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Abstract 

In the present paper, I will provide some arguments for a broader redefinition of our concept 
of translation following Tymoczko’s (2003, 2007) call for “enlarging translation”, based on 
the investigation of translational “fringe phenomena” in the area of science communication, 
specifically expert-to-non-expert communication. I will also argue that definitional work is 
necessary and indispensable for any discipline, taking a philosophy of science perspective and 
harnessing Popper’s searchlight theory of scientific knowledge (Popper 1979). I will then 
move on to discuss the implications which a broadening of the concept of translation to 
include seemingly marginal “fringe” phenomena like science communication/science 
popularisation has with regard to (a) the relation between translation theories and real-world 
translation practice, (b) the internal coherence of Translation Studies as an academic 
discipline and (c) its position among and relation to other disciplines working on similar, 
neighbouring objects of study. 
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1. Definitional work, definitional struggles 

Attempts at defining translation, sometimes dubbed the “definitional branch” of Translation 

Studies (Tymoczko 2007: 50-53), have accompanied the discipline from its inception and 

have in part also shaped its development and fuelled its major controversies. Some authors 

call for a redefinition of translation in the discipline to overcome the limitations of traditional 

“Western” concepts and gain a new understanding of the object of study that is broader and 

also deeper, while also adopting a more international perspective (Tymoczko 2003: 2-4); 

others argue that a narrow, restricted definition, sometimes referred to as “translation proper” 

(see Zethsen 2007), is essential for advancing our understanding of translation, and warn that 



Benjamin SCHMID. “A bucket or a searchlight approach to defining translation” 

© 2012. Isis HERRERO and Todd KLAIMAN (eds.). Versatility in Translation Studies: Selected Papers of the 
CETRA Research Seminar in Translation Studies 2011. http://www.kuleuven.be/cetra/papers/papers.html 
 

2 

adopting too broad a definition of what it means to translate may overinflate the discipline’s 

object of study and make it lose its focus (see for instance Schreiber 1993: 21-22 and Mossop 

1998: 261); still other authors seem to view definitional struggles over which practices should 

be categorised as translation as rather fruitless, arguing that the time spent on definitional 

work would be better spent on more descriptive research under a framework that replaces the 

concept of translation by a broad notion of discourse (Delabastita 2008: 245-246). So the 

positions of translation scholars regarding the definition of the object of study vary greatly, 

from calls for a broader to calls for a narrower definition of translation and outright dismissals 

of the definitional impulse as superfluous. In the following sections, I will discuss a 

translational fringe phenomenon and argue that the investigation of marginal and new, 

emerging translation practices must go hand in hand with definitional work that provides a 

clear and focused searchlight to guide empirical/descriptive work. 

 

 

2. Why science communication? 

My current work focuses on the mediation and communication of scientific knowledge 

between experts and non-experts (e.g. popularisation of scientific knowledge in science 

journalism, science comics, press releases published by the communications departments of 

research institutions etc.). Such communication processes have been studied by a variety of 

disciplines under a variety of names, labels and designations, e.g. popularisation of science 

(for an overview see Jüngst 2010: 39-43; also cf. Montgomery 1996: 1-66), Public 

Understanding of Science (PUS), Public Awareness of Science (PAS) or Public Engagement 

with Science and Technology (PEST) (see Burns et al. 2003 and Pitrelli 2003). In Translation 

Studies, such forms of science communication have for instance been analysed by Kaiser-

Cooke (2004: 217-229, 2007: 85-111) and Göpferich (1998: passim). 

If one chooses to apply the semiotic classification of translation types formulated by Jakobson 

(1959), one could describe science communication between experts and non-experts as 

intralingual, sometimes also intersemiotic translation.1 Intralingual because it takes place 

                                                      
1 Note, however, that as Toury (1986: 1114) has pointed out, it is unclear if and to which extent “the relations 
between various semiotic systems really affect the mechanisms which are inherent in translating itself as a type 
of activity.” Jakobson’s three translation types should thus be seen as a tool that may be useful for dealing with 
certain research questions, but not as a description of distinctions that are essential to the practice of translating 
(see also Schmid 2008: 68-72). 
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within what is generally seen as a single national language, and intersemiotic because it may 

(and usually does) involve pictures, video, audio, special layouts or even event formats to 

communicate scientific content. 

