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Executive Summary 

 
This is a summary of the research outcomes elaborated in detail in the following report, which 

was conducted as Phase Four of the Birmingham case study of AHRC-funded Translating 

Cultures project, óTranslation and Translanguaging: Investigating Linguistic and Cultural 

Transformations in Superdiverse Wards in Four UK Citiesô. Linguistic ethnographic research 

was conducted with an Advice and Advocacy worker in the Chinese Community Centre, 

Birmingham, in 2016.  

 
¶ In the process of providing advice and advocacy services to people with a wide range of 

needs and requests for support, translation is a crucial dimension of exchange. 

 

¶ Advice and advocacy in the Chinese Community Centre takes place in a translation zone, 

where biographies, histories, beliefs, values, and future trajectories of participants come 

into contact, and shape the interaction. 

 

¶ The translation zone is a space which offers hope of being heard, hope that there will be a 

response from those in authority. The translator (mediator, advisor, advocate) offers the 

possibility that the individual will be heard by the powerful. 

 

¶ The translator is frequently confronted with the necessity to make decisions and choices in 

translation. In some cases the translator makes ethical and ideological choices based on 

social justice for the client. Of secondary importance are questions of adherence to the 

letter of the law, or loyalty to the neutrality of the translation process. 

 

¶ Translation in practice extends far beyond the transfer of meanings from one language to 

another. It includes translation of the complexity of government systems, with their 

unfamiliar terms and acronyms, and web of rules and regulations. 

 

¶ A feature of translation is the co-construction, re-telling, and re-formulating of narrative. 

Every re-telling of a story is a translation. Narratives are recontextualised as they are re-

told, through the rearrangement of their structure, the substitution of some words, the 

addition of new elements, and the deletion of others.  

 

¶ Discourse may be translated from one semiotic domain to another, óresemiotizedô as it 

shifts from context to context, from practice to practice. Often narratives told in one 

language, and in one mode, are resemiotized in another language, and in another mode.  

 

¶ In the health and welfare benefits systems discourse may gain legitimacy as it is 

resemiotized, gaining status as it changes from a spoken to a written artefact. As artefacts 

gain symbolic and economic capital they may become sites of contestation and tension. 
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¶ The translator moves in a space between transgression of the rules and insistence on the 

rules, between the needs of the individual and the governance of the state. In this process 

she is motivated by her commitment to social justice. 

 

¶ Translation sometimes encounters the untranslatable, if text is specialized in a subject 

beyond the translatorôs knowledge, or if the client is unable or unwilling to engage with 

the translator.  

 

¶ The translator adopts multiple roles. The process of translation in the advice and advocacy 

setting requires a deftness and flexibility, as the translator improvises and adapts to 

unanticipated circumstances.  

 

¶ Translators are mediators, as far as they can making the opaque transparent, the obscure 

meaningful, the unjust just. They do this not only by rendering one language into another, 

but by rewording, explaining, advocating, and advising.  
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Chapter 1 

 

 

Translating the City 

 

 
To speak of the multilingual city is to call up an image of simultaneous, parallel conversations 

taking place across urban terrain. To invoke the translational city is to look for areas of 

incorporation and convergence, the channeling of parallel streams of language into a generalised 

discussion. Translators are the agents of this process, carrying ideas across urban space into a 

single public arena and initiating new forms of dialogue (Simon 2012a). Translators are also 

mediators, and as such are essential figures on the urban landscape. As intermediaries, shifters, 

connecting agents, and dispatchers, they are the anonymous heroes of communication, making 

social space more habitable. They stand for a culture of mediation, where translational tensions 

reflect the forces on the ground. The production of translated texts usually takes place in the 

removes of private or semi-private space. That is why it is necessary to draw the portraits of the 

significant individuals who play this role, to see them gathering information and making 

connections, putting languages and texts into circulation (Simon 2012a). At the heart of this 

report is Joanne Wan, one of these significant individuals. Working in the advice and advocacy 

service in a Chinese community centre in Birmingham, UK, she moves in and out of translation 

zones, hidden in a shared office up narrow stairs, mediating for whoever comes through the door, 

translating experience, institutions, regulations, translating herself, translating the other. As 

translator and mediator she does what she can to make the world not only more meaningful, but 

also more just. 

 
The translational city is a space of connecting and converging communities, of directionality and 

incorporation. Relations between languages are indicators of the extent to which the cityôs 

languages participate in the more general conversations of cultural citizenship. Citizenship 

requires, first and foremost, engagement with other people in the creation of shared social 

spaces. Translation, over and above individual multilingualism, is the key to citizenship - the key 

to the creation of communities across languages in the public sphere (Simon 2012b). The city 

questions received ideas of óforeignnessô, because members of diverse cultures become 

neighbours and share a single territory. This means that the frames which dictate the flow and 

analysis of language exchange must be recast to respond to more subtle understandings of the 

relation between language and identity. This recognition will put pressure on the traditional 

terminology of translation studies, in particular the ideal relation of source to target. The city is a 

network of differences across small spaces. To discuss translation in the city therefore is to 

investigate the ways in which differences, often conflictual, are negotiated. The translational city 

is also a space of heightened language awareness where exchange is accelerated or blocked, 

facilitated or forced, questioned and critiqued. Translation speaks to the relations of tension, 

interaction, rivalry, or converegence of languages in city spaces (Simon 2016).  

 

Translation and the city are linked through cultures of circulation, that is, pathways which are at 

once technological, material and cultural. Circulation has a shaping force; practices of 

communication determine the ways that knowledge is received and transmitted, shaped, 
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developed, organized and passed on. The cultural meanings of transactions emerge through the 

ongoing conversations and narratives, the traditions and imaginaries of the city, its spaces of 

communion and conflict. Translators are a key to investigating the passages across the city. 

Following the traces of important mediators in their cities and studying their cultural projects 

means giving a broad understanding to the notion of translation. Without the many forms of 

translation documented cross-culturally, it is hard to see how human life could thrive either at the 

level of the individual or the group (Tymozcko 2014).  

 

Cities propose a geometry of divided and contested space, where language relations are regulated 

by the opposing forces of coercion and resistance, of wilful indifference and engaged 

interconnection. To attempt to understand some of the elements which create both the appeal of 

cities and their fragility is a task that can be taken on by a focus on translation. It is not simply 

the presence of languages that count, but the forces which direct the flow of language traffic and 

the mood which animates life at the intersection. The intersection is the symbolic centre of the 

cityôs imaginative life ï it is a site of opportunity and danger, of hopeful encounters and 

disappointed miscommunication. The kinds of translation that arise there are various, 

unpredictable and richly formative. 

 

There are no monolingual cities: all are sites of encounter and gathering, and languages are part 

of the mix. But each city imposes its own patterns of interaction and these emerge out of their 

spaces and their own narrative pasts. Contact, transfer and circulation of languages are 

determined by the demographics, institutional arrangements and imaginative histories of urban 

life. Movement across languages is marked by the special intensity that comes from a shared 

history, a common territory and the situation of contending rights. Successful negotiation across 

these commonalities and differences becomes the very condition of civic coexistence. But at the 

same time, translations are rarely neutral events in a placid field of encounter, rather they are 

events which sustain or transform social interrelations (Simon 2012). 

 

It is useful to consider the idea of translation zones ï areas of intense interaction across 

languages, spaces defined by an acute consciousness of cultural negotiations and often host to 

the kinds of polymorphous translation practices characteristic of multilingual milieus. All cities 

have such zones, as well as areas of resistance to ï or forced ï translation. What emerges, then, is 

an image of divided and contested urban space, where language relations are regulated by the 

opposing forces of coercion and resistance, of wilful indifference and engaged interconnection 

(Cronin and Simon 2014). Languages are kept separate by ñsemantic zoningò (Apter 2006: 6), 

enclosed in their own worlds, untranslatable. But in translation zones sites are in-translation, 

belonging to no single, discrete language or single medium of communication. Nor does the 

translation zone belong to a single discipline, or view of the world. Rather, it is a nexus at which 

politics, poetics, linguistics, environment, history, economics, and mobility intersect. Translation 

is a means of repositioning the subject in the world and in history. Translation is a significant 

medium of subject re-formation and political change. Translation failure demarcates 

intersubjective limits.  

 

People have always translated. Before professional interpreters, there were travellers, merchants, 

ambassadors, and spies. Despite fratricides, we campaign for universal fraternity. Despite the 

heterogeneity of idioms, there are bilinguals, polyglots, interpreters and translators (Ricouer 
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2006). Translation becomes a key to understanding the cultural life of cities when it is used to 

map out movements across language, to reveal the passages created among communities at 

specific times. All cities are translational, but there are historical moments when language 

movements are key to political or cultural reversals. The politics of the translation zone do not 

only reside in the fractures and tensions of contemporary mobility. They are also bound up with 

the specific ecology of urban centres. As any one culture will only provide a subset of all the 

possible responses to a situation and generally these responses are tailored to meet situations that 

have already been encountered, societies that are beholden to the monocultural have immense 

difficulty in dealing with the unforeseen or the unexpected (Cronin and Simon 2014).  

 

Translation is a lens to track the crosstown voyages of exemplary cultural figures. By examining 

the changing meanings of these voyages we can explore changing relations across communities. 

Translation also serves as a figure not only of cross-cultural dialogue but also of failed 

encounters. The will to translate follows the enthusiasms and resistances of history. It creates 

points of contact in an enduring dialogue that includes zones of silence. The areas where 

translation breaks down ï as a result of indifference or hostility ï are equally important to 

examine (Simon 2006). Every act of translation is a statement about human relations, about the 

ways in which languages, cultures, and individuals are the same or different. To believe in the 

possibilities of full equivalence is to embrace hopes of universalism. Those who refuse 

equivalence put their hopes in the possibilities of unending difference. Translation is at the heart 

of these debates. Translation practices allow us to understand the models of culture operating at a 

particular moment, in a particular community. They are a measure of distance and proximity; 

they locate sites of uneven relations (Simon 2006). 

 

Rather than collapsing language differences into the maelstrom of an undifferentiated 

multilingualism, understanding the interactions of the city as a complex, overlapping weave of 

translations is to identify a field of discreet practices ð each with differing stakes and outcomes. 

These practices can be studied as a key to the interactions among language communities and 

among forms of cultural expression (Simon 2009). It is necessary to study language as a shaping 

presence in the city. To make sense of language practices, of what seems like the wanderings of 

languages through streets and neighbourhoods, it is necessary to hear these languages within a 

history of conversations. The city is not a background to language; rather, language relations are 

part of the imaginative world that defines the city. 

 

The multilingual person is not someone who translates constantly from one language or cultural 

system into another, although translation is something multilingual subjects are able to do if 

needed. To be multilingual is above all to live in more than one language, to be one for whom 

translation is unnecessary. The image for multilingualism is not translation, perhaps, but 

desdoblamiento (ódoublingô), a multiplying of the self. Translation is a deep but incomplete 

metaphor for the traffic in meaning. It is not in the long run an adequate basis for a theory of 

cross cultural meaning making and not a substitute for such a theory. But exploring that 

metaphor may be a productive way of clarifying what such a theory might look like. Translation 

can be our constant reminder that the study of cultural mediation will be both a science and a 

poetics (Pratt 2002). 
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Pratt (2002) asks what are the strengths and limits of translation for characterizing cultural 

transactions, the appropriations, negotiations, migrations, mediations, recodings, and 

transposings that are situated in traffic in meaning? Can the idea of translation sustain or contain 

all those things? What is lost and gained if it is asked to do so? Where does the metaphor 

succeed and fail as it changes into theorizing? What questions does such an approach have to 

ask? What distinctions have to be made? Translation in its normative, linguistic sense seeks some 

form of equivalence. How helpful is it, then, to treat as translation those processes that involve 

the purposeful creation of nonequivalence, of new musics not mandated by the original? Musics 

that capture aspects of the original by being parodic, mimetic, resistant, caricaturesque, or 

accurate by exaggeration? What about processes that muffle, absorb, appropriate, transpose, 

conceal? (Pratt 2002). Translators and translation must be reconceptualized because of different 

effects caused by the increasing networking of the world. It is clear that translation studies must 

use frameworks from other cultures and other disciplines to interrogate its own discourses and to 

develop broader conceptualizations of translation (Tymozcko 2014).  

 

If translation is primarily a form of interaction with another language and culture (which in turn 

modify oneôs own), then it is to translation that we must look if we want to think about how 

global neighbourhoods are to become something other than the site of non-interactive 

indifference. One way to intensify social interaction is to see multilingual, multi-ethnic urban 

space as first and foremost a translation space, a translation zone. Translation, a fundamental 

feature of the daily lives of countless millions on the planet, has much to tell us about how 

humans have lived and how they will live in a world where to know who you are means first and 

foremost knowing who others are (Cronin 2006). In translation we have the creation of some 

form of shared sense, some degree of commonality, which gives substance to the idea of 

translation as not the uncovering of a universal substrate, waiting to be revealed, but the 

contingent construction of bottom-up commonality. If translation is about attempts to get close to 

another culture, it also brings into sharp relief the material, social and historically situatedness of 

peoples, their languages and their texts (Cronin 2009). Acts of translation are simultaneously 

reflective and directive; they contribute to both the strengthening and the weakening of prior 

understandings (Inghilleri 2017). 

 

A translation can provide only an approximate understanding or image of the source text, namely 

an interpretation, not that text itself. Translation is an interpretive act that is not simply 

reproduction (Venuti 2012). The notion of translation as transfer is outmoded, and ignores the 

context of translation. Furthermore, the transfer metaphor potentially undermines the self-

reflexivity and empowerment of translators.  There are no necessary and sufficient conditions 

that can identify all translations and that at the same time exclude all non-translations across time 

and space. Different cultures have different criteria for translation as a process and for 

translations as products (Tymozcko 2014). A translator must not only unpack the embodied and 

situated knowledge related to cultural configurations and practices in the source text, the source 

culture, the author or speaker, but be able to interpret the embodied and situated cultural 

practices and dispositions of the translatorôs own culture and the culture of the receiving 

audience. Cultural translation is a compelling and complex topic related to the agency of 

translators. Translation across cultural differences is at the heart of a translatorôs agency and 

skill. A translator is a cultural mediator (Tymozcko 2014). 
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Translating Translation  

 

In this document we report on a linguistic ethnographic investigation of translation in practice. 

The investigation was conducted as part of a wider research project, óTranslation and 

translanguaging: Investigating linguistic and cultural transformations in superdiverse wards in 

four UK citiesô. The project was funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council as a Large 

Grant in the Translating Cultures theme (2014-2018. Principal Investigator: Angela Creese). The 

aim of the project was to gain an advanced understanding of the ways in which people 

communicate when they come into contact in changing, complex cities, and to analyse their 

communicative practices in terms of wider social processes, ideologies, and relations of power. 

In order to achieve this it was necessary to observe communicative practices closely and 

repeatedly, over time. We observed people engaged in different kinds of activities, and in 

different spaces. In designing the research we had to account for the fact that in contemporary 

cities in the UK we would encounter people communicating through semiotic repertoires which 

may not be accessible to many or most of the investigators. To ensure a diversity of regional 

focus, we selected four cities in the UK as broad research sites: London in the South of England, 

Leeds in the North, Birmingham in the Midlands, and Cardiff in Wales. As a means of collecting 

observational material associated with a range of activities, we established that we would select 

four types of research site in each of the four cities. These would include: (i) Business settings, 

(ii) Cultural heritage sites, (iii) Sports clubs, and (iv) Legal advice contexts. Reports on aspects 

of the research are available at the project website: Substantial reports were written, and posted 

to the research project website: 

http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/generic/tlang/publications/index.aspx. The present report is an 

outcome of the investigation of a (quasi-)legal advice context in Birmingham.  

 

 

Linguistic Ethnography 

 

Ethnographers pay close attention to local context, historicity and speciýcity, but also to non-

local, transnational dynamics, connections and relations. For ethnographers the challenge is to 

understand the different conditions and trajectories of different groups in the superdiverse city, 

including legal status, life stage, gender and generational dynamics and so on, when the residents 

in a single neighbourhood originate in different societies and represent different diasporic 

generations, each with their own histories of migration and settlement. Investment of time is 

needed to develop the knowledge that enables the ethnographer to go beyond a superýcial, 

journalistic account. A ýne-grained, ethnographic understanding of the diversiýcation of 

diversity as lived experience helps us understand when, where, how, why and for whom some 

differences come to make a difference (Berg and Sigona 2013). In their study of social 

encounters in New York, Singapore, and Johannesburg, Vertovec (2015) and colleagues 

observed that locally constructed understandings of ethnicity or óraceô are just a part of the 

dynamics of difference: language, class, socio-economic position and legal status combine with 

ethnicity and óraceô to condition social categories and socio-spatial practices.  

 

To engage with the complexities of situated social identification, ethnography and micro-

ethnographic analysis are necessary (Rampton 2016). Since complexity implies a lack of 

http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/generic/tlang/publications/index.aspx
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predictable features in social events and their outcomes, a meticulous ethnographic approach is 

the research method that is likely to guarantee best outcomes (Blommaert et al 2017). 

Hornberger and Cassells Johnson (2007) demonstrate how ethnography can illuminate local 

interpretation and implementation. To study language and superdiversity we do not seek to 

separate the linguistic from the superdiverse, but examine language as it constitutes, and is 

constituted in, superdiversity. To do so we engage linguistic ethnography, an interpretive 

approach which studies the local and immediate interactions of actors from their point of view, 

and considers how these interactions are embedded in wider social contexts and structures 

(Copland and Creese 2015). Linguistic ethnography investigates contexts for communication 

rather than assuming them, and addresses the internal organization of semiotic data to understand 

their significance (Rampton 2015). Through detailed attention to interactions between people, 

linguistic ethnography links everyday linguistic and cultural practices to wider social processes, 

ideologies, and relations of power.  

 

 

The Chinese Community Centre 

 

Anna Yim, Chief Executive of the Chinese Community Centre (CCC-B), talks about the history 

of the organization. 

When we first started, there were no services available for the Chinese community. People lived, worked 

in Birmingham in silence. There was no voice for the Chinese community. It was hard, it was difficult. 

Young families lived in Birmingham with little help because of the language barrier. They were mainly 

from Hong Kong. Their main dialect was Hakka. No English. So it was hard, it was very hard. Chinese 

families used to live in a small house shared with three or four other Chinese families.  So facilities were 

really limited. And then CCC-B came along. We helped the families, helped them to settle, got the kids into 

education, found them a school, housing, then benefits. The city council gave us some funding. Thatôs how 

we started to get paid staff to work for the Chinese families. It was hard, it was a really hard time. Gradually 

we had staff to help them, to take them to hospital, to translate for health appointments, to negotiate with 

social services, to attend parentsô evenings in school. Because of the needs of the Chinese community we 

had to move the office, initially from Sparkbrook to Chinatown, then to where we are now. Itôs a very long 

history. We just celebrated our 40th anniversary last week. There are still lots of things we can expand on, 

we can do more. But the lack of funding makes our job more difficult. Another big change is that we now 

serve more people from mainland China, who are speaking Mandarin. Luckily, at CCC-B we have members 

of staff who are trilingual. Itôs English, Cantonese, and Mandarin, and we are able to meet the changing 

needs of the Chinese community. 

 

We are still caring, working, and supporting those people who need our help. To help them, to provide 

language support when they have to deal with the solicitor, or to deal with the tax office. Because they lack 

confidence in using English they still come to us, asking us to help them. So we are carrying on providing 

basic services for local Chinese people. At the same time to want to encourage Chinese people to go beyond 

the Chinese community, to integrate, to make them more aware of what there is beyond the Chinese 

community. Go and exploit, go and to integrate. Itôs very important nowadays. Otherwise they will become 

lost and behind, which we donôt want. 

 

We have a carerôs project for Chinese people. We are running a health development project, and a day care 

centre for old Chinese people who are very isolated and vulnerable. We look after their wellbeing, we cook 

them a hot Chinese meal every day.  We are thinking of expanding this service because there is a need here. 

