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Introduction

Many students of translation have been trained to think of the field in terms
of choices between two opposed alternatives: between translating individual
words or whole sentences; between studying translation in terms of linguis-
tics or of literature.

Unfortunately, it isn’t that simple.

For one thing, the ancient division between ‘word-for-word’ and ‘sense-
for-sense’ translation has grown enormously complicated. Nowadays it
covers such radically different ground as Juliane House’s (1977) distinc-
tion between ‘overt’ and ‘covert’ translation, between drawing attention to
the fact that a given text is a translation and pretending that it was originally
written in the target language; and Lawrence Venuti’s (1986, 1995) dis-
tinction, drawn from the German Romantics, between ‘foreignizing’ and
‘domesticating’ translation, between what Friedrich Schleiermacher
(1813) would call “taking the reader to the author” and “bringing the
author to the reader”.

Linguistic and literary approaches to translation have likewise grown
complex, as linguists and literary critics both become interested in social
power and belief systems — see, for example, Hatim and Mason (1990) on
the linguistic side, Even-Zohar (1979, 1981) and Lefevere (1992) on the
literary side — ; as linguists become psycholinguists, studying translation
processes through ‘think-aloud protocols’, and as literary critics become
hermeneuticists, studying translation processes through the complex
philosophical theories of, say, Walter Benjamin (1923), Martin Heidegger
(1957) or Jacques Derrida (1985).

Even in their increased complexity, however, the old dualisms for the
study of translation are proving inadequate for discussions of an important
new approach to translation, born in the mid- to late 1980s out of neither
linguistics nor literary studies but anthropology, ethnography and colonial
history: postcolonial translation studies, or the study of translation in its
relation to empire. The major influences on this recent work come from out-
side the emerging field of translation studies — from anthropologists and
historians interested in the clash of cultures who also, as if secondarily,
gradually became interested in problems of language and communication
between the first-world anthropologist and the third-world ‘natives’. Fur-
ther, the recent postcolonial theorists and historians of translation themselves
remain on the peripheries of translation studies, not quite identifying them-
selves as primarily translation scholars, not attending translation-studies
conferences, not publishing in translation studies journals. Vicente Rafael,
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author of Contracting Colonialism (1988), is a historian by training and
currently teaches in a communication department; Eric Cheyfitz, author of
The Poetics of Imperialism (1991), is a professor of American studies;
Tejaswini Niranjana, author of Siting Translation (1992), is a lecturer in an
English department.

Nor is this simply a matter of translation scholars finding their institu-
tional homes elsewhere than in translation-studies programmes, which are,
after all, relatively new and not particularly widespread or well-established
phenomena. Rather, these scholars continue to identify with other fields first,
with translation studies second or third (if at all) — and then only, it seems,
because the publication of their books on translation has won them admir-
ing readers in a scholarly community they knew little about. Rafael,
Niranjana, Cheyfitz and other postcolonial scholars confess that while they
‘try to keep up’ with translation studies, they actually find little in the field
to hold their interest, and so do not attend translation-studies conferences or
subscribe to or publish in translatton-studies journals.

In one quite popular disciplinary model, this ‘indifference’ or ‘ne-
glect’ — in any case peripherality — with regard to the field of translation
studies can be taken to signify that the scholars in question really aren’t
doing translation studies, and therefore are undeserving of attention from
‘true’ translation scholars. Obviously, the very existence of this book sug-
gests this is not or should not be the case; quite the opposite. Whatever their
sources, models and influences, these recent postcolonial theorists have much
to offer the field of translation studies; and if this book does not quite serve
to bring them ‘into the fold’, as it were, it is designed at least to build bridges
between their work and that of self-styled translation scholars.

Traditionally, translation scholars have started with language, with the
differences between languages, and with the difficulties attendant upon con-
veying messages from one language to the new syntactic, semantic and
pragmatic systems of another. The cultural underpinnings of language have
never been forgotten, of course, but until fairly recently they have been set
to one side, regarded as peripheral to the study of translation, or at best
somehow ‘encoded’ into linguistic systems so that to study language is to
study culture. The polysystems and translation studies groups in the Low
Countries, England and Israel from the 1970s were among the first to ex-
pand their methodologies decisively to include not only cultural but also
social and political considerations. They looked at ideological norms and
various social power systems such as patronage, and it could well be argued
that these scholars paved the way for the awareness that postcolonial stud-
ies of intercultural communication before, during and after empire are
essentially culturally and politically oriented forms of translation studies.

2
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The direction taken by the postcolonial scholars has been precisely the
opposite to this path. Starting with culture and cultural difference, they have
only gradually come to realize that culture is mediated by language, and
that one of the most significant intercultural phenomena they should have
been studying all along has been translation. One of the most influential
articles in this process is Talal Asad’s “The Concept of Cultural Translation
in British Social Anthropology’, which traces the evolution of anthropo-
logical thinking about ““the translation of cultures’, which increasingly since
the 1950s has become an almost banal description of the distinctive task of
social anthropology™ (1986:141). Ina 1954 paper ‘Modes of Thought’, for
example, Godfrey Lienhardt posed the germinal idea that would grow into
postcolonial translation studies:

The problem of describing to others how members of a remote tribe
think then begins to appear largely as one of translation, of making
the coherence primitive thought has in the languages it really lives in,
as clear as possible in our own. (quoted in Asad 1986:142)

