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Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 The “power turn” in translation studies

Influenced by contrastive and applied linguistics, systematic study
of translation started in the second half of the 20" century. Translation
was understood as a linguistic phenomenon, a process of trans-coding
between the source and target languages. Any difference between the two
languages that became obvious in a translation was attributed to the
differences in the two linguistic systems. Consequently, translation stud-
ies was conceived as a linguistic discipline. (Schaffner, 1998; 2)

The early linguistic theories of translation focused on precise de-
scription of the systematic regularities in the two languages and accurate
reproduction of the source language texts. A huge number of studies into
specific linguistic phenomena provided detailed explanations of regulari-
ties in SL and TL, and tried to derive rules for translation. They largely
ignored the social, cultural and political contexts in which texts are pro-
duced and re-produced.

Translation takes place in a given social context, a context of com-
plex structures, including power structures. It involves agents who are
both conditioned by these power structures or at least entangled in them,
and who exploit or attempt to exploit them to serve their own ends and
interests, whether individual or collective. The power structures cover
political and economic power but also, in the field of cultural produc-

tion, those forms which Pierre Bourdieu calls “symbolic power”. The
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agents, facedwith an array of possible options, have to make choices and
decisions about how to proceed. ( Hermans, 1996.27-28)

Explicit interest of scholars ( predominantly those from the Low
Countries and Israel) in the topic of translation and power had its begin-
nings in the late 1970s and early 1980s. A new stage was reached in
1985 with the anthology The Manipulation of Literature. The authors of
these essays demonstrated that translations were one of the primary liter-
ary tools that larger social institutions had at their disposal to “manipu-
late” a given society in order to “construct” the kind of “culture” de-
sired. ( Gentzler & Tymoczko, 2002 ;xi—xviii )

These manipulation theses evolved into the “cultural turn” in trans-
lation studies in the 1990s. Translation came to be considered a form of
re-writing and acculturation. One common feature of much of the re-
search in Translation Studies was an emphasis on cultural aspects of
translation, on the contexts within which translation occurs. This has
brought to the fore an interest in the power relations embedded in textual
practice: at one level, the translator’ s power in representing the source
culture, at the other, the power in influencing or manipulating the text’ s
reception in a particular target culture. Susan Bassnett and Andre Lefe-
vere (1990:5) wrote in the introduction to Translation, History and Cul-
ture that although empirical historical research can document changes in
modes of translation, to explain such changes, a translation studies
scholar must go into “the vagaries and vicissitudes of the exercise of
power in a society, and what the exercise of power means in terms of the
production of culture, of which the production of translations is a part. ”
“Translation is a rewriting of the original, and rewriting is manipulation
of literature in the service of power. The history of translation is the his-
tory of the shaping power of one culture upon another. ” ( Bassnett & Le-
fevere, 1992 xi)

Since then, significant works have been produced foregrounding is-
sues of power and focused on questions of power and colonialism. For in-

stance, Cheyfitz (1991)’ s The Poetics of Imperialism views American
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foreign policy in terms of how Anglo-American power subjugates or
“translates” other “nations” within its borders, and translates and trans-
forms their lands and cultural identity. In Sitting Translation, Niranjana
(1992) says that translation is at the heart of colonial exchange and
postcolonial subjects are constructed through mechanisms of translation,
and argues for a postcolonial translation practice that is alert to relations
of power and historicity. Spivak (1992) theorises translation as cultural
practice that might bring about social change and advocates the literalism
of the “in-between discourse” to disrupt the effect of English hegemony.
Bhabha (1994) goes so far as to coin the term “ translational culture” ,
emphasising its autonomy as site for cultural production and its power as
the “third space” : the space of hybridised and migrant identities that are
typical of the contemporary, global condition.

The expansion of scholarship over the last decade is not confined to
postcolonial research interests, but deals with broader issues, like the
relations between translation, ideology, and international politics. Pro-
jects have focused on-links between textual constructs and social power,
with translation as a central site where discourses meet and compete.
Historically, translation has always been a terrain for ideological clashes;
it is not surprising, therefore, that in a climate of international turmoil
among power blocks, recent research has produced significant works on
issues of “power”. ( Dimitriu, 2002:1 - 12) Major contributions in-
clude Venuti’ s Rethinking Translation(1992) , The Translator’ s Invisi-
bility(1995) , The Scandals of Translation(1998) ; Todd Burrel & Sean
K. Kelly’ s Translation, Religion, Ideology, Politics (1995 ) ; Alvarez
and Vidal’ s Translation, Power, Subversion (1996); Theo Hermans’
Crosscultural Transgressions(2002) ; Tymoczko and Gentzler’ s Transla-
tion and Power (2002 ); and Calzada-P réz’' s Apropos of Ideology
(2003).

The key topic that has provided the impetus for the new directions
that translation studies have taken since the cultural turn is power. Ques-

tions are frequently asked as to under what circumstances translations
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have the most impact, what forms of translation are most successful, and
how all this relates to cultural dominance, cultural assertion, and cultural
resistance—in short, to power. In a sense such questions have meant
that the “cultural turn” in translation studies has become the “power

”

turn” , with questions of power brought to the fore in discussions of both

translation history and strategies for translation ( Gentzler & Tymoczko,
2002 ; xi—xviii ) .

1.2 Major perspectives on translation and power

“There is no commonly accepted definition of social power, but the es-
sential idea is that power is the ability to affect the actions or ideas of oth-
ers, despite resistance. It is thus a dynamic process, not a static posses-
sion, that pervades all areas of social life. ” (Olsen & Marger, 1993:1)

Power is seldom defined in translation studies literature. The only
clear definition is available in Translation and Power by Gentzler and Ty-
moczko (2002 :xvii). In this anthology meanings of power in relation to
translation range from questions of influence and authority in the nine-
teenth century, bolstered by changing meanings of the word democracy in
translation, to the legal capacity of the British and the establishment of
dominion over the Maori by the Treaty of Waitangi, to the vigour and
energy of translation in the transformation of cultures in China and Latin
America. Translation is not simply associated with the “possession of
control or command over others” and hence, with colonization or
oppression , but also with the“ ability to act upon” structures of com-
mand, such that translation becomes a means to resist that very coloni-
zation or exploitation. The two editors claim that translation is associated
with power in all these senses. “

As the discipline expands, theoretical approaches to translation and
power multiply, drawing on a mix of theories and methodologies not only
from within translation studies proper ( polysystem, skopos), but also
from linguistics ( critical discourse analysis, pragmatics, computerised

corpora), and from literary and cultural theory ( postcolonialism and