Older Chinese people need this kind of service, someone to look after them. We run several wellbeing 
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activities, table tennis, a dance group, Taichi classes, calligraphy classes, language classes for non-Chinese 

as well as Chinese. We are running a dementia project, which is very successful. And the Advice and 

Advocacy project is much needed because of the language barrier, they come asking us to help them sort 

out their issues, maybe with their landlord, their telephone contract, the water authority. Some of them have 

a simple problem like they donôt know how to fill in a tax credit form, or it could be more complex issue, 

an immigration letter.  

 

In interviews with staff, volunteers, and members of the board of trustees, we heard the view that 

the Chinese Community Centre provided essential services with few resources. Particular 

reference was made to the needs of older Chinese people in Birmingham, some of whom relied 

on the centre for social care and support. We also heard that the Advice and Advocacy service 

was a first point of contact for many users of the centre, and a de facto needs assessment point. 

Interpreting and translation services were regarded as a key aspect of the centreôs provision. 

 

In many of the sixteen research sites we had observed hundreds of interactions between people 

who looked or sounded different from each other ï in Birmingham, for example, a butcher 

originally from Fouzhou joking with a customer from Lithuania; a librarian originally from Hong 

Kong assisting a student from Brazil; a volleyball coach also originally from Hong Kong 

coaching his team of international players. In the final stage of ethnographic observation we 

planned to examine interactions between people who would not necessarily look and sound 

different from each other, to extend a sense of the diversification of diversity (Vertovec 2013), 

ensuring that our empirical and analytical focus was not restricted to differences between people 

based on ethnic, racial, cultural, or linguistic difference. In order to understand and more fully 

address the complex nature of contemporary, migration-driven diversity, additional variables 

needed to be engaged, including different legal statuses, divergent labour market experiences, 

discrete configurations of gender and age, patterns of spatial distribution, and mixed local area 

responses by service providers and residents. The dynamic interaction of these variables has been 

termed ósuperdiversityô (Vertovec 2007).  

 

In considering sites for observation of law / legal advice practices in the superdiverse city, the 

research team was challenged. A firm of solicitors which emphasized the multilingual skills of 

their team was approached, but after some consideration they believed that their clients were 

unlikely to consent to be observed. Approaches to the city register office were unsuccessful.  

Research Fellow Rachel Hu was known to the staff at the Chinese Community Centre, having 

served as a member of the management committee, and before that as a member of staff. She 

was therefore very well placed to gain access to the site, and to negotiate with potential key 

participants. The research team approached the Chief Executive Officer of the organization, 

Anna Yim. She was interested in the research project, and agreed that the community centre 

would participate in the ethnographic work. She made it clear that the Advice and Advocacy 

service was not a law centre, nor was it in a position to give legal advice, per se. The terms of 

reference of the service were to support the needs of Chinese people, particularly, but by no 

means exclusively, with claims for welfare benefits. Whatever the need for support or advice 

presented by people coming through the office door, it invariably had legal implications. 

Whether people were asking for help to complete a benefits claim form, seeking information 

about applying for British citizenship, or looking for advice about divorce proceedings, there 

were considerations related to the law. That is, while this was not a law centre, it was a de facto 
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legal advice centre. In this report we adopt the term óquasi-legal adviceô to describe the activity 

of the Advice and Advocacy service.  

 

Ethnographic observations were conducted in the Advice and Advocacy service provided by the 

centre. One of the advice and advocacy workers, Joanne Wan, agreed to be key participant, and 

would subject herself to observation and audio-recording. Whereas in previous phases of the 

project Rachel Hu and Adrian Blackledge had both observed key participants regularly, we 

decided on this occasion that the space in which the advice and advocacy service operated was 

too small to accommodate two observers. Furthermore, the presence of a non-Chinese, male 

researcher might be intrusive in the context of discussion of sensitive issues. For these reasons 

Rachel conducted all of the ethnographic observations of Joanne working in the advice and 

advocacy service. Adrian Blackledge visited the Chinese community centre on six occasions 

overall, but did not focus on the advice and advocacy service. The Principal Investigator of the 

overall research project, Angela Creese, also visited the community centre on several occasions. 
 

In the course of providing support and advice to her clients, Joanne was inevitably a translator. 

Almost all of the clients we observed were speakers of Mandarin and / or Cantonese. All of the 

meetings were conducted largelyor entirely in Mandarin or Cantonese. Although it was  not the 

sole reason, most of the clients came to ask Joanne for support and advice because their English 

proficiency was not sufficient to enable them to navigate the complex bureaucratic systems with 

which they were face. That is, first and foremost Joanne was a translator, not only a translator 

from one language to another, but also a translator of complex systems and bureaucratic 

processes. 
 
 

Key Participant 

 

Joanne introduces herself. 

 

English was my subject when I was at university in the southern city of Nanning, so I studied English for 

four years, and I was assigned a job as a tour operator. And back in the 1990s it was a highly paid job. 

Thatôs why I had this ambition, wanting to go overseas, because back then people described foreign nations 

as pollution free, clean, people were polite. And given the opportunity I came and settled here. There was 

an opportunity to come to the UK to perfect my English. I was one of a group of students. It will be exactly 

twenty years on 3rd of December. It was a very easy decision for me then because I was young and open. 

Imagine if it was today I donôt think I would have the guts to go to a totally different environment, away 

from my family, culture, food, people, the whole system. Only when you are young can you make that kind 

of decision because you donôt think about tomorrow. You only think about today, and I wanted to go. 

 

We went to Edinburgh, I did vocational English. I spent two years there and I met my husband, and heôs 

from Birmingham. We moved back to Birmingham in 1999. Ever since then I have lived here. I donôt think 

I was prepared when I got here. I regretted it a little bit, but once you quit your job in China there is no 

turning back, and today, everyone is self-employed, and they donôt pin their hopes on a government job, 

they can do anything from scratch, but back then we called it the óiron bowlô, the iron bowl I have kind of 

lost, so thereôs no choice but to go forward.  

 

Now looking back it is good, because you become more independent, more determined, and make tough 

decisions for yourself. And if you are with your family you become so reliant on them you never grow up. 
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You rely on your family for their support, for their ideas, you literally rely on them for everything. But to 

survive you need to use your brain, or use your hands. I think after a few years spent here a person can be 

toughened up pretty quickly, much quicker than being in China, because you need to rely on yourself. I 

remember I needed a part-time job while I was in full-time education. I didnôt get home until midnight and 

woke up at six oôclock in the morning. So you are deprived of sleep, and youôve got you do your homework. 

When I came here I was twenty six years old. Two years down the road I felt I was thirty six.  So in a way 

it was good, you appreciate it a lot more when you go home, when you see your family you realise you 

need to treat them much better than before.  

 

When you first come to the UK the biggest difference is that in China if you wanted to call your friend you 

just picked up the phone and dialled. But here it was either pay phone or SIM card. I remember I was living 

in the college dormitory and there was a pay phone in the corridor, you picked it up and you had to insert 

money. And you feel, Iôve never done this before. And I realise no more óbeforeô I only have ótodayô and I 

concentrate on today, keep going forward, no turning back. And also if you turn back you feel ashamed, 

people will laugh at you. So for everything, for the sake of your face you cannot turn back.  

 

It was December when I came to Birmingham. Everything was grey, it was cold, but thatôs just the 

appearance of the city. Value wise, people here are traditional, polite, and helpful. They donôt even look 

cold. You feel you are welcome to ask them for any help if you are in need, while thatôs so different in 

China. Thatôs why I said even though the cityôs skyline disappoints me, the culture pleases me. I struggled 

a bit in the beginning. Back then UK was not hiring as many foreign workers, even when I got the right 

status for work they were not open to foreign faces. So it was difficult you know and I did part-time jobs in 

Chinese shops. I started working for the Chinese Community Centre until 2003. When I started I was in 

admin, and then I moved on to carers, and then I was moved to the day care centre, and eventually to Advice 

and Advocacy. I do feel in this role you can learn so many different things. And you are not only learning, 

you are making yourself a better person, and also kind of making a better career, if you want to move on. 

 

 

Methods  

 

Rachel Hu observed Joanneôs advice and advocacy sessions two days a week for eleven weeks, 

noting her observations as field notes. She observed 79 interactions between Joanne and her 

clients. In all Rachel Hu wrote 22 sets of field notes, amounting to 109,338  words. The field 

notes describe what Rachel could see and hear as she observed Joanne at work, and in her break 

time. Rachel joined Joanne and other members of staff, and volunteers, for lunch provided by the 

community centre. After writing field notes for five weeks Rachel asked Joanne to audio-record 

herself while she continued to observe her at work. Rachel continued to write field notes 

throughout the data collection period. Joanne audio-recorded herself with a small digital voice 

recorder, which she kept in her pocket. A tie-clip microphone was secured to her clothing close 

to her throat. This meant that Rachel was able to audio-record Joanneôs speech, and the speech of 

her clients. In all cases Joanne explained the project to her client, and asked them to sign a 

consent form giving permission for observation, audio-recording, and subsequent public use of 

linguistic material. She also gave them the option not to give consent. Where they refused, 

Rachel did not audio-record the interaction or write field notes.  

 

We asked Joanne to send us examples of her online, digital, and social media communication. 

Although she was not an enthusiastic participant in social media, she used óWeChatô, and also 

used e-mail at work. Joanne copied and sent to the research team 2920 WeChat messages from 
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729 WeChat screen shots taken from her mobile, plus 15 e-mails. The research team took 

photographs in and around the community centre. In all 125 photographs were taken. After 

twelve weeks Rachel asked Joanne to audio-record herself either (or both) in domestic or 

friendship group settings. She did both, and these recordings, many of them at the dinner table, 

amounted to 80 hours of interaction. Rachel transcribed the audio recordings, other than 

recordings of discourse in Cantonese. For these a translator / transcriber was contracted.  

We collected leaflets and documents associated with the community centre. Rachel interviewed 

Joanne, and also conversed with her many times while shadowing her at work. Finally, we video-

recorded activity in the community centre, but outside the advice and advocacy centre. We took 

the decision that the video-camera would be intrusive in the relatively intimate space of the 

Advice and Advocacy service. The video-recorded material amounted to 2 hours. We also 

interviewed 10 staff, volunteers, board members, and other stakeholders at the community 

centre.  

 

Joanne took part in a three-day research training course run by the research team and accredited 

by Open College Network (OCN) at Level 3. The training introduced Joanne to linguistic 

ethnographic research methods and analysis. It also enabled her to view and reflect on some of 

the data we had collected. The Participant Research Programme (PRP) was designed to offer 

researchers and key participants involved in the research project the opportunity to learn about 

the methods and processes used to gather information, to understand linguistic and cultural 

changes in superdiverse settings, and to better understand the projectôs aims, rationale and 

organisation. The PRP was delivered through a series of interactive workshops. Participantsô 

involvement in these workshops, and the collection of key evidence, enabled them to opt in to 

the OCN accreditation, which took the form of three-credit unit entitled óResearch in 

Multilingual Settingsô. 

 

 

Analysis 

 

The research team, Rachel Hu, Angela Creese, and Adrian Blackledge, met weekly for two hours 

to discuss the field notes, reading through and annotating the texts, having already conducted 

preliminary annotation of the field notes independently before the meeting. These meetings 

generated initial analysis of the field notes. This process lasted three months. During and beyond 

the data collection period Rachel transcribed the audio-recorded material. She listened to all of 

the interactional audio-recordings, and selected sections for transcription. The selection of 

sections for transcription was also based on the earlier analysis of field notes. Rachel sent the 

transcripts to Adrian Blackledge and Angela Creese, together with a reference to the audio file, 

which was commonly available to them. The research team listened separately to the audio 

recording while annotating the transcript. They held weekly meetings to discuss the transcripts. 

This activity continued for some months, as the transcripts ran to hundreds of pages of text. 

During and after this period Adrian Blackledge wrote thematic summaries of the field notes and 

transcripts, and these formed the basis of a subsequent report. Rachel also selected examples 

from the online and digital material, and these were examined in analytical meetings of Rachel, 

Adrian, and Angela. In the production of a report on the online and digital data, Rachel worked 

closely with Caroline Tagg, who held responsibility for the analysis of these data across the 

whole project (REF XX). The first draft of the present report was produced by Adrian 
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Blackledge, and was sent to Angela Creese and Rachel Hu for additional material, amendment, 

and critical commentary. However, much of the detailed analysis of data was done either 

collaboratively in weekly meetings, or was shared between the three authors of the report. That 

is, the whole effort was collaborative, and was a shared enterprise.   

 

 

 
 

The clients Rachel observed in appointments with Joanne came for support with multiple and 

diverse issues, some complex, others less so. Many were concerned with claims for welfare 

benefits. Others were related to passport applications, insurance claims, school admissions, 

letters from doctors, electricity bills, council tax, and so on. Many clients required support with 

more than one issue, as their challenges overlapped.  Appointments with Joanne could be booked 

by clients as half-hour or hourly sessions. In some instances appointments ran on beyond the 

hour. In analyzing the sessions we soon recognized that the structure of the meetings was 

important ï that Joanne would develop a relationship with the client within the confined 

temporal space of the meeting, and that the structure of that relationship was not negligible. For 

this reason it was important to consider the interactions between Joanne and her clients as a 

whole, rather than only selecting key moments in the meeting. Logistically, it would be 

impractical to reproduce full transcripts here of 79 interactions, normally lasting 60 minutes 

each. However, in order to examine the interaction as a unit of analysis, for this report we 

decided to focus on just six of the exchanges we observed. In each of Chapters 2 to 7 we will 

examine one of these interactions. This raises the question how did we select these six 

interactions from the 79 recorded. It would seem evasive to argue that they simply presented 

themselves to us. But this may be the best we can say. We wanted two of the appointments to be 

exchanges between Joanne and Cantonese-speaking clients, because about a third of the total 

interactions were conducted in Cantonese. Otherwise, these particular sessions seemed to us to 

be substantial, significant, but also typical of the larger set. They include: 

 

¶ a woman applying on her husbandôs behalf for Personal Independence Payment;  

¶ a man asking advice about demands for payment made by the city council, and an 

unsuccessful application for housing benefit;  
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¶ a man with a diagnosis of schizophrenia (and his elderly parents) whose Employment 

and Support Allowance has been withdrawn;  

¶ a couple asking for support with their application for benefits related to the husbandôs 
absence from work due to his urgent need for a hip operation;  

¶ a man requesting support to apply for housing benefit and Pension Credit;  

¶ a man suffering with depression who requires support with multiple issues, including an 

insurance claim, and access to his children, who live with his estranged wife.  

 

This set of typical cases makes plain the range of knowledge and expertise which Joanne is 

required to draw on in her role in the advice and advocacy service. She is a translator, but her 

role as a translator stretches far beyond the transfer of meanings from one language to another. 

She is legal advisor, counsellor, advocate, assessor, and mediator. In subsequent chapters we will 

examine the discursive means by which she translates the world, making it, to the best of her 

ability, not only more meaningful, but more just. 
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Chapter 2 

 

Practice 

 
 

Each interaction between client and advisor in the Advice and Advocacy service constitutes a 

ótranslation zoneô (Apter 2006). But if translation is the game, what is the source text, and what 

the translation? The client typically has a story to tell, an account to give: of debt, divorce, or 

disability; of insurance claims, school admissions, or benefit applications. Every telling of a story 

is a re-telling (Tymoczko1995), a translation. Narration is translation, just as translation is 

narration, constructing the events and characters it narrates (Baker 2014). The clientôs tale is a 

translation of experience, of biography, of life lived beyond the translation zone. It is interpreted 

by the advisor. The advisor as translator, or interpreter, contributes to the elaboration, mutation, 

transformation, and dissemination of the narrative. The tale is co-constructed in the translation 

zone, as the advisor intervenes in the process of narration and re-narration. Often the narrative is 

summarised and reworded by the advisor. The summary may be entered into a computer, or a 

telephone call may be made on behalf of the client. Normally the narrative is told by the client in 

Mandarin or Cantonese, and reworded by the advisor in Mandarin or Cantonese. The rewording, 

and the summary, are what Jakobson (1959 / 2012) termed óintralingual translationô. Entering a 

summary or précis of the tale into a computer, populating a paper or digital document with 

content, or re-telling information on the telephone, amount (also) to óintersemiotic translationô, 

an interpretation of signs by means of signs based in another sign system. The version (or 

translation) of the tale produced for the online document of the officer at the end of the telephone 

(in the office of, for example, The Department for Work and Pensions, or Her Majestyôs 

Revenue and Customs), is typically in English, and is what Jakobson termed óinterlingual 

translationô. All three of these categories of translation are regularly in play in Joanneôs 

interactions with her client. However, Jakobsonôs typology may be limiting as a means of 

describing the complexity of Joanneôs translation practice. For example, explanation or 

elaboration may be a form of óintersemantic translationô (Boase-Beier 2011). 

The advisor re-narrates the story to the benefits officer on the other end of a telephone line, or to 

the computer. But this telling may not be fixed and stable. Rather, it is often a shifting process 

characterized by hesitations, amendments, changes of emphasis, responses to responses, 

negotiation with the client, and strategic modification. Often the advisor speaks or reads to the 

client in Mandarin or Cantonese, translating interlingually from the benefits officerôs óEnglishô. 

But of course this is not all that is ótranslatedô in the translation zone. Both client and advisor are 

confronted with the massive complexity of the welfare benefits system, the regulations of tax 

revenue and customs, the rules governing debt repayment, the law referring to citizenship 

application, and so on and so forth. Frequently the client has no knowledge or understanding of 

these complex systems. Indeed the advisor may not have significant training to help her interpret 

the vast, multivocal regimes of regulation with which she will engage. Yet engage with them she 

does, acting as mediator between the client and the system.  
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Representation 

 

In this chapter, as in chapters 3 to 7, we consider a single interaction between Joanne and a 

client. The client, X, requires help applying on her husbandôs behalf for Personal Independence 

Payment, a government welfare benefit which had recently been introduced at the time of our 

field work. In order to apply she must provide medical evidence of her husbandôs disability, and 

complete a PiP2 form, which ran to 33 pages, and asked claimants questions in fifteen categories. 

The meeting takes place in the small office in the community centre which Joanne shares with 

her colleague Amy.  

 

Rachelôs field notes record that this is the womanôs second visit to Joanne, and that Joanne had 

started to fill in the PiP2 form on her previous visit. 

 

A woman walks in and sits by Joanneôs desk. She is a volunteer at CCC-B who has been 

looking after her husband with a learning disability all her life. The woman is small and 

very trim, with short hair, plain but clean and neat clothes. She tells Joanne about her 

husband as if sheôs telling somebody elseôs story. I canôt imagine what a strong heart 

there must be under her petite and delicate appearance. They continue to fill in the form 

to apply for the allowance the government gives to mentally and physically disabled 

people. 

 

 

As we join the interaction Joanne is asking the client about her husbandôs physical ability, so that 

she can populate the form.  The interaction takes place in Mandarini. 

 

Example 2.1 

 

J  ץ╠ ₃ҩ ῏ԍז ᵣ ⱬ Ȃ 

זץ ’ ױ  

Ȃץ  ֓   

ῒҬ ᴋᵥѿҩ ⌠ №̆ 

ז ѿ ⌠Ȃ 

ֲ ֓ ҩ № Ȃѿ῍  

ԓҩ Ȃ ԓҩ №  

ҩֲ ԅȂ   

< so the first few questions are about his physical abilities  

in his situation we just need to be honest about it  

and after that when we come to here  

if you can score a full mark for any of these questions then itôs granted  

very rarely does anybody score a high mark  

in answering these questions  

how many fifteen questions  

if they score a high mark for each question  

they must be be totally wasted > 

X ̆ ԅ ̆ Ȃ Ȃ 
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< yea wasted isnôt it ehehe > 

J Ӈ ᵣ ⱬ Ҍ ̙ ̆ 

Ȃ Ạ ̙ 

< how on earth can anyone be both physically and (2) very rare heh-heh  

so cooking? >  

X זҌᴪ  

< he canôt >  

J זҌᴪ̆ Ҍזץ Ӈ  

  < he canôt (.) so he doesnôt know how > 

X זҌ Ӈ ̆ . 

