a people is an ensemble of texts, themselves ensembles, 
which the anthropologist strains to read over the shoulders of those to 
whom they properly belong.” (Geertz, 1973:452). In this line of thinking, the 
ethnographer would no longer seek causal or structural explanations but act 
rather as a translator, reading and interpreting a foreign manuscript: “Doing 
ethnography is like trying to read (in the sense of ‘construct a reading of’) a 
manuscript—foreign, faded, full of ellipses, incoherencies, suspicious emen-
dations, and tendentious commentaries, but written not in conventionalized 
graphs of sound, but in transient examples of shaped behaviour.” (Geertz, 
1973:10) 

If ethnography, as a research methodology, originated in the field of an-
thropology, it was soon adopted by sociologists (most notably the Chicago 
School and its followers), by linguists (in the field of ethnolinguistics) and 
more recently by other disciplines such as communication studies, educa-
tion, social psychology, human geography, criminology, etc. This increasing 
popularity could relate to a global trend in favour of qualitative methodolo-
gies in the human and social sciences (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007:2). 
As it expanded to other fields and as anthropologists returned back home, 
the definition and modalities of the ethnographic fieldwork also changed, 
the prolonged immersion within a foreign culture being only one of the 
many forms it could take. If contextualization remains a central component, 
the field is not so much defined as a geographical space, but rather as a 
community of practices that the researcher aims at better understanding 
through observation of and dialogue with those who belong to it. For a 
number of years now, ethnography textbooks have highlighted this multi-
faceted aspect. As early as 1983, Hammersley and Atkinson summed up the 
possibilities in the following terms: 

 
[…] across the numerous fields in which ethnography, or something very 

like it, has come to be proposed, one finds considerable diversity in prescriptions 
and practice. There is disagreement as to whether ethnography’s distinctive fea-
ture is the elicitation of culture knowledge (Spradley 1980), the detailed investi-
gation of patterns of social interaction (Gumperz 1981), or holistic analysis of so-
cieties (Lutz 1981). Sometimes, ethnography is portrayed as essentially descrip-
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tive, or perhaps as a form of storytelling (Walker 1981); occasionally, by contrast, 
great emphasis is laid on the development and testing of theory (Glaser and 
Strauss 1967; Denzin 1978). […] For us ethnography (or participant observation, 
a cognate term) is simply one social research method, albeit a somewhat unusual 
one, drawing as it does on a wide range of sources of information. The ethnog-
rapher participates, overtly or covertly, in people’s daily lives for an extended 
period of time, watching what happens, listening to what is said, asking ques-
tions; in fact, collecting whatever data are available to throw light on the issues 
with which he or she is concerned (Hammersley and Atkinson 1983:1—2). 

 
For these authors, fieldwork is what defines best the ethnographic ap-

proach. In their view, it is essentially a method, the most eclectic and “the 
most basic” 3 method of the social sciences (Hammersley and Atkin-
son 1983:2). For other commentators, ethnography is more of a methodology, 
that is, a research design characterized by particular concepts and values 
such as participation, immersion, reflexivity, thick description, understan-
ding and a participatory ethics guided toward emancipation of the commu-
nity under study (Gobo 2007). Still, others hold that it is not so much obser-
vation and description in themselves that define ethnography, but a certain 
gaze (regard) and a particular type of writing. This gaze is “neither casual 
nor uptight [… but] give way to an attitude of drifting (obviously tempo-
rary), of availability and floating attention” (Laplantine 1996:16, our transla-
tion)4 and in the process of writing, “the researcher produces rather than 
s/he reproduces.” Criticizing the “lazy conception of observation and the 
indigent conception of language” that anthropology inherited, Laplantine 
affirms, in a spirit recalling that of Clifford Geertz: 

 
There exist no such things as “ethnographic data” but always and eve-

rywhere a confrontation between a (given) ethnographer and a (given) socio-
cultural group, an interaction between a researcher and those she/he studies. 
[…] This confrontation and this interaction (not half of it) are what constitutes 
the very object of the ethnographic experience and the ethnographic makeup. 
The latter will become truly anthropological when intertwined (in a way that 
Bakhtin would qualify as dialogical) in an intertextual network (Laplantine 
1996:38, our translation).5 
 
The very diverse definitions of ethnography confirm the polymorphic na-

ture of this concept. 