More importantly, however, science communication between experts and non-experts is 

intercultural. Culture is here understood as a shared frame of reference a certain community 

uses as a basis for interaction. This includes national cultures as well as other larger or smaller 

communities that may overlap with or intersect each other, for instance scientific 

communities (for more thorough discussions of this flexible notion of culture see for instance 

Risku 1998: 51-53; Katan 2004: 57-62; Schmid 2008: 41-52). Scientific specialists in a given 

discipline have a distinct way of living (shared work routines, training, experiences, 

disciplinary traditions, career goals, institutional environments etc.), way of thinking (a 

specific background knowledge or conceptual framework of distinctions and generalisations 

deemed useful, e.g. the distinction between mass and weight in physics or that between 

translating and interpreting in Translation Studies, a framework of values) and way of using 

language (technical terminology, stylistic preferences, discourse conventions) that sets them 

apart from other communities and may give rise to communication difficulties (these 

connections were already outlined by Kuhn in 1969, see Kuhn 1996: 174-204; cf. also Schmid 

2012). Due to these factors, communication among the members of any given scientific 

community is highly culture-specific, and communication between members of scientific 

communities and outsiders requires intercultural mediation to be successful. Mediation is here 

understood as a process of communicative recontextualisation which makes texts “more 

accessible to given audiences through rewriting” (Ulrych 2009: 221-222). 

To give a clearer idea of what the science communication texts I am working on look like, let 

me give a short example below. The first text is an excerpt from the source text, a paper on 

astronomy published by researchers working at the European Southern Observatory (ESO): 

 

A very massive star in apparent isolation from the massive cluster R136 

VFTS 682 is located in an active star-forming region, at a projected distance of 29 pc 

from the young massive cluster R136 in the Tarantula Nebula of the Large Magellanic 

Cloud. It was previously reported as a candidate young stellar object, and more 

recently spectroscopically revealed as a hydrogen-rich Wolf-Rayet (WN5h) star. […] 

We find the extinction properties to be highly peculiar (RV ~ 4.7), and obtain a 
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surprisingly high luminosity log(L/L
☉

) = 6.5 ± 0.2, corresponding to a present-day 

mass of ~150 M
☉

. […] Finally, we discuss two possibilities for the origin of VFTS 

682: (i) the star either formed in situ, which would have profound implications for the 

formation mechanism of massive stars, or (ii) VFTS 682 is a slow runaway star that 

originated from the dense cluster R136, which would make it the most massive 

runaway known to date. (Bestenlehner et al. 2011: 1) 

 

The following is an excerpt from the target text, the ESO press release that was issued to 

disseminate the findings presented in the original paper, to be used by science journalists, the 

media and the interested public. It is a streamlined, popularised version of the source text: 

 

ESO’s VLT Finds a Brilliant but Solitary Superstar 

An extraordinarily bright isolated star has been found in a nearby galaxy — the 

star is three million times brighter than the Sun. All previous similar 

“superstars” were found in star clusters, but this brilliant beacon shines in 

solitary splendour. The origin of this star is mysterious: did it form in isolation or 

was it ejected from a cluster? Either option challenges astronomers’ 

understanding of star formation. […] 

This star was spotted earlier in a survey of the most brilliant stars in and around the 

Tarantula Nebula in the Large Magellanic Cloud. It lies in a stellar nursery: a huge 

region of gas, dust and young stars that is the most active star-forming region in the 

Local Group of galaxies. At first glance VFTS 682 was thought to be hot, young and 

bright, but unremarkable. But the new study using the VLT has found that much of the 

star’s energy is being absorbed and scattered by dust clouds before it gets to Earth — 

it is actually more luminous than previously thought and among the brightest stars 

known. (ESO 2011) 

 

An analysis of this source and target text pair from a Translation Studies perspective reveals a 

great number of translational features that are also commonly found in “conventional” 

interlingual translation. The two texts draw on two different lexical repertoires, a highly 

specific specialist terminology on the one hand and a more general lexicon on the other. This 
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is reflected in terminological changes, for instance when “highly peculiar extinction 

properties (RV ~ 4.7)” is rendered as “much of the star’s energy is being absorbed and 

scattered by dust clouds before it gets to Earth”. Similarly, the Latinate expression “in situ” is 

rephrased in more everyday terms: “in situ” becomes “in isolation”. The target text also 

shows many instances of explanatory additions and a differently structured information flow. 