 ̆Ҍᴪ Ӈָז̆ Ҍ Ȃ 

 ₃ ז ˻  

 ᵰ ̆ז ז Ҍᵟ̆  

< he doesnôt know how to measure how many cups of rice how much water  

um no he doesnôt know anything  

so many times he has mistaken my weijing for salt hehe  

you tell him every day but still he doesnôt remember hehe > 

J ̆ Ҍזץ Ӈ ̆ӞҌ  

< hehe so he doesnôt know the measurement (.) and the quantity? > 

X זҌ ̆ ғᴪ қ Ȃ 

ז̆ Ҍ№ז̆  

╠ץ Ҍ№ז̆ ֲ ֲ  

ץ Ҍ ז ≢ֲ  

ӞҌז Ӈ ֲ 

< he doesnôt and he mistakes things of the same colour  

for example weijing and salt (.) he canôt tell them apart  

it was awful previously he couldnôt tell men from women  

so I asked him not to say anything to people  

he doesnôt know how to address people properly > 

 

At the beginning of Example 2.1 Joanne explains the form, and tells X that the first few 

questions are about her husbandôs physical abilities. She is confident that the application for 

financial support will be successful, and tells X that they only need to fill in the form honestly. 

Here Joanne is translating the bureaucratic system for her client. In doing so she presents the 

process as a game, or a competition, in which it is necessary to score a high mark to guarantee 

success. This is more than metaphor: the process of making a claim for the benefit was 

characterized by a scoring system. For example, in the category óPreparing foodô, a positive 

response to the statement óCan prepare and cook a simple meal unaidedô earned the claimant 

zero points. A positive response to the criterion statement, óNeeds prompting to be able to either 

prepare or cook a simple mealô earned two points, while óCannot prepare and cook foodô earned 

eight points. Rachelôs field notes refer to what Joanne says about the scoring system: 
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Later on Joanne told me that the allowance the woman is applying for is for families or 

carers who have mentally disabled people to look after. The level of their mental and 

physical disabilities will be ranked and scored based on the evidence provided in the 

form. Some applicants will be called in for an interview before the final decision is made. 

The higher the score the more money the carer can be allocated. This is what Joanne is 

constantly writing about, as she needs to present the strongest evidence to help these 

families. 

 

Joanne tells X that if her husband gains a high score for any of the questions, his claim will be 

granted. She translates for X the rules of the game. Each component of PiP assessment has two 

levels: standard or enhanced. Each is assessed under twelve activities: ten for daily living, and 

two for mobility. For both components claimants need 8 points for the standard rate and 12 

points for the enhanced rate. Joanne says it is a rare thing for high marks to be scored across the 

full fifteen questions. In an aside which is less explanation than commentary (and hardly 

politi cally correct) she points out that anyone who was able to score high marks across the board 

would be ótotally wastedô. The client, X, far from appearing shocked by this shift of register, 

echoes Joanne, who warms to her theme, asking rhetorically how anyone could demonstrate need 

in such a diversity of categories.  

 

Now Joanne moves on to address one of the fifteen areas of questioning in the form, óPreparing 

Foodô. Joanne introduces the area of questioning concisely: óso cooking?ô. X responds with equal 

brevity, óhe canôtô. Joanne rewords the response in two ways, first by repetition of Xôs phrase, 

and then by summarizing, óso he doesnôt know howô. Picking up on the implicit invitation to 

elaborate, X introduces narrative examples to illustrate her husbandôs disability: 

 

 he doesnôt know how to measure how many cups of rice how much water 

 

he doesnôt know anything 

 

so many times he has mistaken my weijing for salt 

 

you tell him every day but still he doesnôt remember 

 

Life stories and life histories are always parts of larger stories 

and histories in which we find ourselves interwoven or 

entwined (Kearney 2006). This is where the paradigm of 

translation as transference to and fro, forward and backward, 

reveals its everyday power. X selects some parts of her 

experience of her husbandôs disability to highlight and 

preserve, and so to stand in for other parts. She narrates them as 

small stories, selecting some parameters and not others to 

represent aspects of experience. The small narratives told by X 

are metonymic, in which parts or aspects of the overall story 

come to stand for the whole (Tymoczko1995). The small story, 

óhe doesnôt know how to measure how many cups of rice how 
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much waterô, represents a larger story about a manôs lack of spatial awareness and his limited 

ability to look after himself.  

 

Almost all translations are representations: translation as a category is by and large a subject of 

representation and most individual translations fall within the larger category representation. As 

a representation, a translation offers an image or likeness of another thing. It exhibits that thing 

in a tangible manner. It has symbolic significance. A translation stands in place of another entity 

and has authority to substitute for or act in place of that entity (Tymoczko 2014). Here the 

clientôs story about her husbandôs inability to measure appropriate proportions of rice and water 

in cooking represents and translates his condition. The second of Xôs small stories here is at a 

general level, but with the third of the stories she returns to the specific and detailed: óso many 

times he has mistaken my weijing for saltô. Xôs small story represents and stands in for a wider 

story about her husbandôs inability to distinguish between items which appear similar, and again 

his ability to care for himself. The story about salt and monosodium glutamate is metonymic, 

representing aspects of experience which are not explicitly told. The fourth narrative (óyou tell 

him every day but still he doesnôt rememberô) veers towards the general again, and indicates that 

Xôs husband is unable to retain information from one day to the next.  

 

In a move which was typical of Joanneôs practice in the Advice and Advocacy sessions, she 

summarises one of the key points her client has made, rewording the narrative in an intralingual 

translation: óso he doesnôt know the measurement, and the quantity?ô. X appears to take the 

summary to be an invitation to elaborate, and she does so by reiterating (rewording) one of her 

previous stories, and then introducing a new narrative: 

  

 he mistakes things of the same colour  

for example weijing and salt he canôt tell them apart 

 

it was awful previously  

he couldnôt tell men from women  

so I asked him not to say anything to people 

he doesnôt know how to address people properly 

 

In rewording, or recontextualising, the story she has already told, X explicitly represents the 

reworded narrative as an example of a broader point. Whereas in the earlier version the specific 

story was metonymic, in which a small, particular story represented the (untold) whole, now the 

retold story of her husbandôs confusion of weijing and salt (óweijing and salt he canôt tell them 

apartô) is explicitly an example of the story that her husband ómistakes things of the same 

colourô. Although Joanneôs question (óso cooking?ô) had referred to a specific type of activity, X 

pursues her theme of her husbandôs inability to identify differences. Making an association from 

her argument that he canôt distinguish ingredients in the kitchen from each other, she tells a story 

that her husband had been unable to ótell men from womenô. Translations are shaped by 

ideological discourses (Tymoczko 2014), and here Xôs elaboration of her narrative appears to be 

shaped by an ideological discourse which holds that women and men must be addressed 

differently. In her telling of the story the narrative that her husband was unable to tell men from 

women was based on a presupposition that treating people all the same meant that he did not 

address them óproperlyô.  
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No coherent narrative can be elaborated by attempting to incorporate every detail experienced by 

or available to the narrator. Inevitably some elements of experience are excluded and others 

privileged. This process of selective appropriation is inherent in all storytelling (Baker, 2014). X 

is not able to tell Joanne everything about her husbandôs disability. The story is too complex and 

long to be told. Inevitably she selectively appropriates parts of the story to stand for the whole. 

Joanne wants to know about Xôs husbandôs ability (or inability) to prepare food. X strays from 

that limited narrative, in a related but different story, associated with the common theme that her 

husband is unable to tell things apart. The selective appropriation of stories of Xôs husbandôs 

disability is metonymic. It is the subtle metamorphosis of the metonymic that gives rise to a 

different idiom, with its multiple translation traces, where the overlapping and partially 

corresponding tilt the language in new directions (Cronin 2006). Translation is always a 

metonymic process, and the ways in which a translator represents a source text, transmits it, and 

attempts to transculturate it will all be metonymic (Tymoczko 2014).  

The translator emerges as a full participant in the stories of modernity that are enacted across 

urban space ï modernity understood as an awareness of the plurality of codes, a thinking with 

and through translation, a continual testing of the limits of expression. Joanne moves between the 

requirements of the PiP2 form, which represents the contingencies of the state welfare system, 

and the lived experience of her client, and her clientôs husband. The client, X, narrates her 

experience of her husbandôs experience. Her narrative is a translation, a putting-into-words, a 

representation. The interaction continues. 

 

Example 2.2 

 

X ז ԅ̆ ’ ԅ 

ῒ ז Ṝ 

ңҩ ז╠ ₃  

ᵰ ̙ 

ז ѿ Ӝ ѿ 

< heôs aging now and itôs getting worse  

especially when he goes to see the doctor  

a couple of weeks ago he had to see the doctor several times 

you understand  

his blood pressure is a hundred and ninety one > 

J זץ  

< so his blood pressure is high > 

X ז ҩқ Ṝז  

ҩ ԅ ץ ז ԅ 

₃ҩ ᵬֲ ז Ҋ  

ᵖז ױז  

Ҍז ҩ ҉  

< when the doctor put the thing on him he wanted to hit the doctor  

the doctor got scared and I told him itôs his illness  
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several staff tried to calm him down  

but he just fought with them  

he didnôt want the monitor on his body > 

J ז Ҍ ָӇԊ 

ᵰ  

Ҋ ңᴆԊ 

ѿҩ Ҍ№ז  

Ҍ ̆Ҍ ̆  

< itôs just he doesnôt know whatôs going on (.) 

you havenôt finished yet 

Iôve taken down two things 

one is that heôll mistake weijing and salt 

I donôt know how much I should put in (.) like rice or vegetable  

what else? what else does he not understand? > 

X um 

J ז Ҍ ԅ 

ז  

< does he know if the rice is cooked  

when the rice is cooked does he know that > 

X זҌ  

 Ṝ Ṝ 

ᴪז ⌠— ҉ Ӱ қ  

ӞҌז Ӈ῏  

Ἕ ѿҩ  

Ҍז Ӈ  

ז Ҍ Ӈ ҩ  

< he doesnôt 

sometimes in the middle of cooking rice 

he will go and rummage in the fridge and eat things from it  

and he doesnôt know how to switch it off  

like the modern cooker I got recently  

he doesnôt know how to use it  

(xxx) he doesnôt know how to use the new one at all >  

 

Although Joanneôs focus in this part of the interview is to complete answers to Question 3 

(óPreparing Foodô) on the form, X again offers a narrative that veers away from this focus. 

Temporality refers to the embeddedness of narratives in time and space (Baker 2014). X locates 

her narrative in time and space, first through the general observation that óheôs aging now and 

itôs getting worseô. Here the present (ónowô), past, and future interweave to instantiate a sense of 

the deterioration of Xôs husbandôs health. Then X relates a specific incident, fixed 

(approximately) in time (óa couple of weeks agoô). In a narrative translation of events, X gives an 

account of her husbandôs unhappy visit to the doctor. X tells a story that her husband fought with 

the medical staff when they tried to monitor his blood pressure. Joanne comes to the defence of 

Xôs husband, offering an explanation of his behaviour, in an interpretation that transforms Xôs 
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narrative. Joanneôs interpretation of Xôs account both runs in the same direction as the narrative, 

and runs contrary to it. Translation here is both dependent on and independent of its source.  

 

Joanne does not dwell here, however. As ever time is short, and she restores the focus of the 

interview, saying that the answers to the questions on food preparation are not complete. She 

reads aloud in Mandarin what she has typed in English (óI donôt know how much I should put in, 

like rice or vegetableô). If she is moving between languages here there is equally a sense that she 

is living in both languages, translanguaging as well as translating. The multilingual person is not 

someone who translates constantly from one language (or cultural system) into another, although 

this is something multilinguals are sometimes able to do. But to be multilingual is, above all, to 

be one for whom translation is unnecessary because one lives in more than one language (Pratt 

2010). Joanne seeks further information, asking an open question which seems to temporarily 

silence the otherwise verbose X. When Joanne rewords the question as a closed question, with a 

far more limited range of possible answers, X resumes her narrative mode, and further 

information is unveiled, this time directly relevant to the section of the form in hand. Here we 

have another type of translation. Style is as important as content in translation ï that is, how 

something is said, rather than only what is said (Boase-Beier, 2011). The way Joanneôs question 

is worded is initially unsuccessful in eliciting further information. It is only when the question is 

translated that further information emerges: Xôs husband can become distracted while cooking, 

and eats from the fridge; Xôs husband doesnôt know how to use the new cooker. Any process of 

transferring one section of language into another, which says the same thing in different words, 

is a process of translation. That is, any reformulation is a translation (Boase-Beier, 2011). 

 

 

Recontextualisation 

 

Any translation is a reformulation. It is also a recontextualisation, in which some elements of the 

source text are substituted, omitted, and rearranged, and some new elements may be added. In 

Example 2.3 Joanne makes a metalinguistic comment to X, explaining the process of translation 

from Mandarin to the English of the claim form. However, this is not the only process of 

translation in play here.  

 

Example 2.3 

 

J ץ ֓ ᵰ ̆ ױ  

ָӇ ⱴ ̙ 

< so these are all your words and I just translate your words into English (.)  

anything else to add? > 

X ̆ז Ҍ ץ  ז

< oh he doesnôt know if heôs full when heôs eating I have to tell him > 

J  ץᵰ Ҍז Ῥ ԅ 

< so you have to stop him > 

X ̆ ץ ⱴז Ṝ Ҍז Ῥ ԅ 

ז̆ Ṝ Ҍ Ả  

Ҍ ז Ӈ  
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ז ԅ Ӈ ѿ ԅ̆ Ῥ Ҋ̙ 

ѿ ז ҌḤ ҹץ̆ Ҍ ז  

֪ ⌠ ⌠ԅ 

ז⌠ Ӈ  

ῒ Ҭ Ṝ 

ז Ӈ ֲ  

ӞҌ  

ץ ₮ױ ז ҉ 

ָӇז Ӈ  

ֲ  

ץ ז ҉  ז

ז қ ז ҩҌẢ  

Ṝ ⌠ ԅ 

< yea I have to tell him to stop sometimes when I see him topping up his rice 

hehe when heôs hungry he doesnôt know when to stop eating 

I wonôt let him have as much rice as he wants 

heôs already had such a big bowl of rice and how can he want more  

at the beginning his parents didnôt believe me and thought I didnôt want to feed him  

but later on after they had dinner at ours so many times they were shocked when they saw 

how much he was eating 

especially when heôs eating here at the centre  

itôs scary to see how much rice heôs eating 

no other dishes but rice  

so if we eat out I have to be at his side  

the other day my mother-in-law asked me how come he ate that much rice 

itôs scary she said  

so I said I have to be at his side when heôs eating so I can control his food  

if thereôs something really delicious he doesnôt stop at all 

and sometimes he will eat so much that heôll start to vomit >  

 

Again Joanne asks a relatively open-ended question to her client to elicit further information. On 

this occasion X responds fulsomely, providing multiple versions of a single narrative about her 

husband eating too much rice. It is possible to investigate the elaboration of a given narrative in 

an individual translation or interpreter-mediated encounter (Baker 2014). In the narrative here 

none of the versions of the narrative are the original, or source text. Rather, each version 

responds to all of the others, working in concert with them, reformulating and recontextualising 

the story. The simple narrative is: óhe eats too much riceô. Other versions riff on this central 

chord, adding colour and texture. 

 

 he doesnôt know if heôs full 

 

 I have to tell him to stop 

 

 he doesnôt know when to stop 
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 I wonôt let him have as much as he wants 

 

 how can he want more? 

 

 his parents were shocked 

 

 itôs scary to see how much rice heôs eating 

 

 no other dishes but rice 

 

 I have to be at his side when heôs eating 

  

 he will eat so much that heôll start to vomit 

 

Each version of the story complements the others, contributing to the overall narrative. Beyond 

mere repetition, each reformulation rewords and restates the other versions. X claims support for 

her narrative through the invocation of the (directly and indirectly) ventriloquized voices of her 

parents-in-law. Storytelling is above all an act of interpretation. The storyteller frames the stories 

she tells according to her understanding of them, amplifying the information she conveys 

through the narrative she unfolds. Traces of the storyteller cling to the story in the way the 

handprints of the potter cling to the clay vessel (Maitland 2017). This is Xôs story of her 

experience of her husbandôs experience. It bears the prints of her hands. 

 

 

Abbreviation 

 

Joanne turns to another question on the PiP2 form, which refers to óWashing and bathingô. 

Multilingual contexts put pressure on the traditional vocabulary of transfer, and its concepts of 

source and destination. Translation can no longer be configured only as a link between a familiar 

and a foreign culture, between a local original and a distant destination, between one 

monolingual community and another (Simon 2012a). As before, rather than translating the 

language of the form óliterallyô, or óword for wordô, Joanne sums up the questions with an 

abbreviated version, ónow shower and washingô. 

 

Example 2.4 

 

J ‖‴  

< now shower and washing > 

X  ז ז ₮ ԅ 

Ҍ ז ѿץ ̆ ҩ  

ҹז  

ז ѿ ѿҩ  

ץ ҩ ѿҊז 

ҹ Ҍ  

ѿҩ ᴪ  
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זץ Ҍ῏ ѿҊ 

ז ҩ  

< oh shower I have to ask him to get out  

if heôs in there for more than half an hour  

cos he has high blood pressure 

each time heôll spend an hour in the shower  

so I have to check up on him after half an hour 

the boiler has a time limit for how long it can be on 

if itôs on beyond an hour it will explode  

so as he wonôt switch it off I have to check on him  

when heôs there for more than half an hour > 

J ז ָӇ  

̙ 

< so what is he doing there in the shower?  

just staying in? > 

X Ҋ 

ז  

< yea just standing there under the shower  

very comfy and he likes it > 

J ̆  

< hehe ok > 

X   

 ӯѿ ѿז  

< yea just like that 

each time I buy a new bottle of shampoo heôll use half of it in one go > 

J  

< haha > 

X ז ӯ Ṝ  

< he has no hair but he can use half the bottle each time he showers > 

J זץ Ṝ Ӈ ҩ ̆ ̙ 

< so he just stays there by himself for more than half an hour and heôs all right? >  

X ̆ז ץ ̆  

< yea heôs OK the door canôt be locked from the inside > 

J Ӟ ָӇ ᵌ қ ̙ 

< and thereôs no handle or things like that inside the shower? > 

X қ  

< no nothing like that > 

J זץ ᵣ ץ  

ѿҩֲ  

ᵰץ Ӈָז Ṝ‖‴̙ 

< so heôs able physically  

no problems in doing things for himself  

do you need to tell him when to have a shower? > 

X ז 
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 ᵰҌ ז Ҍז  

< of course I have to let him know  

if you donôt ask he wonôt shower >  

 

Again X needs little invitation to move into her story, which she illustrates with graphic 

examples. She tells the story to Joanne, who acts as a mediator, gathering information and 

making connections, moving across language zones, putting languages and texts into circulation 

(Simon 2012a). Mediators are involved in activities of exchange that involve a range of activities 

which exceeds mere translation ï they are multilingual authors, self-translators, often active in a 

variety of intercultural and inter-artistic networks, often migrants, who develop transfer activities 

in several geo-cultural spaces. In sum, mediators are the true architects of common repertoires 

and frames of reference, a model of an urban, national or international culture (Cronin and 

Simon 2014). Joanneôs skill as a mediator facilitates Xôs narrative, which is told with a touch of 

dark humour. Translation across cultural differences is at the heart of a translatorôs agency and 

skill. A translator is a cultural mediator (Tymoczko 2014). But this interaction is no cosy chat, no 

garden-fence gossip about incompetent husbands. The stakes are higher than that, and Joanne 

populates the template of the PiP2 form with elements of Xôs narrative for a particular purpose, 

and with a particular goal in mind.  