                                                                 
3 “basic” meant that the approach was as close as one can get to the type of 
knowledge acquired from common everyday practices. This mention appears in the 
first (1983) edition of the textbook but not in the third one. 
4 “ni désinvolte ni crispé [… mais] redonn [ant] toute sa place à une attitude de dé-
rive (évidemment provisoire) de disponibilité et d’attention flottante.” 
5 “Il n’existe donc pas, à proprement parler de “données ethnographiques”, mais 
d’emblée, toujours et partout, la confrontation d’un ethnologue (particulier) et d’un 
groupe social et culturel (particulier), l’interaction entre un chercheur et ceux qu’il 
étudie. […] C’est cette confrontation et cette interaction (et non “la moitié”) qui con-
stituent l’objet même de l’expérience ethnographique et de la construction eth-
nologique, lesquelles ne deviendront anthropologiques qu’en s’inscrivant (d’une 
manière que Bakhtine a qualifié de dialogique) dans un réseau d’intertextualité.” 
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1.2. 1972 — The rise of translation studies 

 

The fame of James Holmes’s text is to a large part due to Gideon Toury’s 
strategic role in reediting this paper and commenting its key ideas in the in-
troductory chapter of his own book Descriptive Translation Studies and Beyond 
(1995). It is worth reminding Holmes’s and Toury’s (1980, 1985, and 1995) 
main propositions to better grasp what unites and what distinguishes them. 
For Holmes, Translation Studies (a denomination he favoured over translation 
science for its inclusivity) defined itself as an “empirical discipline.” Quoting 
Hempel, he further explained that empirical disciplines generally share two 
goals: “(1) to describe particular phenomena in the world of our experience 
and (2) to establish general principles by means of which they can be ex-
plained and predicted” (Hempel quoted in Holmes, 1972 [1988]: 71). Holmes 
divided the discipline in two branches: a pure one and an applied one, the 
former consisting of a theoretical part and a descriptive one. Description was 
further split in three categories corresponding to distinct viewpoints on 
translation: namely the products (of translation), i. e., translations as texts, the 
processes and the functions. The applied branch had four ramifications: trans-
lator training, translation aids, translation policies and translation criticism. 
In conclusion, Holmes insisted on the interdependence and complementarity 
of the theoretical, descriptive and applied branches, each contributing to the 
development of the discipline. 

While commenting Holmes’s ideas, Toury gave them a particular inflec-
tion. For instance, whereas Holmes had rejected the term science, Toury 
(1985) made an almost systematic use of it—the term occurring three times 
on the first page of the book. Along the same line, Toury saw the descriptive 
branch—hence the pure one as well—as the cornerstone of the discipline. He 
also ranked the three possible objects of TS, stating that functions determined 
the products which, in turn, governed processes. Whereas Holmes insisted on 
interdisciplinarity, Toury asserted the need to distance TS from comparative 
linguistics. Last but not least, he relegated applied research to the margin of 
the discipline, as a mere “extension” (1995:17). All these adjustments had a pur-
pose: “to make a case for the discipline’s controlled evolution” (Toury 1995:10). So, a 
year before the release of Geertz’s seminal essay inaugurating an interpretive 
turn in anthropology, Holmes wrote what would come to be regarded as the 
act of birth of Translation Studies, laying out a research program that, as in-
terpreted by Gideon Toury, would position the discipline in a rather positiv-
ist frame. 

Holmes and Toury are not the only scholars who have tried to circum-
scribe the new discipline. Antoine Berman’s essay The Experience of the For-
eign (1992), originally published in French in 1984, included a manifesto en-
gaging traductologie in a very different path, closer to history, philosophy and 
hermeneutics6. Whereas Toury considered that translation scholars should 
                                                                 
6 “La traductologie ne se constituera qu’en coopération avec la linguistique et la 
poétique ; elle a beaucoup à apprendre de la socio- et de l’ethnolinguistique, ainsi 
que de la psychanalyse et de la philosophie [Traductology will only be constituted in 
collaboration with linguistics and poetics; it has much to learn from socio- and ethno-
linguistics, as well as from psychoanalysis and philosophy].” (Berman 1984: 304, 
Berman 190 1992 for the English translation) 
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approach their object from an objective and distanced perspective, Berman 
defined traductologie as “a study of translation based on the experience of 
translating” (Berman 1989:675). In the nineties, many translation scholars 
criticized this dissociation, encouraged by Toury, between translators and 
translation scholars (see in particular Simeoni 1995, Pym 1998, Her-
mans 1999, Crisafulli 2002). At the time, sociological approaches in TS had 
gained ground and Pierre Bourdieu’s ideas, most notably his sociology of 
science as well as his concepts of “habitus” and “participant objectivation”7 
helped to reconcile the practical and the scholarly viewpoints on translation 
and to move from a definition of TS solely based on its object to a definition 
incorporating the subjectivity (and agency) involved both in performing and 
in studying translation. Finally, the reflections on the ethics of translation 
stemming, partly, from cultural and post-colonial approaches, also showed 
the limits of a strictly descriptive approach along with the ideal of an objec-
tive researcher distanced from its object. 