In the case of the “in situ” to “in isolation” conversion, for instance, the target text offers 

additional background information on star clusters to explain the relevance of the star’s 

solitary position. This information (“All previous similar ‘superstars’ were found in star 

clusters”) is not made explicit in the source text, where such background knowledge is 

presupposed given the targeted specialist readership. 

These textual changes are evidence of cultural transformation to adapt the popularised text to 

the communicative needs of a different target group. There is clear evidence of intercultural 

mediation: for instance, the target text employs stylistic devices such as alliterations (“this 

brilliant beacon shines in solitary splendour”) to enhance reading pleasure. It also uses a 

layout that is more likely to attract and maintain the interest of non-specialist readers than the 

heavily conventionalised layout of the original scientific paper (see fig. 1), guiding the 

reader’s gaze e.g. with an introduction in bold letters (see fig. 2). 
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Fig. 1: Layout of the source text 

 

These changes in discourse and layout (intralingual and intersemiotic, in Jakobson’s terms) 

are culturally motivated: when reading a scientific paper, scientists are a “prearoused 

audience” (Olson 2009: 67-71), because in principle, a specialised paper is of immediate 

interest to them as scientists. A non-specialist audience, however, lives in a very different 

socio-communicative environment and thus needs more motivation to get interested in a text 

about scientific topics. Hence the need for a target text that is pleasing to read and to look at. 
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Fig. 2: Layout of the target text 

 

As mentioned above, there are numerous adaptations to cater for the target audience’s 

different culture-specific background knowledge: the target text for instance explains that the 

Large Magellanic Cloud is “a nearby galaxy”. Also, the target text makes it clear from the 

beginning that “VFTS 682” refers to a star, which is a necessary piece of information for 

people who are not familiar with astronomical taxonomy. 

The target text selects certain features of the source text for popularisation while omitting 

other aspects. It presents the selected pieces of information using a different structure and 

sequence and adds additional background information. All these changes can be seen as 
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guided by considerations of relevance.2 As a community of specialists, the scientific 

community of astronomers has specific socio-cultural attitudes as to which kinds of 

information are relevant and which are not. For instance, the implications of the discovery of 

VFTS 682 and its peculiar characteristics are highly relevant for the scientific community, 

because they directly affect the status of various theories about star formation and thus have 

an immediate impact on the make-up and internal structure of the discipline. Due to their high 

relevance for the scientific community, these implications are emphasised much more in the 

source text and dealt with in much greater detail there (e.g. “[…] would make it the most 

massive runaway known to date.”).  

A non-specialist audience, however, has very different attitudes regarding relevance. For this 

reason, the target text offers some facts that link the pieces of information presented to the 

immediate world of experience of the readers, appealing also to emotional attitudes, such as 

most people’s fascination with superlatives and big things (e.g. “[…] the star is three million 

times brighter than the Sun” and “[…] it is […] among the brightest stars known”). This is 

also reflected in the different pictorial elements used: the source text includes scientific 

graphs, while the target text features a high-resolution picture of the Large Magellanic Cloud, 

which functions as an eye-catcher and appeals to the target readership’s aesthetic sensibilities. 

All these kinds of lexical, stylistic and macro-textual changes have been described and 

analysed extensively in the framework of Translation Studies, for instance (but not 

exclusively) in works based on functional and action-oriented theories of translation. A case 

in point is translation work done in the field of marketing, where target texts often require far-

reaching cultural adaptation to function in the target culture (see for instance the examples 

discussed in Resch 2006, especially pages 74-105). In his analyses of scientific translations 

throughout history, Montgomery (2000) also provides ample evidence that adaptive 

techniques have always been part and parcel of interlingual translation. With regard to the 

translations of Greek works on astronomy in ancient Rome, for instance, Montgomery (2000: 

38-39), reports techniques of “patriotic adaptation”, aimed at producing “a discourse not for 

specialists but for the entire res publica”: 

  

                                                      
2
 The notion of relevance used in this article does not refer to relevance theory but rather to the everyday 

meaning of the word, designating something that matters and is important and pertinent for a given person in a 
given situation (see Schmid 2012). 
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The effect was to do away with Greek abstraction by decanting the Hellenistic 

nomenclature—with its definite precision, often touched with aristocratic 

suggestiveness—into a more prosaic imagery that might be immediately accessible to 

the average educated Roman. (Montgomery 2000: 39) 

 