 

 

Translation zones 

 

As before X offers detail in her narrative. Joanneôs role as interpreter is to pick out elements of 

the story which will enable her clientôs husband to meet the criteria of the claim form. Some 

parts of the story will be more relevant than others. The point that Xôs husband uses half a bottle 

of shampoo despite his lack of hair is less relevant than the question of whether he will 

independently remember to take a shower. Joanne mediates all this, maintaining a convivial 

relationship with her client while keeping a professional eye on what counts as evidence 

according to the Department for Social Development. She translates Xôs metonymic stories and 

renders them fit for the hard-nosed purpose of scoring points in the Disability and Carers Service 

calculator. All this Joanne does in the translation zone, an area of intense interaction across 

languages, a space defined by an acute consciousness of cultural negotiation, and host to the 

kinds of polymorphous translation practices characteristic of multilingual milieus. All cities have 

such zones, as well as areas of resistance to translation.  The translation zone of the city acts as a 

hub of resilience. Translation as the clearing house of possibility reveals the immensity of the 

resources that a city can draw on to manage unpredictable and uncertain futures (Cronin and 

Simon 2014).  

 

After a brief discussion of Xôs husbandôs elaborate teeth-brushing routine, Joanne continues to 

type on her laptop and is ready to read to X what she has typed in this section of the form.  

 

Example 2.5 

 

J ѿ ῏ԍ‖‴  

‴‖ץ  

┘ ҩ  
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Ҍ ָӇ Ṝ  

 

ᴪ Ҍᴪ 

ᴪ ҩ  

 

< so here is showering and brushing teeth  

I can take a shower and wash my face 

and brushing teeth can take half an hour 

and I donôt know when to shower 

and if my wife asks me to shower  

I sometimes will and sometimes wonôt 

if I shower I stay there for more than half an hour 

and each time if I stay in the shower for more than half an hour  

my wife comes and checks on me >  

X ӇҌ Ώ ҩ  

 

ҹז Ҍᴪ  

< maybe donôt say half an hour 

Just say a long time  

cos he doesnôt know how to tell the time > 

J ̆ ̆ ҹ ױ ѿֲ I  

 ҈ № Ӟ ԅ 

 № ԅᵥ’ ҩ  

  

< hehe it should be ok cos we are using the first person I > 

thirty minutes is already too much 

ten minutes would be too long let alone thirty minutes  

itôs just too much heheh > 

X Ṝ ץ ѿҩ ˻ 

ѿ ז Ҍ Ḥ  

< an hour it could be  

at first his parents didnôt believe what I said >  

J ᴪ ṕ  

< he could collapse staying there that long >  

X ғזᴪ  

ԅԓΈҩ ԅ 

Ҍױ ט  

Ҍ  

< and he turns the tap on very hot  

Iôve already changed five or six showers 

fortunately we donôt need to pay for them 

if we did it would cost so much money > 

J זᴪ Ҍ  

< if itôs too hot there he canôt even breathe > 
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X ԅ  

< itôs so damp and you have to open the window > 

J ץ  

̆Ҍ ᴪז  

< so you have to keep the window open 

keep it wide open otherwise if itôs too hot there he could faint > 

  

Joanne knows that one of the criterion statements 

related to this section of the form that carries two 

precious points in the evaluation of Xôs husbandôs 

needs is as follows: óNeeds supervision or prompting 

to be able to wash or batheô. Her statement, in the 

voice of Xôs husband, is carefully worded, óI donôt 

know when to showerô. Here Joanne is not only 

translating between English and Mandarin without 

appearing to translate, but is also translating between 

the domestic detail of Xôs narrative and the formal 

requirements of the government document. In 

Joanneôs practice translation is rarely one-way, rarely 

the translation of the source text alone. Rather, 

translation is almost always multiple, multi-

directional, and multivocal.  

 

 

Negotiation 

 

X negotiates with Joanne, ómaybe donôt say half an hour say a long time cos he doesnôt know 

how to tell the timeô. X is concerned that an assessor further up the line in the anonymous, 

Kafkaesque system might be suspicious of the voice of the claim form, as her husband has little 

sense of the concept of time. Joanne dismisses her suggestion, and as if to mitigate the 

disagreement she articulates her concern for Xôs husband, who she says could collapse after 

being in a hot shower for so long. The two women align in their disquiet, sharing their worry, but 

not without some (also shared) amusement that Xôs husband could stay so long in the shower. 

Joanne acts as a mediator, aligning with her client as they comment on the behaviour of the  

husband. In moving from questions to comments Joanne finds common ground with X. Her 

translation goes beyond what is required to populate the claim form. She picks up the clientôs 

register and inhabits it, living inside it, translating not only Xôs words but also her world. 

Joanneôs discourse runs in the same direction as Xôs discourse, they overlap communicatively, 

and they are fit to move on to the next set of questions.  

 

Question 8 of the PiP2 form requires information about the claimantôs ability with dressing and 

undressing.  

 

Example 2.6 

 

J: ̆  
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ז Ҍ  

Ҍ ᵌ Ԋ  

< how about putting on and taking off clothes?  

any problems with that?  

this is to see whether or not his fingers are flexible 

like doing his shoe laces and things like that > 

X ᾙ 

ז  ҡқ  

₮ױ ӯқ  

ז ז қ ῃ ҡ ԅ 

ѿ ₮ ז Ṝ 

ץז ᴪ ҩ  

ҹז ז Ҍ  

< shoe laces 

nowadays he tends to lose things 

yesterday we went out shopping  

and he just lost whatever I asked him to carry  

oh the doctor said when he was first diagnosed with high blood pressure 

the doctor said that heôll be like this  

his fingers are not flexible because of his condition > 

J זץ Ҍ  

ז Ӈ̙ 

< so his fingers are not flexible 

can he do his shoe laces? > 

X ז ᵖ  

< he can but it takes ages > 

J זץ ᵖץ  

  

< so he can just it takes longer 

how about doing buttons? > 

X ̆Ἕ   

ױ ӯԅѿז  

Ҍᴪז  

ᵰ  

ᵰ  

Ҍᴪז  

ז ז Ӈ  

< buttons (.) like yesterday 

we went to buy him a pair of new trousers  

and he didnôt know how to do the buttons 

you know those round buttons  

you have to do this to button up  

but he doesnôt know how to do it 
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he asked me to teach him how to do it >  

J ץᵰ ז Ӈ  

 

ᴪז ̙ 

< so you have to teach him to do the buttons 

how about unbuttoning?  

does he know how to unbutton? > 

X זᴪ  

< he does but just > 

J ̙ 

< very slow? > 

X  

ץ ҹָӇז ӯז  

< very slow  

so thatôs why he asked me to buy him clothes with zippers > 

J זᴪ ̆zipper  

< oh he knows the zipper >  

zipper he can handle that > 

X ץ 

ז Ҍ  

< if the trousers have a zipper that will do for him 

he wonôt wear them if they have buttons instead >  

J Ώ Ҍ  

< ok so I just wrote I donôt like clothes with buttons >  

 

 

Joanneôs initial question here is translated from the PiP2 form, which refers to óputting on and 

taking off clothesô. Joanne adds another layer of translation, explaining in Mandarin that óthis is 

to see whether or not his fingers are flexible, 

like doing his shoe laces and things like thatô. 

Here Joanne translates the language (the word) 

of the claim form, and also translates its 

rationale (the world). X echoes the phrase 

óshoe lacesô, but introduces a narrative that 

initially seems to be unrelated either to 

dressing and undressing, or to the more 

specific question about his ability to tie shoe 

laces. Xôs narrative is a story of a shopping trip 

she took with her husband the previous day, 

when he lost whatever she asked him to carry. 

Almost without pausing X offers another 

narrative, this time one closer to Joanneôs 

question, but still not central to the topic of 

dressing and undressing. She tells of her husbandôs visit to the doctor, and the fact that the doctor 

had said that his fingers may have restricted flexibility due to his health condition. Joanne 
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rewords Xôs response (óso his fingers are not flexibleô) before returning to her original question 

about Xôs husbandôs ability to tie shoe laces. Again Joanne rewords Xôs answer (óso he can just it 

takes longerô), the loyal translation of Xôs responses acting as affirmation and encouragement. 

Joanne rewords Xôs responses when they are brief, and when they are focused on the agenda. 

When X strays into territory characterized by narrative which is barely relevant to the criteria of 

the claim form, she moves on without translation.   

 

Joanne asks X whether her husband can fasten buttons, again translating the language of the PiP2 

form. Once more X chooses to reply with a small story. This time the narrative has direct 

relevance to the question, as X tells another story based on the previous dayôs shopping 

expedition. The narrative serves as an answer to Joanneôs question, as it illustrates the fact that 

Xôs husband is unable to fasten buttons. Again Joanne rewords the response (óso you have to 

teach him to do the buttonsô), before asking whether Xôs husband can unfasten buttons. X is a 

little hesitant in her reply, pausing after saying óhe does but justô, and Joanne fills the gap, 

anticipating Xôs answer in saying óvery slow?ô. X echoes Joanneôs suggestion. The process of 

translation is two-way, complementary, co-constructed, back-and-forth. X elaborates on her echo 

of Joanneôs offer, with a brief narrative about her husbandôs preference for zips over buttons. 

Joanne once again rewords, and X extends her point. Finally Joanne reads in translation what she 

has entered into the form, which turns out to be a concise account of what has gone before, in the 

voice of Xôs husband: óI donôt like clothes with buttonsô.  

 

 

Linguistic hospitality 

 

Joanne engages in linguistic hospitality, taking X through the process of applying for welfare 

benefits on Xôs husbandôs behalf. She engages in the act of inhabiting the word of the other, 

paralleled by the act of receiving the word of the other into her own home, her own dwelling 

(Ricouer, 2006). The óotherô here is the forbidding and almost incomprehensible world of the 

welfare benefits system. But Joanne and X are also the other to each other. They are, admittedly, 

to some extent at least, within the same ócommunityô. They are not foreigners exactly, but the 

everyday other, der Fremde, the foreigner. There is something foreign in every other. It is as 

several people that the translator (and we are all translators) reformulates, explains, tries to say 

the same thing in another way (Ricouer 2006). It is through translation that people demonstrate 

different degrees of linguistic hospitality, or the willingness to reside in more than one language 

and play host to anotherôs culture (Inghilleri 2017). Translators are key players in influencing the 

degree to which linguistic hospitality is extended. Joanne simultaneously and seamlessly 

demonstrates interlingual, intralingual, and intersemiotic translation, inhabiting a space in which 

she is at ease with her repertoire. But her translation repertoire extends beyond these elements, as 

she rewords, aligns, affirms, encourages, and maintains a tight hold on the focus of the 

interaction. All these are elements which are key to the success of interaction in the translation 

zone.  

 

Joanne moves on to the section of the form that deals with óCommunicatingô.  

 

Example 2.7 
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J ץ╠ № ῏ԍז ᵣ ⱬ  

 ᵖ ⱴԅױ ῒז Ḥ  

 ↨ Ώױ ֓қ  

 ᵰ №ԅ 

 Ҋ ֓ ҹ  

῏ԍזҌ ≢ֲ֜  

< so the previous sections are all about his physical capacity  

but weôve added so much more information 

you definitely will have scored full marks already  

with what weôve done so far 

the following part will be the most important 

itôs about him not being able to communicate > 

X  ז ᴪ ≢ֲ ? 

ӇӞҌᴪָז  

ֲ№ӞҌז ̆ Ҍᵟ  

< oh how on earth does he know how to communicate  

he doesnôt know how to express himself 

and he canôt remember people or tell them apart 

ז Amy̆  

Ӈ₃ҩֲ̆  

ז ױ ₃  

ז Ҍᵟֲ  

ז ӞҌז Ӈ  

ᴪ ̆Ἕזѿ  

ᴪ  

ז ҩ ̆  

ז Ҭ ҩ 

ӞҌז CCC  

ז Ҍ ⌠ֲ  

< he only knows Amy, Sister Ping and Xiaoning 

these few people only like Huang guohui 

who has been to our place several times 

he doesnôt remember his name 

and when he wants to refer to him he doesnôt know how 

and only says the one whoôs been to our home he looks like me with no hair 

so I was thinking to myself who that could be 

the one whoôs driving (.) in the kitchen 

by which he means this person who works in the kitchen at CCC 

but he wonôt tell you which kitchen heôs referring to 

Huang guohui but he canôt remember the names > 

J Ἕ  

Ҍז ָӇ 

ז Ҍ ̙ 

< so for example if heôs here and I am talking 
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he wonôt know what I am talking about  

and he wonôt understand it? > 

X ̆ Ҍ Ώץ ῏ԍז ז ѿ  

< um can you say heôll understand it if itôs about him > 

J ῏ԍז ̙ 

< about himself? > 

X  ̆ Ҍז Ӟז  

< yea although heôs not clever he has self-respect > 

J זץ ץ ז ̙ 

< so he can talk about himself? > 

X ז ז̆ץ ԅ 

ז  ẠҌԅז֓ Ԋ  

ץ  Ἕז ז ’ 

 ҹָӇז Ӈ  

 ҹ Ҍז  

< he can and what he fears the most is to go to see the doctor 

each time the doctor asks about things that he canôt manage 

so I have to speak on his behalf 

thatôs why he hates me so much 

because I say negative things about him > 

J ץᵰ ז ̆  ז

Ҍז Ҍ  

Ҍ ӟ ᵌ Ԋ  

< oh you have to say good things about him 

so itôs not OK to say bad things about him 

bad habits and things like that > 

X ᵰҌ  ἇז

Ҍז    ἇז  

< you canôt say that heôs stupid 

he wonôt acknowledge that heôs dumb >  

J Ҍ ז ἇ̆ ̆ Ȃ 

< wonôt acknowledge that heôs not witty hehe OK > 

X זӞ  

זץ  

ҹ ᴪ ז Ԋ  

ז  

⌠ז Ҍ  

ӞҌ  

Ӟז  

< itôs just that he has self-respect 

so heôs very afraid of seeing the doctor  

as the doctor will ask things about him  

if I say something to the doctor  

he will refuse to take medicine when he gets home 
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what I mean is that he has self-respect > 

 

Almost all translations are representations: translation as a category is a subject of representation 

and most translations fall within the larger 

category representation. As a representation, a 

translation offers an image or likeness of another 

thing. It exhibits that thing in a tangible manner. 

It has symbolic significance. A translation stands 

in place of another entity and has authority to 

substitute for or act in place of that entity 

(Tymoczko 2014). X represents her husband, 

offering an image, a likeness of him, giving him 

voice, accounting for his silence, constructing 

him as a character in the world of her narrative.  

 

Joanne translates the system for X, summarizing 

the progress they have made so far, encouraging 

her by saying they have scored full marks already, and explaining what the next section of the 

form will bring.  Translations are examples of representation, standing in lieu of a source text. 

Since Jakobson (1959) translation studies has recognized translation as a form of metatext, 

involving reported speech. Translations almost always construct a cultural image of a source 

(Tymoczko 2014). Xôs narrative account of her husband is both translation and representation. 

She says he doesnôt know how to express himself, and he canôt remember people or tell them 

apart. She gives specific examples of the limited number of people her husband can recognize, 

and represents him through ventriloquation, allowing her husbandôs own (supposed) voice to 

speak for him. Translation as representation does not stop at reported speech, however, as X adds 

exegesis, reporting her husbandôs speech and saying óby which he means this person who works 

in the kitchenô. Here translation is layered, as X translates not only her husbandôs voice, but also 

her own interpretation of her husbandôs meaning. She goes on to represent her husband as one 

who is unable to remember peopleôs names. Joanne rewords X, co-constricting the narrative (óif 

heôs here and I am talking he wonôt know what I am talking about and he wonôt understand it?ô).  

 

At this point co-construction of the narrative representation of Xôs husband becomes more 

explicit. Whereas previously Joanne has summarised Xôs representation and populated the claim 

form accordingly, now X begins to negotiate what will be entered on the form: ócan you say heôll 

understand it if itôs about himô. Joanne seeks clarification, and X says of her husband, óalthough 

heôs not clever he has self-respectô. Joanne repeats her request for clarification, and as before X 

gives an example from recent experience, describing her husbandôs reaction to having negative 

things said about him at the doctorôs surgery. Joanne rewords Xôs narrative, continuing to co-

construct the representation of her husband. Joanne twice more reiterates her point that her 

husband óhas self-respectô. Repetition is translation, as a changed context (and even a minimally 

changed context) is not the same as the previous context. The interpretant cannot be taken to be 

the same when the text is reiterated and then reiterated again. Now X is emphatic: for all his 

disabilities, and the needs they bring, her husband has self -respect.  
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Translation is negotiable, and is taken to be negotiable. It is an interpretive act, not simply 

reproduction (Venuti 2012). It includes acts of mediation which are not language transfer in the 

conventional sense, but are more broadly practices that take place at the crossroads (Simon 

2012). Here translation, and representation, are negotiated, and co-constructed. But negotiation 

and co-construction are not always straightforward, and are contingent on relations of power in 

play in the translation zone, and on the orientations of the participants.    

 

 

Ventriloquation  

 

In Example 2.8 the interaction concerning Xôs ability to communicate continues, with Joanne 

asking whether he is able to understand a spoken conversation. 

 

Example 2.8 

 

J ֲ ז  

ז ≢ֲ ָӇ ̙ 

< if someone talks to him  

can he understand and join in the conversation? > 

X זҌᴪ ̆ ᴪ yee yee ey, yee yee ey  

< he wonôt say anything but just yee yee ey, yee yee ey  

J זץҌᴪ ̆ ᴪ₮ѿ֓  

< so he doesnôt talk, just makes noises > 

X זҌ  

ױ ז ᴪ ѿ֓  

Ἕ  

ז Ҍᴪ ≢ֲ  

< he wonôt answer back 

each time we have an argument he just makes funny noises  

to mock the way I talk to him just like that 

he doesnôt know how to quarrel with people >  

J  [lowers her voice:] ≢Ώ ֓Ԋ ԅ 

 Ώ ≢ֲ  

 Ҍᴪ ᵰ №  

< I think Iôd better leave out the part that says  

I understand what people are saying if they are talking about me 

as it wonôt help you to score > 

X ≢ֲ ז ז  

< itôs just to say he knows if people are saying heôs stupid > 

J  [lowers her voice:] ҹ № ῏ԍז ⱬ  

 ᵰⱴ ԅ ᴪ  

 ᵰ ≢ֲ  

  

< because this question is about communication 
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and if you add this statement here whoever reads it will think  

oh so you actually can understand other people  

what I mean is > 

X ז Ҍ ̆ӞҌ  

 Ҍ №ӊ Ҍ ѿ  

< he doesnôt understand and he doesnôt understand much 

not a hundred per cent only a tiny weeny bit >  

J ױⱴ⌠ ̆≢ ֓ 

< we will add it in at the end but not here > 

X ̆ז Ҍᴪ ≢ֲ  

 ᴪ ѿң ̆Ἕ ᵰ ԅ ̙ ԅ̆Ἕ  

Ҍᴪז  ֲ ̆ӞҌ Ӈ  

ז  Ҍ Ӈ ֲ ̆(3) ≢ֲ Ӟז  

< right. he doesnôt know how to converse really 

just one or two simple sentences like have you eaten (.) I ate 

short as that 

just say that he wonôt start a conversation or chat with other people 

he doesnôt know how (3) if others laugh he will copy > 

J  ok 

 

The use of quoted speech in narrative makes a scene come alive and serves to add detail (De Fina 

and Georgakopoulou 2012). X responds to Joanneôs question, deploying reported speech, 

translating her husbandôs characteristic spoken style, óyee yee ey, yee yee eyô. Joanne rewords 

Xôs response, saying óso he doesnôt talk, just makes noisesô. X is keen to elaborate on the 

ventriloquation, explaining in narrative that rather than engaging in conversation her husband 

ójust makes funny noises to mock the way I talkô. At this point Joanne becomes anxious that she 

had earlier acceded to Xôs request that she add a statement to say Xôs husband understands 

speech if it is about him. She lowers her voice conspiratorially, and says she had better leave out 

that part, as it would not score on the assessment. X holds her position, and Joanne, still 

conspiratorial, expands on her argument, herself ventriloquating the voice of an anonymous 

official in the Department for Work and Pensions, ówhoever reads it will think oh so you actually 

can understand other peopleô.  