As Hermans noted (1999: 31—45), Toury’s quest for translation univer-
sals was not followed by many and his vision of the discipline was not unan-
imously shared either. But his legacy remains an important one. It can be 
traced, for example, in the writings of Chesterman (2000) in favour of causal 
and linear models of analysis aiming at explaining and eventually predicting 
translation phenomena; in the rapid and durable popularity of corpus stud-
ies; in the long-lasting emphasis placed on the study of translation norms; 
and more generally in the predominance of functionalist and empirical ap-
proaches in TS. It is no coincidence that a textbook as rich and comprehen-
sive as Research Methodologies in Translation Studies (Saldanha and 
O’Brein 2013) leaves no room to historical and hermeneutic approaches. 
Writing a methodology textbook for an interdisciplinary research field is a 
challenge and choices inevitably have to be made. So one cannot blame the 
authors for restraining themselves to empirical methodologies or for refer-
ring the reader to Pym (1998) for methods in translation history8. But as le-
gitimate as they are, these choices also suggest Toury’s long-lasting influ-
ence in the evolution of the discipline in the English-speaking world. One 
may wonder if this quest for scientificity that marked the birth of TS and that 
is still present today, though to a lesser extent, is not partly responsible for 
the delayed adoption of the least formalized and most subjective research 
methodologies of the social sciences: ethnography. 

 
2. Ethnography as a research methodology in TIS 

 
At the turn of the twenty-first century, three books on research method-

ologies in TS saw the light. The first two are collections of essays edited by 
Maeve Olohan (2000) and Theo Hermans (2002). The year 2002 also saw the 
                                                                 
7 For a detailed presentation of these concepts, see Grenfell ed. (2013), chapter three 
(Habitus) by Karl Maton and chapter twelve (reflexivity) by Cécile Deer. 
8 More surprising though is the absence of reference to Berman’s last essay, Pour une 
critique des traductions: John Donne published posthumously in 1995, even if this semi-
nal methodological enquiry into translation criticism was available in English since 
2009. 
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release of The Map by Jenny Williams and Andrew Chesterman, a short in-
troductory guide to doing research on translation. Ethnography is not men-
tioned in the book, but the authors do say a word on workplace studies that 
aim at analyzing the working conditions of professional translators mainly 
by way of observation. To the readers interested in such studies, the authors 
give the following advice: “The observer tries not to interfere with the pro-
cess (as far as possible), but simply observes it and notes certain features of 
it. […] The very fact of your being an observer may, of course, have some 
influence on the behaviour of the person you are watching but you just have 
to try to keep this to a minimum.” (2002: 62). In this formulation, workplace 
studies seem to belong to (or derive from) a naturalistic tradition, the positiv-
istic version of ethnography. 

Michaela Wolf’s chapter entitled “Culture as Translation—and Beyond. 
Ethnographic Models or representations in Translation Studies” (in Her-
mans ed. 2002) is one of the first mentions of ethnography in a TS methodol-
ogy book. This chapter explores how the crisis of representation in the hu-
man sciences led to new ways of defining culture and cultural transfers that 
ought to be taken into account by translators and translation scholars. The 
author shows how these new conceptions—such as Homi K. Bhabha (1994)’s 
concepts of “third space” and “hybridity” or Geertz’s depiction of the eth-
nographer as an author—remind us of the partial and incomplete nature of 
any translation as well as the power relationships and negotiations underly-
ing the process. She highlights some common grounds and differences be-
tween ethnography, cultural translation and interlingual translation as vari-
ous ways of writing and representing alterity. The chapter is an invitation to 
reflexivity for translators and translation scholars. However, as the discus-
sion remains on a theoretical ground, the methodological challenges and 
conditions for conducting ethnographies of translation are not addressed. 
The same remark holds for Peter Flynn’s article on “ethnographic approach-
es” (2010): the author mixes two bodies of literature: 1) contributions that 
conceive ethnography as a type of translation and, therefore, as a potential 
object of research for TS (see for example Kate Sturge’s contribution on trans-
lation strategies used in ethnographic descriptions); 2) and contributions 
that approach ethnography as a research methodology mainly based on field-
work. Adopting Geertz’s philosophy, the author insists that an ethnography 
of translation consists in analyzing translation or interpretation practises in 
context from the viewpoint of those who perform them. Such an approach 
adds Flynn, requires reflexivity on the part of the researcher. 