Similar translational strategies are also analysed for instance by Bennett (2007) in translations 

of scholarly texts from Portuguese to English. These translations include substantial micro 

and macro-level transformation to make the texts suitable for publication in English-language 

journals. Bennett analyses how traditional Portuguese academic discourse, characterised by 

ornament, flamboyant style and non-linear information flow, is frequently transformed in 

translation to conform to the dominant English discourse, which requires plain, objective and 

linear style and text structure. These translations are interlingual in the conventional sense 

(Portuguese to English), but they are evidence that translation often involves culture-specific 

reconfiguration of knowledge and the textual structures used to frame that knowledge. Forms 

of mediated discourse (cf. Ulrych 2009) such as science popularisation use the same 

techniques of transformation, but they have been seen as distinct from “translation proper” 

(Jakobson 1959: 114) because they do not classify as interlingual. However, interlinguality 

has been demonstrated to be a very unstable and fluid attribute (see e.g. Tymoczko 2007: 54-

55; Schmid 2008: 33-35). The status of languages – as compared to dialects or sociolects – is 

often defined on the basis of social and political rather than linguistic criteria such as mutual 

intelligibility (see e.g. Longinović 2011 for a discussion of the illustrative case of Bosnian, 

Croatian, Montenegrin and Serbian). There is also evidence that the cognitive status of 

different varieties of a language (e.g. literary and spoken Arabic) may be the same as that of 

different national or “natural” languages (Muñoz Martín 2011: 40-41; Eviatar and Ibrahim 

2000: 462-464). Given the ambiguous and fluid character of the concept of interlinguality, it 

seems badly suited to serve as a fundamental criterion for our definitions of translation. 

My claim is, as I have argued in more depth and detail elsewhere (Schmid 2008), that the 

presence of genuinely translational features as the ones discussed above makes texts like the 

popularised scientific article discussed above an integral part of our discipline’s object of 

study. Texts like these call for a conscious redefinition of our concept of translation, shifting 

forms of translation previously regarded as marginal fringe phenomena more into the 

mainstream of the discipline. If such a redefinition is accompanied by a shift in focus in actual 



Benjamin SCHMID. “A bucket or a searchlight approach to defining translation” 

© 2012. Isis HERRERO and Todd KLAIMAN (eds.). Versatility in Translation Studies: Selected Papers of the 
CETRA Research Seminar in Translation Studies 2011. http://www.kuleuven.be/cetra/papers/papers.html 
 

10 

descriptive and explanatory research, Translation Studies will be able to gain valuable new 

insights in and new perspectives on all forms of translation, both “marginal” and 

“conventional”. 

 

 

3. Why (re)define translation? – A searchlight approach 

Regarding the question of how Translation Studies should define its object of study, 

Delabastita (2008: 245) argues that his descriptive framework – based on the analytical 

categories “status”, “origin” and “features” – enables scholars to study a wide variety of 

different textual phenomena, 

 

both at the level of theoretical possibilities and as discursive realities. Most crucially 

of all, we can do so without having to lose precious research time over ontological 

definitions (“is this a translation” or territorial disputes (“does this problem come 

under the remit of Translation Studies?). 

 

He goes on to state that his “scheme’s radically open and relativistic view of translation ends 

up questioning the existence of Translation Studies as an autonomous discipline: ‘translation’ 

becomes part of a general, interlingually based and intertextually inspired model of discourse” 

(ibid.). He says Translation Studies ought to “stop clinging to the word ‘translation’ and start 

looking beyond the limits created by its own ideal definitions” (ibid.: 245-246). 

While I consider Delabastita’s status-origin-features approach a valuable, flexible and highly 

useful analytical framework for descriptive research, I would like to offer an alternative view 

to his position regarding the question of definitional work and the object of study. In order to 

understand the necessity of definitional work, it is useful to take a look at Popper’s (1979: 

341-361) comparison of the bucket and the searchlight theories of scientific knowledge. 

According to Popper, the bucket theory of science posits that “before we can know anything 

about the world, we must first have had perceptions” (ibid.: 341), with perceptions being 

regarded as the raw material “out of which we construct either ‘experience’ or ‘science’” 

(ibid.: 342). Under this view, perceptions and knowledge are collected and accumulated, as if 

in a kind of bucket. Criticising this position from an evolutionary perspective, Popper stresses 
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that scientific observations are always selective and presuppose “a principle of selection” 

(ibid.: 343). He argues that “an observation always presupposes the existence of some system 

of expectations” that “can be formulated in the form of queries” (ibid.: 344). Thus, certain 

fundamental scientific questions, or hypotheses, must precede scientific observation (ibid.) 

and guide it, much like a searchlight. 

