
SnehaKhoundLecture:

Whatistranslation?Whoisthetranslator?

Translationcanbesimplyunderstoodasamovementortransferfrom onelanguageto

another.Itisafactoflifeinaglobal,multiculturalworld.Manyofusspeakmorethan

onelanguageandweswitchbackandforthmentallyaswellwhilespeaking.The

influenceoflinguisticdiversitycanbeseeninmixedvernacularslikeSpanglish(Spanish

andEnglish)orHinglish(HindiandEnglish)wherelanguagesareconstantlyinastateof

thetranslation.AppslikeGoogletranslatefacilitatequick,practicaltranslations.

Literarytranslation,history,andhumanity:

TranslationhasbeencrucialforepochalturnsliketheRenaissancewhichisconsidered

tobethebeginningofthemodernperiodafterthemiddleages.TheRenaissancewas

facilitatedbytheintensetranslationofliterary,historical,philosophical,andscientific

textsbetweenArabic,Greek,andLatin.Thistransferandconsolidationofknowledge

wereimperfectinenablingasecularconceptionofmodernman.Thetranslationwas

importantforcolonialrulerstogainknknowledgeoflocallanguagesandforcolonial

ruleandadministration.ColonialphilologistslikeWilliam JonesinIndiaplayedakey

roleinOrientalism andthestandardizationoflocallanguagesthroughtranslation.

ColonialmissionarytranslatesoftheBibleortextslikeThePilgrim'sPrtheogresswas

instrumentalinChristianconversationsinAfrica.Translation,therefore,hashistorically

playedadecisiverolewereestablishingtheEuropeanmanastheidealhuman

being/theselfandthecolonizedsubjectsastheother.

TranslationandWorldLiterature:

Presentingworldliteraturenotasacanonoftextsbutasamodeofcirculationandof

reading,DavidDamroschroguesthatworldliteratureisworkthatgainsintranslation.

(WhatisWorldLiterature,2003).PascaleCasanovaarguedthatliteraturefrom

marginalizedareasorperipheriesoftheworld,theyhavetobetranslatedintodominate

languagessuchasEnglishorFrenchinordertogainglobalreputeorentryintothe

‘WorldRepublicofLetters.(TheWorldRepublicofLetters,2004).ScholarslikeAamir

Mufti(ForgetEnglish!2016)haspointedoutthattranslationinworldliteratureisbiased

towardsEnglish.SinceEnglishisthelanguageoftheglobalcapitalistmarket,literature

from anyotherlanguagecanonlygaincreditbybeingtranslatedintoEnglish.This

demonstratestheAnglophonedominanceoftranslation.EmilyApterpointsoutthat

WorldLiteraturetheoryassumesthateverythingistranslatableacrossregions,cultures

andlanguages.Shearguesthatwehavetofactorin,theUntranslatableasawayof

practicingWorldLiteraturethattakesintoaccountpracticingconstraints’and‘truth



conditions'thatdeterminetherelationshipbetweentexts,languagesandpolitical

circumstances.(AgainstWorldLiterature:OnthePoliticsofUntranslatability,2013).

TranslationZone

Infasteningtheterm “Zone”asatheoreticalmainstaytheintentionhasbeentoimagine

abroadintellectualtopographythatisneitherthepropertyofasinglenation,noran

amorphousconditionassociatedwithpostnationalism,butratherazoneofcritical

engagementthatconnectsthe“l”andthe“n”ortransLationandtransNation.The

commonroot“trans”operatesasaconnectingportoftranslationaltransnationalism (a

term I[EmilyApter]usetoemphasizetranslationamongsmallnationsorminority

languagecommunities),aswellasthepointofdebarkationtoaculturalcaesura-a

trans—actionwheretransmissionsfailureismarked.’