In the same vein, Séverine Hubscher-Davidson’s article on the relevance 
of ethnographic methods for translation process research (2011) opens on a 
literary review of TS contributions dealing with ethnography as an object of 
study, as a discourse on translation and as a research methodology. Follows 
a long discussion on how ethnography can be useful to translation process 
research. The author recalls some of the strengths of this approach: reflexivi-
ty, flexibility, induction, dialogism, ethical involvement with participants. In 
conclusion, she argues that “injecting a dose of ethnography to empirical 
studies in particular could perhaps contribute to providing translation re-
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searchers and participants with what Tirkkonen-Condit terms ‘empowering 
experiences’ (2009) that will open their eyes” (Hubscher-Davidson 2011:14). 
This article leaves an ambiguity over the role and nature of ethnography. Is 
it merely a tool for collecting new types of data, i. e., a “method” (as suggest-
ed by the recurring use of this term throughout the article)? Is it a “method-
ology” (as suggested by values such as reflexivity and dialogism mentioned 
in the article)? Or is it simply a valuable “supplement” that one just has to 
take, in small doses, to overpass the limits of traditional approaches? The 
article does not offer many examples of existing studies combining ethnog-
raphy with the methods commonly used in process studies such as think-
aloud protocols, eye-tracking systems, keystroke logging or video recording. 
It does not question either to what extent this inductive approach is compat-
ible with the experimental research protocols also commonly used in psy-
chology. Ethnography is not completely foreign to psychology, but accord-
ing to Sal Watt (2010), a socio-psychologist performing ethnography, intro-
ducing this approach in the most formal discipline of the social sciences was 
not self-evident and its use remains marginal. If Hubscher-Davidson’s article 
is very rich, one can regret that the author does not push the discussion fur-
ther to explore maybe not so much the relevance of ethnography for process 
studies (something that had been partly done before), but rather to what ex-
tent, under what conditions and what type(s) of ethnography is (are) most 
appropriate to this area of research. 

Unlike The Map, Saldanha and O’Brein’s textbook (2013) discusses eth-
nographic research in TS at length, in relation to case studies, in a chapter 
dedicated to sociological and cultural models. The presentation draws ex-
tensively from Kaisa Koskinen’s Translating Institutions (2008), an ethno-
graphic study of the Finnish division of the translation services of the Euro-
pean Commission. For these authors, ethnography is a “methodological ap-
proach” based on a wide range of data collection methods. It is holistic by 
nature, contextualized and requires “a high degree of personal involvement 
from the researchers” (2013:209). Quoting Koskinen, the authors conclude 
that the distinctive features of ethnography are “‘[…] engagement with the 
object of study—going into the field—and a willingness to learn from those 
who inhabit the culture’ (Koskinen 2008: 37) as well as a focus on the re-
searcher’s personal involvement with the data” (Saldanha et O’Brein 2013: 
209). Hence, beyond observation, what comes out of this overview is the 
subjective and participatory nature of ethnography9. 

Both Hubscher-Davidson’s and Saldanha and O’Brein’s contributions 
present ethnography as a rather new approach in TS—i. e., new at the time 
these publications were released, i. e., the early 2010s—without mentioning 
that it had been used for about two decades in interpreting studies. Among 
the pioneers, Marta Biagini (2016) quotes the works of Susan Berk-Seligson 
(1990) and Cecilia Wadensjö (1998) on court interpreters, Melanie Metzger 
on sign languages as well as the contributions of Claudia Angelelli, Brad 

                                                                 
9 On the previous page, the authors mention that contemporary ethnographies are 
not necessarily based on observation and can rely on the study of written documents 
or on interviews. (Saldanha and O’Brien 2013: 208) 
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Davidson, Claudio Baraldi and Laura Gavioli on medical interpreting 
(Biagini 2016:66—70). These studies revealed, among other things, the gap 
between the ideal of neutrality (the interpreter as a conduit) put forward in 
theory and the active role interpreters play in the conversational dynamics 
between patients and health care providers. 