 

Like Brechtôs liberal judge (Buden and Nowotny 2009), Joanne acts democratically precisely by 

not carrying out her duty to the letter of the law. She is willing to betray the sovereign order and 

take a flexible approach to the regulations governing the allocation of welfare benefits, for the 

good of the vulnerable. Rather than remaining faithful to the system, she is loyal to her client 

(and her husband). Despite the fact that Joanne is willing to bend the rules on behalf of Xôs 

husband, X maintains her stance, saying óhe wonôt understand muchô. Joanne compromises, or at 

least makes a show concession (Antaki and Wetherell 1999) of doing so, saying ówe will add it 

in at the end but not hereô. Xôs point will not be lost, but it will be relegated to the end of the 

form (whether this is óthe endô in time or in space is not clearô). The position carefully negotiated 

by Joanne allows both parties to have their way. Potential conflict averted, X returns to the 

narrative about her husbandôs inability to converse in more than short, simple sentences. In 

Example 2.9 X elaborates on her narrative.  
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Example 2.9 

 

X  

זץ  ױ ѿױ ₮  

ז  ≢ֲ  

ז  Ҍ ױ  ָӇ 

 ≢ֲ Ӟז  

₮Ҍ№ז (15)   

 Ἕ ѿ  

ז⌠  ҉ 

ז  Ṝ 

ז  ҹץ  ז

< just like that 

so he likes it very much if we go out together socially with our friends 

he enjoys listening to others  

but he doesnôt understand much of our talk 

other people laugh and he joins in 

(15) he canôt tell right from wrong 

like the other day  

when the doctor tried to fasten the monitor on him  

to measure his blood pressure  

he thought the doctor was trying to hurt him > 

J ז bumingbai 
< he didnôt understand > 

X זҌ ̆  

< he didnôt understand and started yelling > 

J ץזҹ  ז

< he thought the doctor was going to harm him > 

X ץזҹ  ז

׆זץ  ‖₮  

 ԅ זҹץ  

ז  Ӈ Ԋ 

ז  Ҍӕ Ҍ ז  

 ԋ Ṝ ז  

ז  Ҍꜚ̆ ז  

< he thought he was going to harm him  

so he charged out of the office 

I was so scared that he was going to hit the doctor that day 

later on I explained the whole thing to him  

and told him he would not be allowed to go to Spain if he behaved like that 

the next day when the doctor asked him in again  

he knew to sit still and let the doctor fasten the monitor on him > 

J ץᵰ ז ṜזӞ ̆ ̆  

< so when you talk to him he has the same response as well like um um >  
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X  

< just like that  

Ἕ ԅ 

ѿ ̆ Ҍז  

ז ̆ӞҌ ѿ ̆ 

Ҍ№ז  

ץ ѿז  

just like yesterday I was almost hit by a car 

I turned back and heôs not there 

he knew to go back but he didnôt know to warn me about it 

he canôt tell 

so I told him off yesterday > 

J זҌ ָӇ  

< he doesnôt have a sense of danger > 

X זҌ ⌠ ָӇ 

< he doesnôt know what danger is > 

J ָӇ ӞҌז̆’ Ӈ  

< he doesnôt know how to express if thereôs a dangerous situation > 

X זҌ  

Ӟ ҹָӇז ԅ 

Ҍז ֜ Ḥ  

ז ҌᵟӞ№Ҍ  

< no he doesnôt 

thatôs why he was almost hit by a car 

he canôt read traffic lights 

he doesnôt remember and he canôt tell 

Ṝ ז  

ԅ 

ױ ҙ ӯқ  

ז ⌠ Ҭ ԅ 

ѿ ז ‖҉  

ҩ Ӈ ┤  

Ӈѿ  ԅז҉

ױ  

 ז

ҹָӇ Ҍ ̙ 

ז   

! 

ז №Ҍ  

Ṝ ז ԅ 

< I have to hold his hand when we cross roads 

and I didnôt the other day  

when we went shopping at Win Yip 
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he got himself in the middle of the road  

and there was a car racing from behind him 

the driver had to brake so hard  

and only managed to stop one metre in front of him 

the driver swore at us  

so I told him off later 

why do you have to go across the road when thereôs a red light?  

he said  

[mimics husband in Cantonese and then Mandarin] itôs the light to go 

he canôt tell 

I just forgot to hold his hand when we crossed the road > 

 

 

Narratives are powerful tools in the negotiation of everyday arguments thanks to their ability to 

function as evidence based on personal experience, their potential for audience involvement and 

their semblance of objectivity provided by the fact that claims made by narrators in the present 

social context can be removed from it and connected to characters and events unrelated to the 

situation of interaction (De Fina and Georgakopoulou 2012). Narratives may be deployed to 

exemplify and prove an argument. In Example 2.9 X tells three stories, each independent of the 

other, to illustrate the argument that her husband has a communication-related disability. The 

first story refers to her husbandôs ability to interact socially. The second is an exemplum, 

apparently (or structurally, at least) to prove the argument óhe canôt tell right from wrongô. The 

narrative does not convincingly establish this argument, as it becomes a story about Xôs 

husbandôs fear of doctors. However, Joanne signals her involvement in the narrative by 

participating in its co-construction. She volunteers that when X visited the doctor óhe didnôt 

understandô. X repeats the same phrase, and adds óand started yellingô. Joanne adds to the 

narrative, óhe thought the doctor was going to harm himô, itself a repetition of Xôs earlier account 

that óhe thought the doctor was trying to hurt himô. X once more repeats Joanneôs intervention, 

before adding óso he charged out of the officeô. Mutual repetition provides ratification of the 

narrative, as the narrators run side by side in their co-operative narration. X concludes the 

narrative about her husbandôs fear of the doctor, the tale reaching a gentle finale following the 

issue of a bribe.  

 

Joanneôs next rewording is relatively general, but again it prompts a narrative exemplum. This 

time the illustrative tale is a story in which X and her husband were almost involved in a road 

traffic accident. Joanne characteristically rewords the story, óhe doesnôt have a sense of dangerô.  

X rewords the summary version of her own story, óhe doesnôt know what danger isô, and Joanne 

rewords Xôs rewording of her own rewording of Xôs original narrative, óhe doesnôt know how to 

express if thereôs a dangerous situationô. X ends the story with an extended account of the 

previous dayôs close call. She narrates the episode as a mini-drama, deploying direct quotation of 

the characters of herself and her husband, and the generalized indirect voice of the driver of the 

car. The constructed voices of the protagonists bring an immediacy and animation to the action, 

which is played out in two temporal frames ï the traffic incident itself, and Xôs conversation 

with her husband later. Despite her frustration with her husbandôs road sense, Xôs conclusion is 

that the dangerous situation was caused because she forgot to hold his hand when crossing the 

road.  
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The exemplification of Xôs argument through brief narrative accounts provides a colourful 

translation of experience. No coherent narrative can be elaborated by attempting to incorporate 

every detail experienced by or available to the narrator. Inevitably some elements of experience 

are excluded and others privileged. This process of selective appropriation is inherent in all 

storytelling, and is guided by evaluative criteria that reflect the narrative location of the 

individual, group or institution elaborating the narrative (Baker 2014). The co-constructed 

narratives of X and Joanne constitute the evidence that will be submitted in support of Xôs 

husbandôs claim for Personal Independence Payment. The narratives are not essential for the 

official claim form. But stories are discourse engagements that engender specific social moments 

and integrally connect with what gets done on particular occasions and in particular settings (De 

Fina and Georgakopoulou 2012: 117). The small stories (Bamberg 2004; Georgakopoulou 2007) 

both back up, and elaborate on, Joanne and Xôs argument that Xôs husband should be entitled to 

welfare benefits.  

 

 

Intersemioticity 

 

In Example 2.10 Joanne asks X whether there is anything further she would like to add to this 

section of the form.  

 

Example 2.10 

 

J  ָӇ ⱴ ԅ̙ 

№ ῏ԍ  

ָӇᵰ ⱴ ̙ 

ᵰ↨ ΏҊ ԅ 

ᵰ↨ ᴆԊ 

ץ ⌠Ҋѿҩ №ῬΏ 

№ ῏ԍ  

ָӇᵰ ⱴ ̙ 

Ҍ Ӈ ֲ  

≢ֲ  

≢ֲ Ṝ 

₮ѿ֓ Ἕ  

ָӇᵰ ⱴ ̙ 

< so thereôs nothing more to add  

in this section on communication 

anything else you want to add?  

Iôve written down everything you just told me  

the incident you just mentioned  

we could leave till the following section 

for this section on communication  

do you have anything to add?  

itôs just   
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I donôt know how to start a conversation with others 

if others laugh I copy  

but I donôt know what is going on 

and when others talk to me  

I only know to make noises like um um um 

anything else to add? > 

X Ἕז ⌠≢ֲ  ז

ז    

ז ᵰ  

< things like whenever he senses others are telling him off 

or saying bad things about him 

he just stares at you very closely with hatred (xxx) > 

J Ώ 

ז ≢ֲ ָӇ 

ᵰ ָӇԊ  

ץ Ҍז ≢ֲ  

< if I write this  

it still indicates that  

he can understand what people are talking about 

what I meant is anything you can think of  

to show that he doesnôt understand? > 

 

 

Jakobson's concept of óintersemioticityô (Jakobson 1971: 261), originally referring to the 

translation of one language into another, can be extended to include translations that occur 

between different semiotic systems and their materialities. These translations are intersemiotic 

insofar as one semiotics comes to stand for or represent another (Iedema 2001). In organizations 

agreements reached in and through embodied talk are conventionally óresemiotisizedô into 

alternative and less negotiable semioses such as written summaries, courses of action, or more 

durable materialities. It is often thanks to their resemiotization that particular understandings and 

agreements attain organizational status, explicitness, and relevance. With each step the process 

shifts its focal point towards increasingly durable semiotic manifestations, while at the same time 

increasingly distancing itself from the social interaction that created it. This process stabilizes the 

meanings at stake, in that it distances itself from here-and-now, face-to-face talk, and re-invents 

itself in the shape of specialized and authoritative discourses, expert practices and technological 

equipment, and spatial structures.  

 

In Example 2.10 Joanne asks X whether she wants to add anything to this section of the form. 

She reassures X that she has written in English everything that X has told her. Also she tells X 

that the narrative about the near miss at the traffic lights would be left until the following section, 

presumably because it is not centrally related to her husbandôs problems with communication. At 

this point Joanne reads to X what she has entered in this section of the form. She reads aloud in 

Mandarin what she has typed in English. In the translation space Joanne: 

 

(i) translates Xôs narrative from Mandarin to English  

(ii)  translates Xôs extended narratives into abbreviated, summary versions 
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(iii)  resemiotizes the spoken narratives into the format required by the computer-based 

form 

(iv) translates the requirements of the form, and by extension the requirements of the 

welfare benefits system 

(v) translates the resemiotized English version of Xôs narratives into Mandarin 

 

 

Joanne renders Xôs narratives into the computer-based form as evidence. In doing so she 

resemiotizes them, changing them to a format that is relevant and legitimate. Meanings presented 

in printed text are generally harder to challenge than spoken versions, not only because the writer 

is often not present to answer questions, change formulations or accept additions, but also 

because written registers are generally more abstract and generalizing than spoken ones (Iedema 

2003a). Transposition between different semiotics inevitably introduces a discrepancy that goes 

or points beyond the original (that is, is metaphorical). Such transposition is not just a matter of 

finding semiotic equivalents for specific discourse participants in the other semiotic. Such 

equivalence is tenuous, since rematerialization requires new resource investments; restructuring 

derives from different expertises and literacies, and resemiotization opens up different modalities 

of human experience. The narrative told by X is not the same as that entered on the form. Its 

materiality changes with each iteration. So seamless is this process of multiple translation and 

resemiotization that Joanne hardly appears to ótranslateô from one language to another at all. 

Multilingualism is translationôs mother but also its definitive other: the multilingual person is not 

someone who translates constantly from one language (or cultural system) into another. But to be 

multilingual is, above all, to be one for whom translation is unnecessary because one lives in 

more than one language (Pratt 2010). 

 

X takes up Joanneôs repeated invitation to add something to what has already been recorded in 

this section of the form. She volunteers an addition, óthings like whenever he senses others are 

telling him off or saying bad things about him he just stares at you very closely with hatred 

(xxx)ô. However, Joanne is again wary of introducing any evidence that Xôs husband is able to 

understand othersô speech, and in another act of democratic betrayal of the truth governing the 

welfare system, explains that it would be better not to include this. She rewords her own question 

to elicit an answer she can use as good evidence.  

 

Resemiotization is about how meaning making shifts from context to context, from practice to 

practice, or from one stage of practice to the next (Iedema 2003a). Finally Joanne is able to move 

on from the section of the form which asks about communication. She skips quickly past the 

section that refers to óReadingô, to Question 11, which requests evidence related to óMixing With 

Other Peopleô.  

 

Example 2.11 

 

J № ῏ԍז ᴪ֜  

Ӈ  

≢ֲ  

↨ ҩ ≢ֲ֜  

ҩ ≢ֲ  
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ז Ӈ ֓Ԋ ̙ 

< this section is about being social with others 

how to say it  

mixing with others  

the one we just did is about communication 

this one is to mix with other people 

does he know how to handle these things? >  

X זҌᴪ  

ӞҌז  ָӇ 

 ѿ ӯԅѿҩז  

 ѿ  

 Ҍ⌠ѿҩ ԅ 

 ᵰ ז Ӈ ԅ 

ז  ҩ  

 ԅ 

 ҩқ ῃ ԅ 

ᾙ  

< he doesnôt 

also he doesnôt know what danger is 

once I bought him a new tele  

which cost about a thousand pounds 

and he broke it within a month 

do you know what he did to the tele  

he messed about with the plug  

and the tele was on fire 

the whole thing was completely ruined 

my daughter was crying so badly about it > 

J ҩҌ №  

 

ҩ ֲ ᴴ  ז

 ז

ז  

№ ᴪҌᴪז ≢ֲ֜  

ҩז ֲ 

ҩזҌ ֲ 

ҩֲ  ז

ז ᵰ ҩ ᾙ  

ᴪז ̙ 

< this one canôt be counted as (4) 

for example  

letôs say if a stranger tries to harm him 

to harm him  

will he feel scared?  

this is about socialising with other people  
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if itôs someone he knows about 

or no matter if he knows  

or doesnôt know the person 

say if someone wants to abduct him by saying  

come with me and I will take you to a fun place 

will he know it could be dangerous? > 

X Ҍᴪ 

ѿ  

ז ѿᴩ ֲ ⌠ ױ  

ױז ָӇז ָӇ 

< definitely not  

one time (xxx)  

he let some strangers into our home  

and gave them whatever they asked for > 

 

Translation involves a constant cross-cultural juxtaposition of text types, communication 

patterns, and values, as well as decision strategies by individuals, adjudicating and resolving 

such cultural disjuncts. The result is the continual possibility of inventing new translation 

strategies and reinventing old solutions that transcend the boundaries of locally dominant 

definitions and practices of translation. For these reasons, the best research is conducted within 

the broadest possible conception of translation (Tymoczko 2014).  

 

Joanne moves on to the next questions on the form, segueing from one section to the other 

through metadiscourse. She explains how this section may be distinguished from the section on 

communication, and asks whether Xôs husband is 

able to handle mixing with other people. X replies 

that he doesnôt handle mixing with other people. 

However, once again she appears to depart from 

the focus of the question, and introduces her own 

anxieties, saying óhe doesnôt know what danger 

isô. She proceeds with another exemplum about 

her husbandôs hazardous day-to-day life, this time 

a narrative in respect of a domestic television fire. 

Joanne patiently explains that this example cannot 

be counted as evidence about her husbandôs 

difficulties mixing with other people. She pauses 

to work out a strategy to refocus the interaction so 

that it meets the requirememts of the form, and 

takes a different tack. Joanne appears to understand that Xôs priority is her anxiety that her 

husband does not recognize danger, and therefore often finds himself in hazardous situations. 

Joanne shifts her focus so that she inhabits the territory of her interlocutor, asking whether Xôs 

husband would feel scared if threatened by a stranger, and whether he would recognize the 

danger if someone tried to abduct him. Joanne finds a way to ask a question about Xôs husbandôs 

difficulties mixing with other people while accommodating Xôs concerns about her husbandôs 

personal safety. She makes a point of communicative overlap (Rymes 2014), creating a space in 

which Xôs concerns may be articulated, and the requirements of the claim form may be satisfied. 
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In order to do so she translates (and resemiotizes) the PiP2 form, bending it until it fits her 

clientôs key point of anxiety. Translation is an activity where discourses meet and compete, 

negotiating power relations, shifting in complex ways to meet the imperatives of specific 

historical and material moments (Tymoczko 2014).  

 

 

Legitimacy 

 

In Example 2.12 Joanne continues to read aloud a version in Mandarin of what she has typed 

into the computer-based form. 

 

Example 2.12 

 

J   

₮ Xѿ ₮  

Ҍ ₮ ӯқ ̆ ⌠Ὲ  

ז ѿ ѿ֓ ꜚ ̙ 

ז ῒָזӇ ꜚԅ 

ז ץ Ạ ̙ 

< normally I just stay at home watching tele  

when I go out I have to go with X  

like going shopping or taking a walk in the park 

I never go out on my own 

and are these are the only activities heôs engaged in?  

he doesnôt have any other activities  

that he does by himself? > 

X ָӇ̆ ꜚ  ז

 ≢  ז

< no any social activities I have to keep him company 

or with other friends >  

J Ώᵰ  

Ҍᴪ ⌠ῒז  

ҹָӇ ̙ 

< it should be you 

I wouldnôt mention other friends  

why is this?>  

X זҌ Ӈӗ  

ӞҌז  

ᵰ  

Ҍז ӞҌץ  

֜ ΐ Ӈ Ӈ  

ז ѿ  

ץ  

ז  
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ז Ҍ  

< he doesnôt know how to take buses 

he doesnôt know how to get back home 

you understand?  

he canôt read so he doesnôt know the road names 

so all his transportation 

either by train or flying 

I have to be with him 

thatôs why itôs so hard for me 

if he listened to me 

his main problem is he doesnôt listen to me >  

J ױ ῬΏԅ 

ץ Ἕᵰ↨  

Ҍ  

Ҍ  

Ҍ№ ֲ ֲ 

℗ѿץ ᵰ 

Ҍᴪז ≢ֲ  

ӞҌז ≢ֲ  

Ώ ֓  

< we are running out of space again hehe 

so just like you said 

I donôt know the route  

and I donôt recognise the road signs or names 

and I canôt tell bad people from good ones 

and everything I do has to go through you 

he doesnôt know how to talk 

he canôt talk (14)  

so this is it > 

 

Again the translation process is layered, or clustered. Just as in Example 2.10, translation is 

multiple. Reconceptualizing the cross-linguistic, cross-cultural, and cross-temporal notion of 

translation as a cluster concept enlarges translation itself. This expanded understanding 

highlights the agency of translators. An appreciation of the capacious nature of translation 

highlights the potential and power of translators (Tymoczko 2014). Joanne óreadsô in Mandarin 

what she has entered into the computer-based form in English. The version of Xôs narrative is, as 

before, a recontextualised version of the original. Moreover, because it is now in written (typed) 

form, and in English, it becomes the authorized version. Once the narrative attains the status of a 

literate artefact, inscribed in the language of the system, it gains legitimacy, and is privileged 

above other versions. It is through resemiotisization, then, that organizationally relevant 

meanings are relegated from the relatively volatile sphere of embodied semiosis, into the 

naturalizing contexts of spatio-material semiosis (Iedema 2001). Due to their technologization 

and abstraction away from dynamic interaction, artefacts may accrue a validity and an authority, 

while at the same time, thanks to their material stability, simulating a naturalness and an 
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unobtrusiveness. The form-filling process stabilizes specific meanings and in doing so 

resemiotizes those meanings into more durable manifestations.  