What does this mean for the question of whether translation scholars should spend precious 

research time on (re)defining the concept of translation? Popper’s searchlight theory of 

science makes it clear that descriptive research depends on a system of expectations that gives 

researchers a clear idea of what they are looking for in the first place (cf. ibid.: 346). And it is 

precisely the definitions of translation (i.e. hypotheses of what translation is) which we apply 

in our research that perform this searchlight function in Translation Studies. Some of the 

struggles over different definitions of translation may not seem very productive, but 

definitional work is nevertheless essential for any discipline (see also Prunč 2007: 55; 

Tymoczko 2007: 51). Doing definitional work, questioning and expanding concepts and 

definitions of translation thus does not necessarily mean making ontological claims about the 

nature of translation, but rather making epistemological claims about what the research 

community is or should be interested in finding out about translational phenomena. As 

Kaiser-Cooke (2004: 51) points out, “it is not the object of study which constitutes a 

discipline, but the questions asked of it, the puzzle which it poses for the respective scientific 

community”. She argues that the fundamental puzzle Translation Studies sets out to answer is 

the question of how and why translation happens as a mental activity performed by real 

people in the real world (Kaiser-Cooke 2004: 67-73). Definitional work aiming to formulate 

these questions with increasing precision and making them more explicit and visible is thus 

very important for guiding research. It provides a basis for relating data and analyses to the 

explanatory goals of the discipline (ibid.: 52-56). Thus, my argument is that the rationale of 

definitional work in Translation Studies is not merely taxonomical but goes much deeper, 

providing a conceptual basis for the discipline and its research activities. 

A brief example to illustrate this point: a historical building may be an interesting object of 

investigation for disciplines as varied as architecture, structural engineering, art history, social 

history etc. Each of these disciplines will apply its own searchlight or research perspective to 

the building and ask very different questions of it, depending on how each discipline defines 

its object of study. The key difference does not lie in what is looked at but rather in which 

searchlight is applied (as indeed Delabastita points out, too, in 2003: 15, 19). Thus, I argue 
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that there is a significant difference between looking at the communication between scientists 

and non-experts as a form of mediated discourse or as a form of translation. 

When Delabastita says his status-origin-features scheme “ends up questioning the existence of 

Translation Studies as an autonomous discipline” (2008: 245), suggesting that the discipline 

abandon the notion of “translation” in favour of a broad “model of discourse” (ibid.), his 

position may run some of the risks inherent in Popper’s bucket theory of science: it may lose 

sight of the specifically translational features of certain discursive practices because it does 

not use a specifically translational searchlight for investigation and analysis. The disciplinary 

evolution of Translation Studies shows that definitional work has been instrumental in 

broadening and deepening our understanding of all kinds of translational practice. For 

instance, the redefinition of the discipline’s object of study to include localisation has made 

scholars aware of a whole new area of translation practice with far-reaching implications for 

our understanding of translation as a whole, in all of its various forms and instantiations (cf. 

Pym 2010a: 120-142). 

 

 

4. Why expand the object of study? 

4.1. Descriptive-sociological definitions of translation 

One of the landmark events in the “definitional branch” of Translation Studies was certainly 

Toury’s declaration that translation should be defined as “any target-language utterance which 

is presented or regarded as such within the target culture, on whatever grounds” (Toury 1985: 

20). With this definition, Toury shifted the focus from prescriptive to descriptive, sociological 

definitions of translation (cf. Tymoczko 2003: 11-12, 2007: 80-83). This also means, 

however, that the community of translation scholars is not the only voice that determines the 

scope of what is considered to be translation in a given society at a given time, i.e. 

determining the basis of the discipline’s object of investigation. All other social players that 

are in any way involved in the sphere of translation also play important roles in shaping a 

given society’s notion of translation. Prunč (1997) has proposed the concept of translation 

culture, which, compared to Toury’s definition, enables a more detailed analysis of the 

complex processes of social negotiation that shape the status and scope of a society’s concept 

of translation. Prunč (1997: 107) describes translation culture as the historically grown 
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subsystem of a culture which comprises a set of social norms, conventions, expectations and 

values that are constantly being negotiated and renegotiated between all the persons and 

institutions that have any stake in translation in a given society. Thus, a society’s concept of 

translation is determined by a great number of different actors, and only partly by the 

community of translation scholars. It is important to keep in mind, however, that the notion of 

translation employed by translation scholars does have some impact on how a certain society 

conceptualises translation (many translation scholars also teach novice translators, exposing 

them to their views on translation; they are also involved in the formulation of norms, 

guidelines and codes of good practice, and their statements influence how translation is 

conceived of in society). Another, arguably much stronger aspect of translation culture is the 

way practitioners of translation think about the nature and status of their work. In the 

following section, I will provide some brief arguments for a redefinition and expansion of our 

concept of translation to include science communication and similar types of intercultural 

communication from the perspective of actual translation and text production practice. 