If interlingual transfers are everywhere in society, some forms lend 
themselves more easily to observation and analysis than others (Poupaud et 
al. 2009). This diversity could be visualized as a continuum with, on one 
end, published literary translations that are reviewed and prized (very easy 
to find) and, on the other end, community interpreting practices. By virtue of 
being oral (hence more ephemeral, leaving no record more often than not) 
and quite sensitive (due to the asymmetric power relationship they engage) 
the latter are probably the most difficult to document and, to some extent, 
can only be documented by way of fieldwork. As Biagini rightly notes, this 
type of fieldwork raises methodological and technical challenges: one needs 
to get authorization from the institution; transcripts of the source-language 
texts are not always available and there are limits to what can be observed. 
But the study of community interpreting practices also raises epistemologi-
cal and ethical challenges. If, as mentioned above, those studies have shown 
that community interpreters (whether in hospital, in courts or in immigra-
tion services) seldom act as neutral conduits, we could argue that the same 
holds (to a lesser extent as the implication is more indirect) for translation 
scholars studying those practices. Will the researcher also act as a judge or as 
an advocate? And in either case, will his/her criticism be directed toward 
interpreters or toward the institution that they serve? Between a highly in-
volved, activist posture (like, for instance, that of Barksky and Jacquemet) 
and a more distanced one (like that of Davidson and Baraldi) the possibili-
ties are numerous. 

 
3. For an Interpretive move in Translation Studies 

 
To sum up, at the turn of the nineteen nineties, as cultural studies made 

its way in the discipline, ethnographic narratives became objects of study for 
translation scholars. Around the same time, as a sociological eye developed 
in TS calling for translation/interpretation practises to be studied in their 
context, ethnography gradually appeared as a valuable research methodolo-
gy. The literature produced for the past fifteen years over this question is 
extremely rich, but it leaves some ambiguities and grey areas. To begin with, 
if they recall key notions related to ethnography, all the contributions dis-
cussed above (with the exception of Wolf, 2002) tend to omit the fact that 
ethnography is a highly polysemous concept (Hammersley and Atkinson 
2007:2). So, instead of adopting a particular definition (as Peter Flynn does 
for example) or refusing to do so (as the case with Hubscher-Davidson whe-
re ethnography is called a method but described as a methodology), one could 
start by acknowledging this diversity of definitions and question which one(s) 
would be most relevant to translation studies. This is the kind of discussion 
that Wolf’s chapter announces, without going as far as engaging with meth-
odological questions. In that respect, among all the definitions mentioned 
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above, the one proposed by Laplantine (1996) seems particularly interesting. 
Indeed, less inclusive than Hammersley and Atkinson’s definition, Laplan-
tine’s conception of ethnography, inherited from Geertz, has the merit of 
putting high demands on the researcher. Emphasizing the unique character 
of both the ethnographic gaze and ethnographic descriptions (rather than 
just focusing on observation and fieldwork as core features), this definition 
reminds us that ethnography is an interpretive practice as well as a particular 
type of (dialogical) writing. 

TS literature rarely mentions these two sides of the coin: observation and 
writing. Indeed, scholars who study ethnographic texts (e. g.: Sturge 1997, 
Wolf 2002) tend to emphasize this interpretive dimension without looking at 
the methodological challenges involved in doing fieldwork10. Conversely, 
the literature on ethnography as a research approach in TS (e. g. Hubscher-
Davidson 2011, Saldanha et O’Brein 2013, Leblanc 2014, Biagini 2016) tends 
to focus on fieldwork and do not say much about the interpretive and writ-
ing challenges facing TS researchers. Sturge (1997) rightly highlights how 
much ethnographers have often used translation in a loose metaphorical 
way, without properly questioning their interlingual translation practices. 
But if we look the other way round, one must admit that the pioneers of TS, 
mainly concerned with interlingual transfers, have hardly questioned their 
own interpretive practices, i. e., the way they read, understand and represent 
their object and their own relationships to that object, because in an episte-
mological frame infused with positivism, the only possible ethnographic 
posture is that of the naturalistic researcher, as suggested by Williams and 
Chesterman (2002). 