 

Joanne asks X whether her husband engages in any other activities. X replies that when her 

husband goes out either she or other friends have to keep him company. This prompts another act 

of democratic betrayal from Joanne, óit should be you, I wouldnôt mention other friendsô. To say 

that Xôs husband goes out with friends might imply that he is capable of mixing with other 

people without difficulty. Joanne is determined to ignore those parts of Xôs narrative that might 

threaten the achievement of a high score on the assessment. Here is grandeur of translation, risk 

of translation: creative betrayal of the original, equally creative appropriation by the reception 

language; construction of the comparable (Ricouer 2006). In the name of democracy (Buden and 

Nowotny 2009), or at least in the name of advocacy, Joanne is willing to creatively betray the 

original in making her translation.  

 

X emphasizes that her husband is unable to travel without her help. She also complains that this 

level of care is hard for her, and that her husband does not listen to her. Joanne briefly digresses 

into metadiscourse, commenting that ówe are running out of space againô, and then after typing a 

further entry into the computer-based form she reads in Mandarin what she has typed in English. 

She is not concerned about the fidelity to Xôs original of the version she has produced for the 

official form. It is more important to her that the resemiotized narrative is fit for the purpose of 

meeting the criteria of the government department. It makes little sense to argue about whether 

the text that has been produced is a translation, version, imitation, adaptation, summary, and so 

forth (Tymoczko 2014). The process in which Joanne is engaged is as much advocacy as it is 

translation. Yet it is translation, at multiple levels, in complex clusters. It is a sophisticated 

process that is highly skilled, and largely hidden from the world.  

 

 

Summary 

 

In this single interaction with one client we see many of the recurrent features of Joanneôs 

translation practice. In the remaining chapters of the report we will pick up and expand upon 

these features. We see Joanne translating interlingually as she moves without pause or hesitation 

between Mandarin, English, and Cantonese. Her translation practice is revealed as flexible, 

pragmatic, fit for purpose. She is rarely anxious about the concept of equivalence, such as a 

semantic correspondence based on dictionary definitions, or a concept of style, a distinctive 

lexicon and syntax related to a genre or discourse (Venuti, 2012). Scholars have proposed all 

sorts of proliferating terminologies to distinguish between types of translation: word for word, 

sense for sense, literal and free, formal equivalence and dynamic equivalence, adequate and 

acceptable, foreignizing and domesticating, contingent translations, coeval translations 

(Tymoczko 2014). Joanne is unconcerned by scholarship, and gets on with advocacy. Clients 

come through her door with myriad questions, invariably in need of support, often in crisis. They 

cannot comprehend the extreme complexity of the welfare benefits system, or their house 

insurance claim, or their application for Indefinite Leave to Remain in the UK. This inability to 

understand is only partly due to the clientôs proficiency in, and comprehension of, English. The 

system is too complex for them, too opaque. Joanne is a cultural mediator, picking a path 

through the dense bureaucratic landscape.  
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We also see translation as narrative, and narrative as translation. Each client has a story to tell. 

These are often narratives of disaster and tragedy, narrow escapes and near misses, life stories 

and small tales. Joanne listens to each of them and re-tells them, co-constructs them, translates 

them, rewords them, abbreviates them, reshapes them. She makes the narratives suitable to meet 

the criteria of the system. We also see Joanne engage in ethical translation. She is frequently an 

advocate for her client. To this end she is prepared to bend the rules, changing narratives slightly 

to delete that which harms the prospects of the client, sometimes adding detail that will benefit 

the clientôs claim. Joanne betrays the requirement, if there be such, for absolute truth and loyalty 

in translation, in the name of democratic action. We also see translation as resemiotization, as 

Joanne reformulates the needs and narratives of her clients into a format that will enable her to 

support them. It is through this process of resemiotization that the community transposes and 

reifies its knowledges, techniques and technologies, as well as its interpersonal, social and 

cultural practices and positionings (Iedema 2001). Joanneôs resemiotization renders her clientsô 

stories legitimate. We will return to this theme in Chapter 5.  

 

It is in the nature of ethnographic observation that observed practice is patterned and repetitive. 

The client arrives, has her hour or half-hour, and leaves a little better informed, or equipped with 

a benefit claim. But we never step in the same river twice; no two interactions are the same. It is 

in the differences between encounters that we see their originality, and their meanings shine 

through. The cityôs translation zones are thus revealed as productive territories of the imagination 

(Simon 2012).  
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Chapter 3 

 

State 

 

Joanneôs translation practice is invariably a dialogue between herself and her client. Often the 

encounter also includes a telephone conversation with someone in the office of the Department 

for Work and Pensions, or Her Majestyôs Revenue and Customs, or the like. However, in a 

spoken dialogue the interlocutors are not alone. In addition to the speakerôs conception of the 

immediate audience she or he is addressing, the particular person she or he talks to, there is 

always the speakerôs concept of a ñsuperaddresseeò, nadadresat (Bakhtin 1986). A specific 

addressee, no matter how intimate or sympathetic, is always capable of misunderstanding. What 

makes communication possible at all, insists Bakhtin (1986), is the speakerôs conviction that she 

or he will be understood: everyone speaks and writes as if they were heard not only by their 

immediate audience, but as if they were heard as well by an addressee who will understand better 

than any actual addressee can ever understand, the fullest meaning, the furthest implications and 

deepest subtleties of what is said. Communication is an act of faith, and what serves to sustain 

the certainty that our words will be understood is not the frequently miscarried experience of 

actually trying to convey a meaning to someone else. Rather, it is the conviction that beyond any 

specific act of communication, there is somewhere, somehow the possibility of being understood 

(Holquist 1984).  

 

Bakhtin articulated the notion of the superaddressee as follows: 

 

The author of the utterance, with a greater or lesser awareness, always presupposes a 

higher superaddressee, whose absolutely just responsive understanding is presumed, 

either in some metaphysical distance or in distant historical time (the loophole 

addressee). In various ages and with various understandings of the world, the 

superaddressee and his ideally true responsive understanding assume various ideological 

expressions (God, absolute truth, the court of dispassionate human conscience, the 

people, the court of history, science, and so forth)  

(Bakhtin 1986: 126) 

 

The relationship of addressing is constituted in a way which both presupposes and enacts a third 

party in addition to the addresser and the direct addressee. The superaddressee becomes a 

privileged site of ideology and ideological battles, for as every utterance, conceived of as a form 

of address, interpellates and enacts its superaddressee, it expresses the superaddressee more or 

less consciously. Therefore, the third party which is the superaddressee can be understood as the 

very point of contact or intertwinement of representation and practice: it is a representation of a 

structural moment founded in the relationship of address itself, but at same time it generates a 

particular practice of addressing, an ideological form of expression, which enacts the 

representation or ideological saturation of this very moment (Buden and Nowotny 2009). Each 

party involved in an exchange appeals to an ultimate listener standing above the dialogue, not 

necessarily physically, delimiting responses and understandings. The superaddressee is very 
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much a part of a dialogue and is in flux itself, for it is in the process of emergence and 

development as it contributes to the exchange (Sánchez 2016).  

 

Bakhtin understood the superaddressee generously. In different cultures and eras it can be God, 

history, personal conscience, the consensus of a community ï in short, any consciousness 

competent to hear an utterance in its intended spirit and enter into some sort of dialogue with it. 

To orient a message toward a superaddressee is to presume it will be heard attentively, grasped 

whole, held not to its past but to its future potentials, expanded upon, and valued as an internally 

persuasive communicative act rather than an authoritative recitation by rote. The superaddressee 

is a receptive category, seen from the perspective of a needy speaker. It does not presume 

authority or require obedience (Emerson 2013). Speakers can point to different superaddressees, 

who can be different from each other by degree, or at times entirely. For authors the 

superaddressee may be a future reader, able to grasp the message of the text over the centuries; 

or the superaddressee may be the ideal representative of a social class, for example the proletariat 

to whom Marx and Engels addressed The Communist Manifesto. For others, the superaddressee 

is God (Baron 2004; Tull 2005). For yet others it is biomedical science (Swinglehurst 2014); or a 

judge and jury (Johnson 2008); or a studentôs mentor (Bryzzheva 2006).  

 

The speaker can never turn over her or his whole self to the complete and final will of addressees 

who are on hand or nearby, and always presuppose some higher instance of responsive 

understanding that can distance itself in various directions. Each dialogue takes place as if 

against the background of an invisibly present third party who stands above the partners in the 

dialogue. The superaddressee is not a mystical or metaphysical being, but is a constitutive aspect 

of the whole utterance. An interlocutor indirectly dialogues with a superaddressee to the extent 

that her or his utterances reþect the responsive understanding of the superaddressee, and 

anticipate future responses (Bryzzheva 2006). Kytölä and Westinen (2015) associate the 

superaddressee with the notion of polycentricity. Whenever we communicate with one another, 

we orient towards various norms, which can be individuals (teachers, parents, idols), collectives 

(peer groups, subcultural groups) or abstract entities (the nation state, the church, consumer 

culture). In addition to our most immediate interlocutors, there is always a superaddressee 

present in the interaction. This centre, or superaddressee, provides the norms and the level of 

appropriateness in a given context. There is never a single centre in communication, but rather 

multiple norm-providing centres, hence the term ópolycentricityô (Kytºlª and Westinen 2015).  

 

The superaddressee constitutes that someone or other place to whom the speaker is answerable 

(Farmer 1994). The construction of an utterance is not only determined by how the speaker 

anticipates being received by the visibly present listener, but also by the superaddressee, who, 

although not capable of an immediate response, is nonetheless manifested in the utterance by 

virtue of the need to posit an ultimate understanding beyond the present situation. It is dialogue 

with the superaddressee that draws us into understanding. Because the superaddressee always 

evades any attempt to locate it or to pin it down, this dialogue is infinite, and constantly 

challenges us to see our prejudices and provisional conceptualization as if from the outside 

(Wegerif 2011). In her detailed study of police interviews, Johnson (2008) demonstrated the 

relevance of the notion of the superaddressee in the analysis of everyday encounters. Police 

interviewers evaluate the legal point of suspectsô stories: actions and their results, states of mind 

and behaviour, intent, cause and effect. Stories are recontextualised and transformed for an 
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audience who are not present, but only encountered in the future, if the case goes to trial. The 

talk in the interview is performed for a higher authority, a judge and jury, although these are only 

represented by the audio-recording device, with the interviewing officers standing in as servants 

of the justice system. The need for a particular kind of narrative, one that is evidentially 

meaningful and valuable, is therefore part of the wider context that can only be partially 

understood by the suspect. Particular words are used for particular reasons, invoking a more 

powerful ósuperaddresseeô whose presence adds a higher order judgment of the facts. We saw in 

Chapter 2 how Joanne was concerned to ensure that the words of her clients were represented in 

ways that accorded with requirements of the PiP2 form, and therefore of the Department for 

Work and Pensions. Their words would be reviewed at another time and in another place, by a 

higher order. These cases make plain what is also evident in other contexts: that everyday talk is 

shaped not only by the addressees, but also by the superaddressee.  

 

Farmer (2001) summarises the superaddressee as a sort of hovering ýgure, a constituent aspect of 

every utterance, an invisibly present third party who is embodied in the person of the immediate 

addressee. This third party is an inevitability of speaking, because speakers require of their words 

an ñabsolutely just responsive understandingò (Bakhtin 1986: 126) and realise that, if present 

circumstances are unlikely to provide such an understanding, other dialogic contexts must be 

invoked in the act of utterance. One of the key functions of a superaddressee is to provide 

speakers with a ñloopholeò through which the oppressions of immediacy might be relieved or 

avoided. Authoring an utterance, however innocuous such an activity might seem, is always a 

hazardous undertaking. From the speakerôs perspective, uttering is fraught with the potential for 

misunderstanding. Because this is so, we invoke a third party, who will listen to us, and 

understand what we have to say. We do so because we realise that we cannot depend upon our 

immediate interlocutors for the understanding we desire.  

 

Worse than not being understood is the possibility of not being heard at all. For Bakhtin ñthere is 

nothing more terrible than a lack of response,ò and there is no hell as absolute as the hell of not 

being heard (Bakhtin 1986: 126).The act of uttering demands that we face not only the 

possibility of being misheard, but also the possibility of having access to no available hearing. 

Utterances are acts which invoke a more perfect hearerðor, rather, a more perfect context for 

hearingðthan the one available to us in our immediate circumstances. The superaddressee 

responds to a common need to forward our utterances to a context where they may receive a just 

hearing (Farmer 2001). The superaddressee is required precisely because inequalities habitually 

obtain between interlocutors, because dialogue is always constrained by the power interests that 

impinge upon it. The superaddressee, in other words, may signify the asymmetric relationships 

of power that shape the manner and direction in which any given dialogue is to proceed. When 

our utterances are constrained, silenced, misunderstood, interrupted, or otherwise 

unacknowledged, we invoke a better context for their hearing than the one in which we speak.  

 

Being heard is already a dialogical relation. The word wants to be heard, understood, responded 

to, and again to respond to the response (Bakhtin 2006). The superaddressee offers hope of a 

hearing. Outside the tyranny of the present, of the here and now, there is a possible addressee 

who will understand (Holquist 1990). The function of the superaddressee is to provide the 

necessity of hope ï of a response, of justice, of dialogue (Morson and Emerson 1990). The 

following example is a transcript of the opening scene of the film of óI, Daniel Blakeô (writer 



55 
 

Paul Laverty, director Ken Loach). An assessor goes through an assessment with the eponymous 

hero, a claimant for Employment Support Allowance (ESA).   

 

     ASSESSOR 

   Can you walk more than 50 metres unassisted 

   by another person? 

 

     DAN 

   Yes. 

 

     ASSESSOR 

   Can you raise either arm as if to put 

   something in the top pocket of a coat? 

 

     DAN 

   Filled this out already on your 52-page form! 

 

     ASSESSOR 

   I am having some difficulty with your 

   eligibilityéCan you raise either arm to the 

   top of your head as if to put on a hat? 

 

     DAN 

   Told youéthere is nothing wrong with 

   my arms or my legséYou have medical 

   recordsécan we talk about my heart? 

 

     ASSESSOR 

   Can you press a button, such as a telephone 

   keypad? 

 

     DAN 

   Nothing wrong with my fingers eitheré 

   listen youôre getting further and further away 

   from my heart 

 

     ASSESSOR 

   Can you use a pencil to make a meaningful 

   mark? 

 

     DAN 

   Yes. 

 

     ASSESSOR 

   Have you significant difficulty conveying a 

   simple message to strangers? 
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     DAN 

   Yeséitôs my fucking heart I keep telling 

   youébut you wonôt listen. 

 

     ASSESSOR 

   Mr Blake, if you swear one more time I will 

   terminate this assessment [Pause, silence] Do 

   you ever experience loss of control leading to 

   extensive evacuation of the bowel? 

 

     DAN 

   Do you mean shit myself? 

 

     ASSESSOR 

   Yes. 

 

     DAN 

   No, but I canôt guarantee this wonôt be a first 

   unless we get to the point 

 

     ASSESSOR 

   Can you complete a simple task such as setting 

   an alarm clock? 

 

     DAN 

   Ah Jesus ChristéYes. 

 

     ASSESSOR 

   Do you ever have uncontrollable episodes 

   of aggressive behaviour that would be 

   unreasonable in any workplace? 

 

     DAN 

   Only if the radio is on and I am listening to  

the news 

 

     ASSESSOR 

Mr Blake! 

 

     DAN 

éNever had any problem with my  

workmatesé 

 

     ASSESSOR 

Do you have any pets? 
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     DAN 

You mean like a hamster? Is that on the form? 

 

     ASSESSOR 

I am trying to build up a picture of your 

capacity to mobiliseé 

 

     DAN 

Is it on the form? 

 

     ASSESSOR 

If you refuse to answer my questions I will 

terminate this assessment 

 

     DAN 

   No, I donôt have a pet! [Frustration spilling 

   over] Can I ask what medical qualification 

   you have? 

 

     ASSESSOR 

   I am a health care professional appointed by 

   The Department of Work and Pensions to 

   carry out assessments for Employment and 

   Support Allowance and I will not answer 

personal questionsé 

    

     DAN 

   Someone in the waiting room just told me 

   you worked for an American companyéis 

   that a personal question too? 

 

     ASSESSOR 

   Our company has been appointed by the 

   Governmentédo you want to proceed with 

   the assessment? 

 

     DAN 

   I have a serious heart condition and I just 

   want to make sure you have the medical 

   qualifications to understand whatôs wrongé 

   are you a nurse or a doctor? 

 

     ASSESSOR 

   I am a health care professionalé 
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     DAN 

   Do you know what ACS stands for? 

 

     ASSESSOR 

   I do not have to answer your questionsé 

 

     DAN 

   Acute coronary syndromeédo you know 

   what óatheromaô means? 

 

     ASSESSOR 

   I am not obliged to answer your questionsé 

 

     DAN 

   ListenéIôve had a major heart attack and 

   nearly fell off a scaffoldingéI want to get 

   back to work tooénow, will you please ask 

   me about my heart and forget about my arse 

   which works like a dream 

 

Dan wants to be heard, understood, responded to, and again to respond to the response. He 

addresses the Assessor, who falls back on her established script to fend off Danôs frustration. But 

we might ask whether it is the Assessor Dan addresses, or is it a third party, a superaddressee that 

lurks close to hand, the powerful and incomprehensible welfare benefits system. The Assessor is 

the face of the system. Behind her (or embodied within her) a third party is a representation of a 

structural moment in time and space, an ideological orientation to compassion. But this is not an 

ideal version of Bakhtinôs superaddressee, with its true responsive understanding, in the court of 

human conscience. This is a superaddressee for the late modern age, masquerading as absolute 

truth, uncompromising, cruel, inflexible. This is the same superaddressee that presides over the 

translation zones of the city.  

 

In this chapter we examine another typical encounter between Joanne and a client, C. The client 

has come to ask advice about demands for payment made by the city council, and an 

unsuccessful application for housing benefit. Joanne has spoken briefly to the client about his 

application. As we join the interaction Joanne has telephoned the city council on the clientôs 

behalf, and is speaking to an operative (O).  

 

Example 3.1  

 

J right (1) he received the letter  

dated the twenty-ninth of March 

regarding his housing benefit application 

it says unsuccessful  

and heôs been written to  

to ask to provide for more information  

to be dealt with the claim 
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but as far as heôs concerned  

he got nothing from Birmingham City Council  

apart from presenting  

all the evidence on the day  

the claim was dealt with  

that was twenty-sixth of February  

at Newtown Neighbourhood Office 

and thereôs nothing between twenty-sixth  

until the date he got the letter  

mm mm 

thatôs why he said he didnôt receive any letters 

thatôs why he couldnôt produce anything  

you are requesting (3) 

um proof of residency  

[to C:] ז ҈ױז ԋ ᵰΏ Ḥ 

ᵰ ᶫᵰ  

ᵰ ̙ 

ᵰץ  

ѿ ⌠ Ḥ̆ ̙ 
[to C:] < he said they wrote to you on the second of March 

asking you to provide information about your nationality 

arenôt you from Malaysia?  

so you are sure  

you definitely didnôt receive the letter, right? >  

[to O:] no heôs shaking his head  

thatôs easy he can produce the passport (4)  

send it in now (3) 

to the neighbourhood office?  

is that OK?  

oh my god council house benefit  

is the same form for housing benefit?  