EmilyApter,TheTranslationZone:ANewComparativeLiterature,2005.Page5

'Whilethebookfocusesinseveralsectionsonhowtheoriesofsemanticzoninghave

beenusedtokeeplanguagesseparate,enclosedintheirownworldsanduntranslatable,

forthemostpart,thezone,inmyascription,hasdesignatedsitesthatare“in

translation”,thatistosay,belongingtonosingle,discretelanguageorsinglemedium of

communication.Broadlyconceivedintheseterms,thetranslationzonesappliesto

diasporiclanguagecommunities,printandmediapublicspheres,institutionsof

governmentallyandlanguagepolicy-making,theatersofwar,andliterarytheorieswith

particularrelevancetothehistoryandfutureofcomparativeliterature.’

EmilyApter,TheTranslationZone:ANewComparativeLiterature,2005.Page6

Translationzoneandbeinghuman:

‘Castasanactofloveandasanactofdisruption,translationbecomesameansof

repositioningthesubjectintheworldandhistory;ameansofrenderingself-knowledge

foreigntoitself;awayofdenaturalizingcitizens,takingthem outofthecomfortzoneof

nationalspace,dailyritualandpre-givendomesticarrangements.Itisatruism thatthe

knowledgeofbecomingproficientinanothertonguedeliversasalubriousblowto

narcissism,bothnationalandindividual.Translationfailuredemarcatesintersubjective

limits,evenasithighlightsthat“eureka”spotwhereconsciousnesscrossesovertoa

roughzoneofequivalencyorcrystallizesaroundanideathatbelongstonoone

languageornationinparticular.Thetranslationisasignificantmedium ofsubjectre-

formationandpoliticalchange.’

EmilyApter,TheTranslationZone:ANewComparativeLiterature,2005.Page6



Thestorywearereadingthisweekisfrom theanthologyCrossingBorders:Storiesand

EssaysAboutTranslationeditedbyLynneSharonSchwartz.Schwartz’setinaconflict

zonehighlightthepoliticalroleoftranslation.Thestoryfocusesonthefigureofthe

translatorandgiveustheopportunitytoconsiderhowthetranslatornegotiatestheir

positionbetweenlanguagesandcontestedregions.Thestoryhelpsusunderstandthat

translationisnotasimpletransferfrom onelanguagetoanotherbutacomplexprocess

determinedbyhistoricalandpoliticalconditions.Itthrowslightonmultilingualspaces

aswellasuntranslatability.

“TheWizardofKhao-I-Dang”bySharonMay:

SharonMayresearchedtheKhmerRougeregimeforColombiaUniversity’scenterfor

thestudyofHumanRightsandco-editedintheshadowofAngkor:Contemporary

Writingfrom Cambodia(UniversityofHawaiiPress).“In1863,Cambodiabecomea

protectorateofFrance;itgainedindependenceI.1953,onlytobecomeinadvertently

caughtupintheAmericanwarinVietnam.TheUSheavilybombedCambodiainthe

1960sad70s,beforetheKhmerRouge[acommunistgroup]tookoverin1975.”(Sharon

May-WordsWithoutBorders.p.3).DuringtheKhmerNewYearofApril1975,theKhmer

Rouge“evacuatedthecity[ofPhnom Penh],sendingit’sinhabitantsonfoottoworkand

starveinlaborcampsinthecountryside…Theabilitytoreadandwrite,knowledgeofa

foreignlanguage,eventhewearingofeyeglasses,couldgetonekilled.[Darith’sEnglish

dictionarynearlygetshim killed.]Duringtheregime,between1975and79,nearlytwo

millionpeople-outofapopulationofonlysevenmillion-diedofstarvation,disease,

tortureandexecution.”(SharonMay,p.2)

Khao-I-DangHoldingCenter

TherefugeecampwasafewmilesnorthofthecityofAranyaprathetinThailand,near

theCambodianborder.Itwasestablishedlatein1979,afterthefalloftheKhmerRouge,

andwasadministeredbytheThaiinteriorMinistryandtheUnitedNationsHigh

CommissionerforRefugees.Itwasdesignedtohold300,000people.InMarch,1980it

held160,000people.SomerefugeesweresentbacktoCambodia,butmanyweresent

tothirdcountries.Thoseunabletoberepatriatedorsenttothirdcountriesweresentto

anothercamp,andthecampclosedinMarch1993.