 

4.2. Coherence with practice 

As indicated above, the opinion of real-world practitioners as to what constitutes translation is 

an important factor shaping the translation culture of a given society. There is growing 

evidence of a shift in (self-)perceptions in several fields of text-production practice that 

include potentially translational activities. Communication services agencies such as Austria-

based Capito3 are a case in point: Capito offers easy-accessibility and plain-language 

communication solutions, training workshops for communicators and related services. As part 

of its services portfolio, the agency explicitly mentions the translation of texts that might be 

hard to understand for certain groups of people into easy-to-read language. Capito has for 

instance intralingually and intersemiotically translated a law governing the rights of people 

with disabilities in the Austrian province of Styria from legal German into easy-to-read 

German (Land Steiermark: 2005). This example is of special relevance because in contrast to 

mediated texts produced as part of plain-language campaigns or under the EU’s Fight the Fog 

guidelines, Capito explicitly advertises and sells its products as translations: the practitioners 

ascribe the “status label” (Delabastita 2008: 236-237) of translation to the products of their 

work. If taken seriously, descriptive-sociological definitions of translation need to integrate 

                                                      
3 www.capito.eu 
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such broad concepts of translation used by the practitioners themselves. Translations such as 

the ones offered by Capito use many of the same mediation techniques mentioned in the 

discussion of science communication earlier in this paper. 

Furthermore, the rapid development of machine translation/translation memory technology 

could mean that in future, (intralingual) post-editing and pre-editing tasks as well as highly 

automated, high-volume translation may well account for the vast bulk of translators’ 

workload (see Pym 2011). As Pym (2010b: 10) points out, industrial practice in the field of 

localisation often boils down to translators being reduced to “donkey-work replacement 

exercises” courtesy of MT/TM systems – mechanical language tasks that reflect a notion of 

translation that “is effectively separated from major conceptual input on the problems of 

cultural adaptation” (ibid.). If the translation industry actually develops as Pym predicts, 

today’s marginal practices such as science communication or easy-to-read text adaptations 

might become the only areas of practice left where there will still be demand for translators to 

actually provide true mediated, intercultural communication services. A bold redefinition of 

the discipline’s object of study might prove instrumental in opening up these “new” fields of 

practice for people trained to work as translators. 

 

4.3. Coherence within Translation Studies 

As pointed out in the previous section, a redefinition/expansion of the discipline’s concept of 

translation is necessary in order to keep Translation Studies from losing sight of actual 

translation practice. A redefinition of the object of study may also contribute greatly to 

internal consilience (see Chesterman 2005) and coherence within Translation Studies. 

There are examples of developments in our discipline where overly narrow definitions of 

translation have led to conceptual fragmentation, spawning a number of alternative 

designations for types and aspects of practice not accepted as “real” translation. One case in 

point is the concept of “adaptation” as described by Milton (2009). Milton presents accounts 

of practices such as the translation of advertisements for different target cultures, culturally 

motivated adjustments in translations of children’s literature or streamlined visual texts for the 

hard-of-hearing as examples of adaptation in Translation Studies. In some strands of 

Translation Studies, such and similar textual transformations have been described as “real” 

translations, however, without the need of introducing the concept of adaptation to distinguish 

these practices from a narrow notion of “translation proper” (which is evidenced for instance 
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by the articles on these topics included in major Translation Studies reference works, e.g. 

Baker and Saldanha 2011; Gambier and van Doorslaer 2010, 2011; or also Snell-Hornby et al. 

1999). 

Against this backdrop, a redefinition and expansion of the translation concept as I have 

advocated in the present paper may well help to reduce existing or avoid further conceptual 

fragmentation in Translation Studies by providing a firm and broad concept of translation that 

emphasises the shared features of different types of translational practices rather than 

introduce new terms and labels to highlight differences between them. Such enhanced 

conceptual coherence could contribute to greater consilience between different research 

traditions, methodological approaches and schools of thought in Translation Studies. 

