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INTRODUCTION
A Case for Descriptive Translation Studies

In contradistinction to non-empirical sciences, empirical disciplines are devised
to account, in a systematic and controlled way, for particular segments of the
‘real world’. Consequently, no empirical science can make a claim for complete-
ness and (relative) autonomy unless it has a proper descriptive branch. Describing,
explaining and predicting phenomena pertaining to its object level is thus the
main goal of such a discipline. In addition, carefully performed studies into well-
defined corpuses, or sets of problems, constitute the best means of testing,
refuting, and especially modifying and amending the very theory, in whose terms
research is carried out. Being reciprocal in nature, the relations between the
theoretical and descriptive branches of a discipline also make it possible to
produce more refined and hence more significant studies, thus facilitating an
ever better understanding of that section of reality to which that science refers.
They also make possible the elaboration of applications of the discipline, should
one be interested in elaborating them, in a way which is closer to what is
inherent to the object itself.

Whether one chooses to focus one’s efforts on translated texts and/or their
constituents, on intertextual relationships, on models and norms of translational
behaviour or on strategies resorted to in and for the solution of particular
problems, what constitutes the subject matter of a proper discipline of Transla-
tion Studies is (observable or reconstructable) facts of real life rather than merely
speculative entities resulting from preconceived hypotheses and theoretical
models. It is therefore empirical by its very nature and should be worked out
accordingly. However, despite incessant attempts in recent decades to elevate it
to a truly scientific status, as the empirical science it deserves to become
Translation Studies is still in the making. This is clearly reflected in that, among




2 DESCRIPTIVE TRANSLATION STUDIES AND BEYOND

other things, it is only recently that deliberate efforts have begun to establish a
descriptive branch as an integral part of its overall program, i.e., as a vital link
between successive phases of its own evolution as well as between the discipline
itself and its extensions into our world of experience. Consequently, translation
scholars still find themselves in a tight spot whenever they are required to put
their hypotheses to the test, insofar as the hypotheses themselves are formed
within the discipline to begin with, and not imported wholesale from other
frameworks, be they even those regarded as “Voraussetzungswissenschaften fiir
die Ubersetzungswissenschaft” (Kiihlwein et al. 1981: 15).

The main reason for the prevailing underdevelopment of a descriptive
branch within Translation Studies has no doubt been an overriding orientation
towards practical applications, which has marked —and marred — scholarly work
ever since the sixties. Thus, whereas for most empirical sciences, including even
Linguistics, such applications — important as they may be — are presented
merely as extensions into the world, the immediate needs of particular applica-
tions of Translation Studies have often been taken as a major constraint on the
formation of the theory itself, if not its very raison d’étre. Small wonder that a
scholarly framework geared almost exclusively towards applicability in practice
should show preference for prescriptivism at the expense of description,
explanation and prediction. )

What the application-oriented variety of Translation Studies normally
amounts to is an admixture of speculation, if not sheer wishful thinking, and
research work pertaining to some other discipline which, for one reason or
another, is considered more prestigious, sometimes just more fashionable, for a
limited period of time. By contrast, it tends to shun research within its own
terms of reference. In fact, many writers on translation still look down on studies
into actual practices and their products, the more so if these studies are properly
descriptive, i.e., if they refrain from value judgments in selecting subject matter
or in presenting findings, and/or refuse to draw any conclusions in the form of
recommendations for ‘proper’ behaviour. Somewhat paradoxically, it is precisely
writers of this denomination who are also the first to lament the yawning gap
between ‘theory’ and ‘practice’. Even though gaps of this kind are best bridged
by taking heed of the full range of real-life behaviour (practice!), along with the
factors underlying, and conditioning them (theory!), the lack of a truly descrip-
tive-explanatory branch within Translation Studies has never really bothered
these writers. Often quite the contrary. After all, this attitude spared them the
need to justify their own preferences in the face of the fact that in real-life