(10) um-huh OK (5) thatôs OK thatôs the only one OK  

I think I can get it over to the neighbourhood office  

after leaving the office  

as for the council tax 

can you because he also brought me the reminder notice 

can you check for me please 

he got two 

the overdue amount  

one is over one thousand 

the other one is over five pounds 

which one is the right one he needs to pay?  

(3) OK OK  

 [1p3] 
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Every utterance spoken by Joanne here is shaped by the superaddressee of state regulation. There 

are two actual addressees ï the benefits officer on the other end of the phone, and the 

immediately present client. Speaker phone is switched off most of the time, so we do not have 

direct access to the discourse of the benefits officer, except as reported in translation by Joanne. 

We can identify several layers of addressivity here. Joanne addresses the benefits officer on her 

clientôs behalf, speaking both as óherselfô in her professional role and as her client. She also 

addresses the client, both as óherselfô in her professional role and on behalf of the benefits 

officer, translating both the word and the world of the benefits system. She further addresses the 

client on behalf of the benefits officer unprompted (óso you are sure you definitely didnôt receive 

the letter, right?ô). This not a direct translation of the benefits officerôs discourse but a positing of 

a question that the benefits officer might have asked. And she addresses the superaddressee, the 

powerful presence of the benefits system, whose ñabsolutely just responsive understandingò 

(Bakhtin 1986: 126) ought to be presumed, and is perhaps presumed in law, but in austere times 

may no longer be taken for granted.  

 

We can look at these layers of addressivity more closely. Following a somewhat protracted 

episode in which the benefits officer had elicited Côs consent for Joanne to act on her behalf, 

Joanne establishes a state of talk (Goffman 1967), with the emphatic órightô. She then 

summarises the current situation as she understands it, an act of translation in which she seeks 

consensus as a basis on which the interaction can continue. Included in Joanneôs digest is a 

report of the judgement of the state (óit says unsuccessfulô), and of the stateôs request for more 

evidence (óasking for further informationô). Joanneôs summary on the face of it is little more than 

background context to ensure that the benefits officer, the advice and advocacy worker, and her 

client are on the same page. However, the passive voice is revealing: óheôs been written toô not 

by the benefits officer, but by an anonymous, generalised monolith. When óit says unsuccessfulô 

the pronoun stands in not merely for the letter, and not for the benefits officer who is the 

(virtually) present addressee, but for the state. Shaping the interaction almost before it is 

underway is the superaddressee.  

 

Having established the background to the case, and in the absence of contestation from the 

benefits officer, Joanne presents her clientôs story. She speaks on his behalf, representing his 

argument in both interlingual and intralingual translation. She advocates for the client, but at the 

same time manages to keep her distance from her advocacy. The mitigating óas far as heôs 

concernedô may suggest that she is not entirely convinced by the clientôs claim that he did not 

receive letters from the benefits office between 26th February and 29th March. Joanne carefully 

walks a line between advocacy and scepticism. She listens to the benefits officerôs response, and 

translates, again through óproper translationô and rewording. She says the benefits officer 

contradicts the clientôs story, arguing that a letter was sent on 2nd March. Joanne now acts on 

behalf of the state, asking her client again, óso you are sure you definitely didnôt receive the 

letter, right?ô. Joanne moves seamlessly between the position of the advocate, acting on behalf of 

the client, and the state prosecutor, cross-examining the client on behalf of the government. Both 

perspectives are evident in Joanneôs dialogic question.  

 

In what follows Joanne engages in several translation strategies on behalf of the client. First she 

translates the clientôs response to the benefits officer (óhe said heôs not received such a letterô). 

However, this is not a translation of speech. The metacommentary that follows (óheôs shaking his 
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headô) indicates that this is intersemiotic translation (Jakobson 1971), resemiotization (Iedema 

2001) of the head-shake in the modality of speech. Then Joanne speaks on behalf of the client 

(óas thatôs easy for him to provide his passportô) in a translation that departs from the notion of 

translation as the representation of one thing as another. Moving beyond the representation of the 

clientôs own words or other semiotic signs, Joanne gives an account which seeks to explain that 

the client could not have received a letter asking him for information about his nationality, as he 

would of course have dealt with such a straightforward request. There is no evidence that Joanne 

is translating in the usual sense. But in speaking on behalf of the client she translates what she 

believes he may have wanted to say. Joanne makes a comment, to herself as much as to the 

benefits officer, surprised that she had not realised that the same application form is used for 

different benefits. Now she slightly repositions herself once more, more explicitly taking the role 

of the advocate, saying óI think I can get it to the neighbourhood office after leaving the officeô. 

At this moment Joanneôs voice is so closely aligned with her clientôs voice that is not clear 

whether she is speaking on his behalf, or suggesting that she will take the form to the 

neighbourhood office herself. The former is more likely, but her translation of the presupposed 

voice of the client could be taken for her own voice. At times the discourse of advocacy becomes 

very closely aligned with the client.  

 

Joanne translates the world of the welfare benefits system as she translates the word. Her work 

goes far beyond translation of the word. The world is too complex to require only translation 

from one ólanguageô to another. It also requires translation within the same ólinguistic 

communityô. Like Ricouer (2006) Joanne finds the enigma of the same, of meaning itself, the 

identical meaning which cannot be found, and which is supposed to make the two versions of the 

same intention equivalent. She is able to throw a bridge between (what Ricouer calls) internal 

translation and external translation. She sees that even within the same ócommunityô, 

understanding requires at least two interlocutors, one or both of them the everyday other, der 

Fremde, the foreigner. There is something foreign in every other. It is as several people that we 

define, that we reformulate, that we explain, that we try to say the same thing in another way. In 

the interaction here, as elsewhere, Joanne is able to be at the same time óseveral peopleô. And 

governing the whole interaction is the invisibly present third party of the superaddressee, 

offering hope that all will be resolved, that the represented voice of the client will finally be 

heard.   

 

After a short digression during which the benefits officer confirms security details relating to C, 

Joanne continues to pursue Côs case on the telephone. 
 

Example 3.2 

 

J OK (6)  

thatôs why the housing benefit  

has been suspended you know 

on and off  

thatôs why maybe he lost the only support 

and thatôs why heôs not even ignoring 

heôs thinking that he could be put back on track 

thatôs why heôs been waiting and waiting 
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(4) oh so both of them need to be paid?  

ז ╠ ң ᾢ  

[to C:] < he said both of these have to be paid for the time being > 

[to O:] hold on 

the one the one thousand twenty six and sixty  

is it for the previous year? 

so whatôs the amount for this year?  

(6) has he has he been sent with the bill?  

[to C:] < have you received the council tax bill for this year? >  

 [laughs] nooo hehehe 

ז ׂ  

ѿ ԋ Ӝ  
< this yearôs he said  

is one thousand and twenty nine pounds > 

[to O:] OK in that case can you resend  

a tax council tax demand er bill  

for this year please 

heôs not receiving, he doesnôt know 

and I will apply for council tax support  

based on that figure 

(3) oh, heôs 

ᵰ  

[to C:] < how much is your weekly income? >  

̆Έ  

C < um (.) about six hundred > 
 
 

Any act of translation arises from a relationship that preceded it. Translation is a metaphor for 

characterising the transactions, the appropriations, negotiations, migrations, mediations that give 

rise to it. Also relevant here is the power (not the task) of the translator, as the one who knows 

both the codes; the one who has the power to do justice, be faithful, yet also to capture, deceive, 

betray one side to the other, or betray both to a third (Pratt 2010). Joanne takes up her clientôs 

case again, her act of translation not a translation between languages, but a characterization of 

the system against the individual. She first listens to the benefits officer on the other end of the 

phone, then responds by arguing on behalf of C in rhythmic, patterned speech characterized by 

repetition:  

thatôs why housing benefit has been suspended you know 

thatôs why, um, maybe he lost the only support 

and then why not even heôs thinking that he could be put back on track 

thatôs why heôs been waiting and waiting 

 

The repetition of the ówhyô construction creates an artistic pattern based on equivalence. When 

we pay attention to repetition and ósamenessô in a text (including an oral text) we are able to 

make comprehensible its poetic structure (Jakobson 1960). Repetitions such as parallelisms, 

whether based on sound, or on grammatical categories, or on lexical categories, are a result of 
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the raising of equivalence to the constitutive device of the sequence. Hymes (2003) proposed that 

artistic patterns in narrative such as parallel structures, rhythmic repetitions and lexical 

oppositions indicate a high level of formal skills and sophistication. Tannen (2007: 101) argues 

that Jakobsonôs observations of pervasive parallelism in poetry ñapply as well to conversationò. 

She points out that repetition is a limitless resource for individual creativity and interpersonal 

involvement, and claims that it is ñthe central linguistic meaning-making strategyò (2007: 101). 

Attending to the óethnopoeticsô of speech enables us to view (and reconstruct) languages as 

ordered complexes of genres, styles, registers, and forms of use: languages as repertoires or 

sociolinguistic systems (Blommaert 2009: 269). The reiteration, four times, of the ówhyô 

construction is not simply Joanne speaking on behalf of her client. It is Joanne deploying rhythm, 

repetition, and artistic pattern to persuade the disembodied voice on the other end of the phone of 

the justice of her clientôs case.  

 

The benefits officer answers, and Joanne seeks clarification about the requirement for the client 

to pay her council tax bills, óso both of them need to be paid?ô. She then speaks to C, confirming 

what the benefits officer has told her, óhe said both of these have to be paid for the time beingô. 

The client does not respond. Joanne seeks further clarification about the amount owed, and about 

whether a bill has been issued, óhas he been sent the bill for this year?ô. She asks Joanne (in 

Mandarin) óhave you received the council tax bill for this year?ô. We can assume that the client 

indicates with a head-shake or other semiotic means that he has not received his bill, because 

Joanne now responds in a laughing voice, exaggerating the word ónoô, and laughing out loud. 

This is of course more than intersemiotic translation. The cause of Joanneôs amusement appears 

to be that her client had already said that he had not received letters (allegedly) sent by the 

benefits office. Now he says that he has not received his tax bills. Again Joanne argues on behalf 

of her client that as he has not received his bill, he has been unable to pay it. As before, in 

returning to an advocacy role Joanne not only speaks on behalf of her client, but adopts the first 

person voice, saying óthatôs how I canôt pay the council tax bill based on that figureô. Once again 

Joanne takes up a position, and a discourse strategy, which enables her to align closely with her 

client.  
 

The construction of ófactsô involves their transposition into increasingly durable and propagative 

semiotics, such as printed matter (Iedema 2001). In the benefits system the lost letters, and lost 

tax bills, assume the status of significant artefacts. They are the means by which the system 

communicates with the people. If letters are not delivered the system breaks down, and the state 

and the people are no longer in correspondence. But a letter or tax bill delivered in English to 

someone who is not able to read English may appear to its recipient not to have the significance 

it has for the state, and which it accrues in the discourse of the advice worker and the benefits 

officer. The letters and bills are apparently sent by no particular person, but are nonetheless 

fundamental to the working of the state. They are the scattered artefacts which anthropologists 

may in future reveal as the history and culture of the superaddressee.  

 

The interaction continues, as Joanne tries to negotiate a way out of a difficult situation for her 

client. 
 

Example 3.3 

 

J can you see when his benefits were suspended  
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could you see there from your screen?  

(3) OK last year uh-huh  

(8) OK so in that case 

what to do with this  

one thousand twenty six   

because it says you need to pay within seven days 

should he pay or should as you tell me 

we put in a backdating claim?  

(13) OK hold on a second cause I need to explain to him 

 [to C:] < this council tax is for the whole year last year  

and this is why they didnôt pay you council tax allowance  

for the whole year last year 

for this year he asked me to make a fresh application for you 

for last yearôs payment he said (xxxx) >  

[to O:] one second no no no no one second no  

ז ᵰ ᵰ P60 

ᴪ ᵰ ’ 

ᵰ ᾢ  

ᵰҌ ѿ  

ץ ױז № ט  

ץ ᵰᾢ ѿҩ  ԅט

ᾢ ѿ֓ױז ױז  

̙ 

ᵰ ז̆ ױ ⌠ ѿҩ  

ץ ᾢ ױז ѿ֓  

ᵰ ̙ 
[to C:] < asked me to provide him your P60  

and they will reconsider it 

before the reconsideration  

you will have to pay for it first 

if you canôt pay the whole lot in one go  

you will have to set up an instalment 

so youôd better pay for one month  

so they have something to satisfy them 

is this OK?  

if you agree he might transfer us to another department  

so to give them something for the time being 

is that OK? >  

[to O:] OK in that case to set up the council tax payment plan 

do I need to be transferred to another department?  

(3) so er he needs to set up a plan first  

and then I will make the backdating claim  

to see what is going to move afterwards 

(5) yea yea heôs getting a card 

ᵰ ҉ ᵰ ? 
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[to C:] < have you got your bank card with you? > 

[1p4] 
 

The only audible voice in this section of the interaction is that of Joanne. Yet, as in a one-woman 

play of several characters, the voices of the benefits officer and the client are clearly evident in 

Joanneôs discourse. Furthermore, the óvoiceô of state regulation, of the superaddressee, informs 

all else in the encounter. We have already suggested that the shape of an utterance is not only 

determined by how the speaker anticipates it being received by the listener, but also by the 

superaddressee. If the superaddressee is not immediately or explicitly present, it still constructs 

the utterance because it offers the possibility of an ultimate understanding beyond the present 

situation.  

 

Joanne asks the benefits officer a factual question. She does not directly address the state as 

superaddressee. As before, the passive voice (ócan you see when his benefit has been 

suspended?ô) constructs a distance between the benefits officer and the state as superaddressee. 

The clientôs benefits have been suspended, but not by the benefits officer as an individual. There 

are greater forces at work. Receiving an answer, Joanne sets out to determine how her client can 

deal with the urgent requirement to make payment. Although she does not have the power to 

make a decision, she offers the benefits officer two options: that her client pays within seven 

days, or that the bill be added to a back-dated payment. Joanne constructs the benefits officer as 

one with whom negotiations may be held. He may be an officer of the state, but he is not the 

state. We have a sense of the benefits officerôs response when Joanne translates (the word and 

the world) for the client. Joanne is interrupted by the benefits officer as she translates, but is not 

thrown off course, and completes her summary of the benefits officerôs points. The news is that 

the client will be required to make a new application, and óthey will reconsider itô. The 

generalized ótheyô refers to the state, to the superaddressee, who will make (what appears to be) 

the final judgment.  

 

The superaddressee is the eternally deferred supreme judge who views the social world from 

without. The juridical world remains an interaction of juridical persons, with rights and 

responsibilities, but whose actions are not subject to causality (Brandist 2002). But this 

reconsideration will have to be earned. A fresh application form must be completed. And beyond 

this, óbefore the reconsideration you will have to pay for it firstô. Debts must be paid before 

progress can be made. In Joanneôs discourse the voice of the benefits officer (óif you canôt pay 

the whole lot in one go you will have to set up an instalmentô) merges into her voice as advisor 

(óso youôd better pay for one month so they have something to satisfy themô). Joanne repeats the 

advice that it is better óto give them something for the time beingô, and having gained at least the 

tacit agreement of her client, returns to speak to the benefits officer. A way forward is charted, 

and it seems that further penalty may be avoided.  

 

Joanne helps the client to set up regular payments to clear his debt. However, the clientôs bank 

card turns out not to be suitable. 
 

Example 3.4 

 

J [to O:] but itôs a credit card 

itôs not his account 
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you know the current account or savings account 

something itôs not 

O OK so we canôt set anything up if we  

 donôt have an account number 

J (xxx) OK call back when he got hold of another card?  

O yes please 

J all right in the meantime because that letter 

is very er not pleasant to read  

ask him to pay within seven days 

could you please uphold that one  

and will not proceed to the court?  

when he gets the card he will come back  

and we set up a payment plan  

O  we canôt hold it for seven days (xxx) 

J whatôs the deadline 

let me see 

the deadline is 

itôs over already actually 

O I canôt 

J you cannot?  

 So ז ᵰ ҂ ӊῤט  

[to C:] < so he says you will have to pay for it within seven days > 

O heôs got up to five oôclock today (xxx) 

J [to C:] five oôclock hehehe  

ז  ᵰ  

 ׂ ԓ ╠ 

 Ҍט ҉  

 ₮ ᵰ ֜Έ Ӝ  

  

ץ  ז Ҍ ץ ᵰ₃  

 

ᵖ ה ѿҊז ӞҌ  

ҹḤ҉ ҈  

ׂ ԅ 

ңҩ ԅ 

ז ׂ ֜  
< he says you have to pay for it  
by five oôclock today 

if you donôt you will have to go to court  

which will cost you extra sixty-nine pounds  

for the administration fee 

so I asked him if he can give you extra days  

to clear the payment 

but on second thoughts what he said wasnôt right either 

because the letter is dated on the thirtieth  
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while today is the fourteenth 

which is more than two weeks overdue 

then he said you will have to pay for it today > 

C ̙ 

< to clear all the payment? > 

J Ҍ  

ᵰז  Ḥ ԅ 

ז  ץ ᵰⱲѿҩט ⅞ 

ץ  ץ ז ԅ 

ץ  ̙ 

< not to clear but to start a payment 

just give him the card details  

and he will set up the payment plan  

so to hold him to it  

is this OK? >  

[to O:] er if any other choices?  

let me see whether he got any other  

let me see let me see  

C  

ץ   

 ⌠ ҉ 

< my card is at home 

I can get her to send it over to me  

here on my phone > 

J [to O:] all right his card is left at home  

 the debit card 

heôs getting someone at home 

to send it over 

are you OK to hold the line for another minute or two?  

O I have only five minutes after that I have (xxx)  

J only a minute all right 

could we just do one minute please?  

O all right  

J ז ѿ№ ᵰ  ȂȂȂץ

< he only gives you one minute so (xxx) >  

C [makes a phone call] 

J ᵰ ң Ӝ  

 ҩ ӊῤט  

 ҹָӇᵰ ᵟ Ҍ⌠ᵰ Ḥ 

 ѿ  

 ᵰѿ Ḥ ⌠ ̙ 

ץ  Ḥ ׆  

< if you pay two thousand nine hundred pounds  

within ten months you will then (xxx)  
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why did you keep missing your letters at your addresses?  

for the whole year last year  

you didnôt receive anything?  

(xxx) so this one is for last year > 

C ָױזӇ  

 ⌠ ѿ  

< they didnôt send anything  

and the only thing I got is this one > 

J ᵰ ⌠ Ḥ̙ 

 ָӇḤ ⌠ ̙ 

< have you received any letters?  

you didnôt receive any at all? > 

C ָ̆Ӈ ױז̆ ҩ ̙ 

< no nothing (2) did they post it every month? > 

J Ҍ ҩ ̆ ԓ  

 ᵰ ⌠ ᵰ ̙ 

< not monthly (.) the fifth of April last year 

did you receive a council tax bill that day? > 

C ̆ ᴪ ᵰ  

< no (.) if thereôs anything I will bring it to you > 

J ҹָӇᵰ ≠ ẢẢ  

 ѿᴪᾙẢѿᴪ  

 ᴰ ̙ 

< thatôs why your benefit is on and off 

on and off repeatedly  

is it sent over? >  

[to O:] itôs almost here just one second 

one more second please  

(15) oh yea yea yea yea heôs ready 

[1p6] 
 

As in previous instances, Joanne adopts the first person to represent the voice of her client (ócan I 

use another card?ô). Apparently frustrated by the rigidity of the system, Joanne argues on behalf 

of the client that some flexibility should be allowed, given that her client has not been treated 

well. She makes the case that óthat letter is not really pleasant to read um ask him to pay within 

seven daysô. Joanne appeals to the compassion of the benefits officer, and argues that the 

payment should be accepted as a way to keep her client out of court. However, the benefits 

officer stands by the regulations, saying simply óI canôtô. Joanne tells her client that he will have 

to pay within seven days, but the position of the benefits officer seems to harden, saying that the 

deadline for payment is ófive oôclock todayô. Joanne explains to her client, óyou have to pay for it 

by five oôclock today, if you donôt you will have to go to courtô. In Bakhtinôs (1986: 126) brief 

list of conceptualisations of the superaddressee, which includes óGodô, óabsolute truthô, óthe 

peopleô, and óscienceô, the courts are referenced twice, as óthe court of dispassionate human 

conscienceô, and óthe court of historyô. If the county court that makes judgments on cases of debt 

has less grandiose cachet than the court of dispassionate human conscience, and the court of 
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history, here it nevertheless acts as the superaddressee. The law presumes that the court is, like 

Bakhtinôs superaddressee, one of ñideally true responsive understandingò (Bakhtin 1986: 126). 