Even though a considerable number of translation scholars may in principle accept the 

translational status of various marginal (e.g. intralingual) discursive operations, a very large 

percentage of the case studies conducted in our discipline still seems to be biased towards 

relatively narrow concepts of interlingual translation (cf. Zethsen 2007: 284-285). 

Translational fringe phenomena such as science communication thus raise the question of 

whether the discipline might have focused too much on a sample of texts that is not very 

representative of the actual scope of its object of study. Thus, a broadening of the concept of 

translation may well have far-reaching implications for all research questions regarding the 

nature of translation in general, for instance the search for potential universals of translation 

(see e.g. Laviosa 2008). In this context, the question of how we define translation has an 

immediate impact on corpus design and the validity of universal generalisations derived from 

corpus analyses. If non-canonical forms of translation such as intralingual and intersemiotic 

translations remain excluded from corpora, it is questionable in how far the data obtained can 

possibly support any universal claims about the phenomenon of translation in its entirety. This 

is one of the areas where definitional work and the application of a specific translation 

searchlight have very real and tangible importance in guiding research in Translation Studies. 

 

4.4. Coherence between disciplines 

The investigation of forms of communicative mediation like expert-to-non-expert 

communication about scientific topics is urgently needed in today’s complex societies, with 

overwhelming amounts of new, highly specialised knowledge being produced at an ever-

increasing pace (see e.g. Antos 2001 and Göpferich 2004). It comes as little surprise, then, 
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that the existence of these seemingly unresolved questions has spurred the development of 

new academic interdisciplines or research groups. In his programmatic 2001 article, Antos, 

for instance, outlined the foundations of a new interdisciplinary research group dubbed 

Transferwissenschaft (transfer studies), which has since then generated a series of 

publications. Transferwissenschaft is defined as a field of study that investigates the cultural, 

social, cognitive, linguistic, medium-specific and emotional dimensions of knowledge transfer 

with special regard to the relevance of knowledge to non-experts, as well as purpose and 

target group specific forms of knowledge transfer (Antos 2001: 5). Many of its research 

questions regard the popularisation of specialist knowledge, target-group-specific linguistic 

mediation for better readability and possibilities of presenting specialist knowledge in a way 

that is accessible to non-expert audiences. Many of these and closely related questions have 

already been discussed in great detail in Translation Studies, however (see Göpferich 2004), 

but it seems that the insights gained in Translation Studies suffer from a lack of visibility and 

have not been taken up by researchers working on problems of knowledge and science 

communication. Now, changing the status and visibility of Translation Studies may seem to 

be a task beyond the power of the community of translation scholars, but a bold redefinition 

would certainly go some way in raising broader awareness for knowledge that has been 

created in our discipline which may be of considerable import for other fields, especially 

those concerned with translational fringe phenomena. 

Some authors in science communication studies (which has a much longer tradition than 

Transferwissenschaft) have already analysed the intercultural nature of science 

communication between groups of specialists and non-specialists (see Aikenhead 2001), but 

the unique translational perspective of Translation Studies could help scholars to develop a 

much fuller understanding of the cultural, conceptual, discursive, textual and linguistic 

aspects of communication between specialist and non-specialist communities, making 

findings about translation in general accessible for the investigation of this special type of 

communication. Thus, far from being superfluous, the unique translation searchlight could be 

instrumental in bringing about greater convergence between the knowledge produced in 

different academic disciplines, ultimately bringing us closer to a fuller understanding of 

questions of great social importance today. 

Translation practice is subject to constant change. New fields of practice are emerging and are 

being taken up for investigation in Translation Studies. The result is “pluralism” and 

“theoretical openness” (Delabastita 2003: 13, 14), which – without the corresponding 
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defnitional adjustments – would indeed mean that the notion of translation could get “eroded 

and dispersed” (ibid.: 11), creating a need to abandon the concept and move on to a broader 

notion of discourse. For this reason, definitional work is crucial for keeping our concept of 

translation in sync with changes in translation practice (cf. Zethsen 2007: 281-282, 301) and 

allowing us to continue investigating the specifically translational aspects of mediated 

communication. Empirical/descriptive and definitional work depend on and feed off each 

other, so it makes no sense to prioritise one over the other. 
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