So, one of the current challenges of the discussions on ethnography in TS 
lies maybe in our ability to relate, without mixing them, two types of TS dis-
courses on ethnography: 1) ethnography as a practice of fieldwork based on 
observation and dialogue; 2) ethnography as a mode of interpretation and 
writing. This would encourage a dialogue between two distinct orientations 
suggested in the early days of the discipline: an empirical approach (inherit-
ed from Toury and Holmes) and a more hermeneutic one embodied, among 
other things, in Antoine Berman’s 1984’s manifesto; a manifesto that, at least 
within the anglophone tradition (which largely dominates the field) did not 
have as much resonance as Holmes’s proclamation of independence. 

 
Conclusion 

 
To sum up, reviewing TS literature on ethnography reminds us of the 

many dichotomies out of which the discipline has developed and structured 
itself — text vs. context, prescription vs. description, applied research vs. 
pure research, experiential vs. scientific discourse, subjectivism vs. positiv-

                                                                 
10 The challenges are quite different from those traditionally faced by the ethnog-
rapher. Whereas the later used to define its object by its otherness (until this very 
concept of “otherness” was questioned), translation scholars traditionally had a very 
close relationship to their object, as illustrated by the rich of “experiential discourses” 
on translation. 



 H. Buzelin 

42 

ism, hermeneutics vs. empiricism —, where the second term of each pair re-
fers to the discipline as Toury and Holmes envisioned it. It also reminds us 
that even in an academic field concerned with translation, the circulation of 
ideas across national and linguistic boundaries is far from obvious. Toury 
and Berman, who do not encapsulate the whole discipline but who certainly 
had a major influence on its development, envisioned two very different re-
search fields. In other words, Translation studies and traductologie, far from 
being perfect equivalents, tend to express quite distinct ideas of what it 
means to study translation, each having its strengths and blind spots. Other 
languages and nations may also have their own views and probably differ-
ent ones. Lastly, this overview highlights another structural division: that 
between translation and interpreting studies. Mainly concerned with literary 
transfers, the fathers of TS focused on the analysis of written texts. Hence, 
translation and interpretation studies have developed largely in parallel, in-
dependently from one another. Initiatives such as Benjamin’s TS bibliog-
raphy (Doorslaer 2007) or, more recently, the textbook titled Quantitative re-
search methods in translation and interpreting studies (Mellinger and Hanson 
2017) suggest the desire and possibility for a dialogue. In that vein, one could 
hope for a similar type of textbook that would be dedicated to qualitative 
research methodologies in Translation and Interpreting Studies. Such a con-
tribution would give an accurate picture of the role and place of ethnogra-
phy in TIS, show the common (epistemological, ethical, methodological and 
interpretive) challenges faced by researchers and the variety of forms that 
ethnographies of “translation” (in the broad sense) can take, depending on 
whether they relate to institutions, communities or particular translation 
projects, as many contexts to which the translation scholar also belongs, 
though in a slightly different way. 
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На основе обзора литературы по этнографии, созданного переводоведами за по-

следние двадцать лет, в статье демонстрируется, как переводоведение использует 
наработки этнографии сначала как способ решения проблем перевода (вслед за Юджи-
ном Нидой), затем как объект исследования (в рамках культурного поворота), а в по-
следнее время как исследовательскую методологию для документирования и анализа 
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письменного и устного перевода, осуществляемого в определенном контексте. Автор 
показывает, как в начале 1970-х годов в культурной антропологии и науке о переводе 
произошла смена парадигмы, которая не только сблизила эти две дисциплины на по-
верхностном уровне (поскольку метафорическая трактовка культуры как текста к 
этому моменту обрела свои научные обоснования), но и очень сильно отдалила их друг 
от друга с эпистемологической точки зрения. Действительно, пока в этнографии 
происходил интерпретативный поворот, переводоведение предпочитало определять 
себя как эмпирическую дисциплину, основанную на систематическом и объективном 
наблюдении. Этот позитивистский уклон раннего переводоведения отчасти может 
объяснить запоздалое принятие этнографии в качестве методологии исследования. 
Представленный обзор литературы заставляет еще раз задуматься о многочисленных 
дихотомиях, из которых выросла и структурировалась наука о переводе, — текст vs 
контекст, перевод vs интерпретация, опытное vs научное знание, герменевтика vs 
эмпиризм и т. д., а также сделать вывод о необходимости развития интерпретатив-
ного направления в этой дисциплине. 

 
Ключевые слова: перевод, интерпретация, интерпретативная этнография, 

эпистемология, исследовательские методологии 
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