RoughTranslation/Failureoftransmission:

-“Whenyouareborn?“asksTom,thenewlyarrivedAustralianofficial.“I’m aRat,“the

mananswers.Thetranslator,seeingthatthemanisaboutfifty,calculatesthemost

likelyyearoftheRatontheChinese-Cambodianzodiac.[p.107]

-“WhydidyouleaveCambodia?“asksTom.Theapplicantcan’tanswerthequestion



directly.ThetranslatorknowsthatTom wantstoknowifthemanleftCambodiafor

economicorpoliticalreasons,butTom appearstoknownothingoftheconditionsin

Cambodiafrom whichthemanfled.[pp.108-110]

CulturalTranslation:

Richard,amoreexperiencedandkinderAustralianofficial,asksanotherapplicant:

“Whatisyourbrother’sname?”Thetranslatorknowsthat“Cambodiansdon’tcalltheir

relativesbytheirgivennames,”butoftenbynicknames.Alsopeoplemighthaveused

othernamesduringtheKhmerRougeoccupation,tosavetheirfamily’slivesortheir

own.Richardsuspectsthattheapplicant’sreticencemeansthatheislyingandrejects

hisapplication.[p.112]

Darth:Thetranslatoras‘in-between’:

‘Itismyjobtosolvethisproblems.Tocalculate.Toresolveinconsistencies.’‘Allthe

whileinmyheartIam thinking,hoping,Icanquitnow.Icanleavethisplace.It'stimeto

gohome.’

-DarithwasarefugeehimselfandalthoughhewantstogobacktoCambodiahecan’t

doso.Inthissituation,thenotionofhomeiscomplicatedasitshowsthatnobody

absolutelybelongsanywhere.Assuch,iflanguageistiedtogeography/nationality,itis

difficulttodeterminewhetheralanguage‘belongs’toanybodyorwhoisanative

speaker.

Fidelityvsfictionandthepowerdynamicoftranslation:

-Althoughatranslationisusuallyjudgedonthebasisofitsaccuracytothe

‘original’,Darthhastolietobeethicalandfaithfultothetruth/politicalreality:“Icantell

you,thisisastorymanypeopleface,notjustthesetwo.Theydon’tintendtolie,but

becauseofthecircumstancestheymustdoit,believeme.Thinkofyourowndaughter,

ifyouwereseparated.”AndthenIadd,“Ofcourseit’suptoyou,notme.”

-Translationisdeterminedbypowerrelationsandthoseinthedominantlanguagegroup

areinthemorepowerfulneo-colonialposition;‘Itellmyselfthattheyarejustworndown,

butthenewarrivalshavethesameassumedsuperiority,theunquestionedbeliefthat

theyknoweverything:whatiswrong,whatisright-thattheyaresomehowmorehuman.’

IntersubjectivityintheTranslationzone:

-Sandraatfirstsays:“Well,theycan’tdothat,…”Shelied.Thelawisthelaw.”[p.121]

NoteSandra’schangeofheart.[p.124]ThetwomaleAustralianofficialsshowan

ethnocentricrefusaltoengagewiththeother,butSandrachangeshermindandaccepts



theapplicationofthewomanwholiedabouthermother.

-Darithhelpstheapplicantsasmuchaspossibleandmanipulatesthetruthtonegotiate

theunjustimmigrationsystem.Thisrepresentsthetranslator'sresistance.

Thetranslationisacomplexlinguisticprocessthathasthepotentialtoquestionhistory

andpoliticalunitssuchasnation-states.Thefigureofthetranslatorisaproductive

spacetoexaminethetensionsoftheateranybodycanclaim tobeanativespeaker,

whetherlanguagebelongstoanyoneandtherelationshipsbetweenlandandlanguage

orhomeandtongue.Translationcanbethemodeofjustice.