It is surely significant, as Asad points out, that Lienhardt studied English
literature at Cambridge under F. R. Leavis: a scholarly background in liter-
ary studies opens an anthropologist’s eyes to the problem of language, and
of translation. It is not, in other words, merely a matter of ‘understanding’
the ‘native’ ‘modes of thought’ — it is a matter rather of translating them
from one language to another, across power differentials marked off by the
concepts of “first world’ and ‘third world’, ‘anthropologist’ and ‘native’.
Still, these writers are not yet scholars of translation. The anthropo-
logical inquiries into ‘cultural translation’ that Asad traces, Lienhardt’s
‘Modes of Thought’, John Beattie’s Other Cultures (1964), Rodney Need-
ham’s Belief, Language, and Experience (1972) and Ernest Gellner’s
‘Concepts and Society’ (1970), are concerned with translation in passing,
as a methodological problem or limitation. We want to study ‘primitive’ or
‘native’ cultures (so we can imagine ethnographers saying); if we are to be
honest about our inquiries, however, we must realize that they are not, and
can never be, as simple as we have previously thought. Anthropological
studies of intercultural communication became specifically translation studies
in the mid-1980s, with pieces like Asad’s own 1986 article, Johannes Fabi-
an’s 1986 book Language and Colonial Power, and James T. Siegel’s 1986
book Solo in the New Order. This was when their concern with translation
moved centre stage — when, in other words, these scholars began to realize
that the problem of translation is not merely a limitation on their own schol-
arly claims but a central issue in all communication and sociopolitical

3
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interaction between the ‘first’ and the ‘third’ worlds, between ‘moderns’
and ‘primitives’, between colonizers and the colonized. Asad, for example,
moves from his historical review of the literature on ‘cultural translation’
into sections on “The Inequality of Languages’ (a focal issue for postcolonial
studies that we will be exploring here in chapter two) and ‘Reading Other
Cultures’. Fabian studies the process by which the Belgian colonizers of
what came to be known as the Congo selected Shaba Swabhili, then a minor
dialect spoken by a few hundred Africans, to become the lingua franca or
‘vehicular language’ of empire, and systematically set about spreading it
across the territory under their control so that at independence in 1960 the
language had several million speakers. In his introduction, Fabian (1986:3)
states what has since become a focal assumption of postcolonial transla-
tion studies:

Among the preconditions for establishing regimes of colonial power
was, must have been, communication with the colonized. This went
beyond the (trivial) fact of verbal exchanges, because in the long run
such exchanges depended on a shared communicative praxis provid-
ing the common ground on which unilateral claims could be imposed.
Granted that use and control of verbal means of communication were
not the only foundation for colonial rule; but they were needed to
maintain regimes, military, religious, ideological and economic. In the
former Belgian Congo, our area of interest, brutal, physical force as
well as indirect economic constraints never ceased to be exercised,
and they have been the subject of historical studies; much less is
known about more subtle uses of power through controls on com-
munication. That concept, overworked as it may be, can be fruitful if
it is understood historically and politically.

Similarly, in his study of ‘Language and Hierarchy in an Indonesian City’,
James T. Siegel insists that “To speak Javanese, indeed, to be Javanese, one
must translate” (1986:3), and he goes on:

Translation and hierarchy are intimately intertwined in Java. One is
left out of discourse, remaining ‘not yet Javanese’, unless one can
translate into High Javanese and thereby show respect. The formation
of social hierarchy and translation thus appear inseparable. In the de-
scription of social scenes that constitute the bulk of this book, I show
how social order is constituted through movements between Javanese
languages, how during the New Order what is heterogeneous to this
interplay is accounted for, and how, in a moment of social disruption,
it was not. If hierarchy is constituted by language, language can also
work against it. (1986:9)



Introduction

Fabian and Siegel were major influences on Vicente Rafael’s work in Con-
tracting Colonialism; and while in this book they will continue to be seen as
‘influences’ rather than as early postcolonial theorists or historians of trans-
lation, it is important to recognize the enormous shaping force they have
had on this emerging approach to the study of translation since the late
1980s. Toward the end of his book, for example, Rafael summarizes what
for him is the key contribution Siegel made to his thinking about translation:

Siegel claims that translation arises from the need to relate one’s in-
terest to that of others and so to encode it appropriately. Translation in
this case involves not simply the ability to speak in a language other
than one’s own but the capacity to reshape one’s thoughts and actions
in accordance with accepted forms. It thus coincides with the need to
submit to the conventions of a given social order. Deferring to con-
ventions of speech and behavior (which, precisely because they are
conventions, antedate one’s intentions), one in effect acknowledges
what appears to be beyond oneself. Translation is then a matter of
first discerning the differences between and within social codes and
then of seeing the possibility of getting across those differences. To do
s0 is to succeed in communicating, that is, in recognizing and being
recognized within the intelligible limits of a linguistic and social or-
der. Hence, if translation is to take place at all, it must do so within a
context of expectation: that in return for one’s submission, one gets
back the other’s acknowledgement of the value of one’s words and
behavior. In this way, one finds for oneself a place on the social map.
(1993:210)

It is difficult tosay, of course, in this chain of anthropological and historical
statements — Lienhardt, Beattie, Gellner, Needham, Fabian, Siegel, Asad,
Rafael, Cheyfitz, Niranjana, Jacquemond, Mehrez —at precisely what point
‘translation’ as a subject of study becomes central, focal, no longer a
methodological issue or metaphor for various problems in intralingual
communication. Should Siegel’s study of Java be considered postcolonial
translation theory? Perhaps. In this book Asad’s article will be presented as
the first major statement of postcolonial translation theory; Fabian and Siegel
will remain Rafael’s precursors. More important than a reliable sense of
the exact originary moment of postcolonial translation theory, however, is a
sense of the process by which a number of scholars, especially anthropolo-
gists and historians, came to think of translation as central to their concerns
—and in the process came also to redefine translation in ways that were new
and exciting for translation scholars as well.

Still only implicit in this process, of course, is the concept of a