The accused man, anxious to clear his name, can do so only if he has his day in court. When all 

the evidence is presented, when the court hears the case, all will be satisfactorily resolved. But 

can the absolutely just responsive understanding of the court be presumed?  

 

If the superaddressee speaks to a common need to forward utterances to a context where they 

may receive a just hearing (Farmer 2001), the role of the court here is not so much to weigh one 

argument against another as to insist on certain action. The court is conceptualized less as a 

compassionate listener than as a threat, a means of coercion which requires that payment must be 

made, and made today. Joanne tries to argue for more time, but the requirement of the law will 

not be shifted. The client has the wrong card to make the payment, and the right card is at home. 

Joanne pleads with the benefits officer to give her client time to get hold of his card information. 

He phones home and eventually a member of his family sends through the details of the card. 

The threat of the court is averted for now. The superaddressee may offer ultimate understanding 

beyond the present situation, but it is not necessarily an understanding which benefits the client 

here. The superaddressee assumes various ideological expressions (Bakhtin 1986:126), and in 

this case the ideological voice of the state insists that payment must be made, and made today. 

The superaddressee finally offers no loophole through which the oppressions of immediacy 

might be relieved or avoided. 
 

The superaddressee is the eternally deferred supreme judge who views the social world from 

without. The juridical world remains an interaction of juridical persons, with rights and 

responsibilities, but whose actions are not subject to causality (Brandist 2002). The supreme 

judge in his (usually, still, his) court requires one thing above all. Beyond argument, beyond 

evidence, the judge requires proof. Joanne explains to her client what is demanded by the judge. 
 

Example 3.5 

 

C ץ ז ҈ P60 ̙ 

< so I need to give him the P60 for the last three years? > 

J ז Ӈ  

ז  ᵰ  

  

 ᵰ Ҍ ╠ѿ P60  

ᵰץ  ң P60 ԅ 

 ᵰ ֓ ץ ᵰ  

ᴪז  ѿᴍ ᵰ 

 ᵰ ᵰ ֜  

 ᵰױῃ ԓ ֲ  

 ֜⌠ᵰױҳ neighbourhood office 

 ᵖ ᵰ ֜ԅ 

ױז  ᵬҹᵰ ᴍ  

 ҩ Ạ ᴍ  

 ᵰ ֲ ᵰ ᴍ  
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 Ὲ ᴍ ᵰ ᴍ ᴆ 

ױז  ᵰ ᴍ ᴆ 

 ҹױז ᵰ ᶫ 

ױז   

ױז  Ԋ Ӱԅ 

ױז  ᵰ ᶫԅѿ֓ ̆  

זץ   

 ᵰׂ ҉ ᵰ ԅ ̙ 

< thatôs what he said 

if they didnôt give you council tax allowance  

for the last year  

you wonôt need the one for the year before 

so if you could give me your P60s for the last two years  

bring them to me and I will fill in a new form for you 

they will send you a new form  

and you will need to send in your passports 

for the five of you  

to the neighbourhood office 

but it looks like you took them  

and they didnôt record it as proof of residency 

itôs called identity  

itôs to prove who you are with your photo ID  

residency is to prove your immigration status 

and they were looking for evidence of status  

but said you didnôt provide them with it 

and because of this they didnôt 

ahh they messed things up 

they ticked some columns ahh  

so what he says now  

have you got it on you today? > 

[1p8] 
 

Throughout the interaction physical artefacts are endowed with crucial significance, as Joanne 

seeks to navigate perilous waters on behalf of her client. Letters, apparently sent, fail to reach 

their destination; tax bills are unaccounted for; credit cards are of the wrong sort. Mislaid items 

are not without consequence. Artefacts are required as proof of identity, and as proof of status. 

Not merely status in social life, or socio-economic status, but legal status, status under the law. 

Citizenship status. Right to remain status. Passports are required as proof of identity, proof that 

you are who you claim to be. Beyond the passport itself, a photograph is needed as proof. The 

embodied person himself will not suffice. A photograph is also required. A P60 certificate is 

demanded as proof that tax has been paid (in the UK and Ireland, a P60 is a statement issued to 

taxpayers at the end of a tax year). If the superaddressee is capable of sympathy, it is also 

capable of misunderstanding. It takes nothing on trust, and requires proof.  
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In the court of dispassionate human conscience, the court of history, things do not always 

proceed as they should. In the real world (rather than the mystical or metaphysical realm, which 

Bakhtin insisted was not always the domain of the superaddressee) the judge can only come to 

judgement if all the evidence is presented. And the judge can only come to judgement if the 

evidence proves the case. Joanne protests (if only to her client) that when C took his familyôs 

passports to be presented as evidence the officers concerned ódidnôt record it as proof of 

residencyô. She aligns with her client, further arguing that óthey were looking for evidence of 

status but said you didnôt provide them with itô. Joanne questions the competence of the officers 

of the state, who ómessed things up, they ticked some columns ahhô. For a human being there is 

nothing more terrible than a lack of response (Bakhtin 1986: 127). The word wants to be heard 

and responded to, and to respond to the response. But for C there is no dialogue with the court. 

Evidence has not been heard. Proof has not been registered. The superaddressee does not offer a 

loophole after all. The superaddressee will not always hear because the tyranny of the present, of 

the here and now, may prevent the final proof from reaching its destination. The court is not, in 

the end, all-seeing and all-knowing. It offers hope of a fair hearing, but that hope may be dashed 

on the rocks of bureaucratic half-heartedness. Absolute justice may not be handed down if proof 

is not presented to the court. Faith in the possibility of being understood is not always rewarded.  

 

In the existential spaces where documents are undocumented, and proof goes unheeded, Joanne 

intervenes with advice and advocacy. This is her role, more than translating the word. They 

messed things up, the proof was not presented. But giving up is not an option. The only way 

forward is persistence. Go again. Take the documents again. Write letters. Fill in forms. Fail 

again. Fail better. Go again. Persist.  

 

Joanne helps C to write a letter to the benefits office. 
 

Example 3.6 

 

J ᴪ ᵰΏѿ Ḥ 

ז  Ḥ ҹ҈ ԋ ѿ Ώ  

 (xxx) Ḥ ҹԅ ≠  

< I will need to help you to write a letter 

he needs the letter dated on second of March to prove this 

(xxx) and this is for the housing benefit >  

C ָӇ Ṝ֜ ױז  

< when shall I hand them in? > 

J Ȃ Ҭ ԅ 

< the sooner the better. itôs almost noon so you > 

C ױזҹָӇ ױ ̙ 

< why do they need passports? > 

J ᵰѿҊᵰױѿ ᴍ 

< just to prove your status > 

C ҩ֜҉ ̙ 

< do I have to hand this in? > 

J ץᵰҊ Ṝ ױ ҩ 
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ץ  ᵰ Ώ  

ҌᴪῬױז (120)  ױ

Ḥ ҉ ⱳ 

ץ ױ  

↨ ױ ֲ  

ҩ HָӇ ̆ ױ  

ױ ↨ז ױ  

ױ  

ױז Ӈ  

ױז Ҍ ױ ֜  

Ῥױ ῒָזӇⱲ  

 < no we need this when you come back next time  

so I can help you with the council tax allowances application   

(120) I hope this time they donôt try to cheat us 

this letter says itôs unsuccessful 

so we need to appeal 

and according to the person we just spoke to 

the one called H___ we still have to appeal  

so we believe what he says  

and hand in all the documents requested 

and then wait and see how they respond 

if they donôt accept it we will have to see  

what else we can do to appeal > 

C ץ ԅ̙ 

< so only the passport is needed > 

J  yeaᵰױԓҩֲ  

(1.5 mins)  

[NAME] OK  

ҩ ≠ HָӇ  

ז ҉ ⱳ 

ז ז Ḥ 

ׂ ҈ ԋ  

ᶫ ᴍ  

ᵖ ҹ ⌠ Ḥ(xxx) 

ױז ׂ ֜  

yea < for all five of you >  

(1.5 mins) 

 [NAME] OK < very briefly put 

 I rang H___ in the benefits department 

I was told my application was unsuccessful 

he said they sent me a letter to my home address  

on the second of March this year  

asking me for residency proof 

but since I didnôt receive that letter (xxx)  
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I was advised to send in my residency proof today 

ⱴԅ₃  

ױᵰױז  

ᵰ ᵰ ҈ҩ  

ױᵰ׆ ≠ Ảԅӊ ₃ҩ  

ғᵰҌ ᵰױῃ қ׆ᵟ ₮  

ץ  ױז

ⱴ ᵰ  

ᵰ  

ᵰ ̙(30) 

ӇⱲ  

ᵰ ҡḤ? 

ᵰҹָӇ Ҍ⌠ ᵰ Ḥ ̙ 
here Iôve added an extra note  

saying that it has been very difficult  

for you and your three kids  

these few months since your benefit was stopped 

and that you donôt want to end up being kicked out  

by your landlord so I pleaded with them  

to speed up the process  

of dealing with your case 

is this OK?  (30) 

ahh what to do with you  

always losing your letters?  

how come you kept missing them? > 

C Ҍ ⌠ױז Ḥ₮  

< Iôm not sure if they really posted the letters > 

J ױז ҹָӇҌױז̆  
< they will definitely have (.) why wouldnôt they > 

C ԅᵟ Ӟ ҹ ҩ  

< Iôve changed my address maybe thatôs why > 

J ̙oh la la la 

 ᵰ ҡḤ 

 ᵰ ⌠  

ױז  Ả ᵰ ≠  

 ᶏױז Ạ Ӟ ᵰ   

 Ҍ ⌠  

 ᵰ ѿ ‰ 

 ᵰ ѿҩ  

 ԅΏ ԅᵰ ᾙ ҩ  

 Ḥ  

ѿ ֜  
< is it because of this? oh la la la 
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I always had the feeling that you lose letters  

you should have received 

this way itôs easy for them to drag you down 

even if they did it on purpose itôs your own loss 

I really donôt know whose fault it is 

if you are one week late  

to be approved for your application  

you will be one week short of payment 

just sign it here and itôs done 

this letter goes with your passports  

when you hand them in > 

 

The function of the superaddressee is to provide hope ï of a response, of justice, of dialogue. The 

commoner waits with infinite patience at the medieval court for an audience with the king. If 

only the case can be heard, if only the argument can be made, if only the proof can be presented, 

without constraint or confusion, the good king will make a wise and just judgement. Joanne 

advises her client to take his familyôs passports again. He is not sure why they are required. To 

prove your status, Joanne tells him. She says the benefits officer told her it is possible to appeal 

against the decision that her clientôs application for housing benefit is unsuccessful. óWe believe 

what he saysô. In saying so Joanne allows the possibility that benefits officers might not be 

believed. Her statement is deeply dialogical, at one and the same time saying she believes what 

the benefits officer says, and also that benefits officers are not necessarily to be trusted. Joanne 

says they will abide by the available systems and processes. They will óhand in all the documents 

requested, and then wait and see how they respondô. If the case is unsuccessful, ówe will have to 

see what else we can do to appealô. Joanne aligns with her client, deploying the collective 

pronoun to insist that she would appeal on his behalf: 

 

so we need to appeal 

we still have to appeal  

we will have to see  

what else we can do to appeal 

 

Joanne types away on her computer, writing on behalf of the client, but not referring to him as 

she composes the letter. She knows best what should be given in evidence to the court (of 

compassion, of history, of the king). Eventually she reads the letter (which she has of course 

typed in English) to her client (in Mandarin). For a moment she seems to be in cahoots, or at 

least in collaboration, with the benefits officer. The date of the interaction in Joanneôs office is 

14th April. She tells her client that the benefits officer óneeds the letter dated second of March to 

prove thisô. The presentation of proof to the court can take many twists and turns. The letter itself 

is a ventriloquation, a version, a translation, of the clientôs voice, or at least of his case. Twice 

the brief letter refers to óresidency proofô. Joanne understands too well that what is required to 

win the case is proof. She moves into her own voice to report that she has added a note (in her 

clientôs voice) to plead his particularly difficult circumstances, and to ask that the decision be 

expedited.  
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Joanne completes the letter. The business finished, she once again raises the question of the 

missing letters, which appear to be at the heart of the problem. Finally the client says, óIôve 

changed my address, maybe thatôs whyô. After having asked repeatedly whether C was certain 

that he had not received any letters from the benefits office, Joanne is a little astonished by his 

admission. She admonishes him lightly, but adds that failing to inform the state system of his 

change of address has great potential to disadvantage him, saying óthis way itôs easy for them to 

drag you downô. She seems to position the benefits office less as a structure to support those in 

financial need, and more as a coercive system which deliberately seeks to avoid making 

payments. Joanne emphasizes this point, telling C, óeven if they did it on purpose itôs your lossô. 

Even more clearly Joanne opens up the possibility that the benefits system may be guilty of 

deliberate miscommunication with its clients. She seems to believe that there is blame to be 

apportioned on both sides, saying, óI really donôt know whose fault it isô. Joanne seems ready to 

grant absolution to C. She warns him that delays are likely to disadvantage him, as he could end 

up óone week short of paymentô.  

 

Joanne hands the letter to C, and tells him to take it to the benefits office with his familyôs 

passports.  

 

Example 3.7 

 

J ѿ ᵟ 

 ֜ Ṝ ױז ѿҩ  

      ҆≢ ԅҌ  

 ҆ѿ ָӇ  

 ̙ 

 Ῥ ѿҩ  

ױ  ץ  

 ᵰ  

ױז  ᴪ ᵰ ѿᴍ  

 ᵰҌ׃ ѿ  

 Ҍ  

 ᵰҊ ╠ ⌠  

 ҹᵰׂ ⌠ᴋᵥ⁞ᾧ  
< yea and then do remember  

to ask for a receipt when you hand in your passports  

donôt forget or it will be even more trouble  

if something goes wrong again.  

is that all right?  

and book another time with me  

so we can do your  

council house allowance application again 

they said they will send you a new form 

if you donôt mind waiting please wait 

I guess that you should have it  

no later than Thursday next week 
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no matter what 

as you havenôt received any reduction for this year > 

C ѿҩҊ ᵰ  

 ̙ 

< so shall I book an appointment for next week 

on Thursday? >  

J ̆(.) ѿҊ 

ױז  ԅ ԅ(.) ᵰ ԅ 

ז  ױ ѿҊ (.) 

 Ҋ ָӇ Ṝ 

 ҉ ѿ ԅ 

׆  ѿ ѿҩ  

 ҹ ҩ  

 ҩ ѿ  

ױ  ѿҊ  

< just give it a go (.) just gamble once   

if they do they do (.) if not at least youôve tried  

he told us to give it a try (.)  

so what time next week?  

now itôs almost eleven oôclock 

is eleven oôclock OK  

so eleven a.m. for an hour  

because the form is too long 

the same as the housing benefit one  

OK letôs give it a try > 

C ָӇ ̙ 

< OK so what kind of documents shall I bring? > 

J ң (.)  

ױז  ҉ ᵰ  

 ⌠ ⌠ 

ץ  ⌠ ԋ 

 ⌠ Ӈ Ԋᾙ(xxx)    

 ̙ ױז ָӇ қ ᵰ 

 ᵰ  

 ԅ̆ Ⱳ ԅ̆Ῥ  

 ׂ ѿ  

 ֜  

< the last two years (.) and the new one  

they are going to send you soon 

bring them all to me 

if you still havenôt received it 

you can wait until after Tuesday 

I just want to see how the (xxx)   

OK? and then if they send you something new  
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bring it to me so I can have a look at it for you 

all is done (.) all right bye bye 

make sure you go there today  

and hand in those documents > 

(1p9) 

 

More artefacts are introduced. Ask for a receipt when you hand in your passports, says Joanne. 

Bring documents for the last two years. They will send you a new form (if the benefits office 

now has the correct address). Joanne will fill in the new form on behalf of the client. Joanne 

characterizes the appeal system as a ógambleô, saying, ójust give it a go, just gamble once. If they 

do they do, if not at least youôve tried.ô They make another appointment for the following week, 

and she says once more, óletôs give it a tryô. In Joanneôs discourse the benefits system offers the 

hope that somewhere, somehow there is the possibility of being understood (Holquist 1984). The 

superaddressee provides the necessity of hope ï of a response, of justice, of dialogue. But if an 

application to the benefits system is made in hope, it is more in hope than expectation. This is not 

faith in God, absolute truth, the court of dispassionate human conscience, the people, the court of 

history, or science. It is the hope of the roulette player in the casino, the midnight gambler 

holding a pair of queens. As C departs Joanne reminds him to go to the benefits office today óand 

hand in those documentsô. If he has a ticket for the lottery there is the possibility that he can win. 

Joanne will see him next week to resume the game of chance.  

 

 

Summary 

 

In any encounter, in addition to the immediate addressee, there is always the speakerôs concept 

of a superaddressee (Bakhtin (1986). When we speak our discourse is shaped not only by the 

immediate audience, but also by powerful ideologies. The superaddressee is a privileged site of 

ideology and ideological battles, as every utterance both expresses the superaddressee, and is 

shaped by the superaddressee. The nature of the superaddressee is of course contingent on the 

context of the interaction. In the case of the encounter between Joanne and her client, C, just as 

in thousands of other similar encounters, the interaction is profoundly shaped by an ideological 

tension, a dynamic equilibrium which holds that the welfare benefits system is the means by 

which absolute poverty is prevented, yet in practice the system withholds economic support 

wherever possible. In every utterance in the encounter between Joanne and the welfare benefits 

officer, and between Joanne and her client, we experience the push and pull of opposing forces: 

one the ócentripetalô force which keeps funds at the centre and is loath to disperse them, and the 

other the ócentrifugalô force which hands out resources where needed. The opposing pull of 

centrifugal and centripetal forces is a central trope for Bakhtin (1981). Whereas the centripetal 

force constitutes the pull towards homogeneity, standardization and the state, the centrifugal 

force pulls towards decentralization. These forces are rarely free of each other, however, as the 

centripetal forces operate in the midst of and alongside centrifugal forces.  

  

The encounter in which Joanne navigates the regulations of the welfare benefits system is 

determined by the superaddressee as state, court, and judge. A decision has been made: C will 

not receive the welfare benefits for which he has applied. The application was óunsuccessfulô. 

But Joanne believes that the state, the court, the judge, was not in possession of all the material 
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evidence; was not presented with the proof that would have swung the judgement the other way. 

The process has been flawed. Letters have gone astray; documents have not been correctly 

registered; the status and identity of the plaintiff have not been adequately acknowledged. The 

next stage is the appeal. Like Dan in I, Daniel Blake, C wants to be heard, understood, responded 

to, and again to respond to the response. He will appeal with the hope of a response, of justice, of 

dialogue. But the twists and turns of the system, with its several layers of address, may mean that 

the proof will never reach the court, and will never be seen by the judge. Application templates 

will be filled in, documents collected, passports presented at the right time and in the right place, 

P60 forms handed in, everything done by the book. But Joanne appears to have little faith in the 

appeal system, characterizing it as a ógambleô. Like Dostoyevskyôs Alexei Ivanovich, C will 

gamble to survive. The stakes are high: up to Ã400 a week if he wins. But if he loses, the ñtorture 

chamber or hellò (Bakhtin 1986: 126) of once again not being heard. Letôs give it a try, urges 

Joanne.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


