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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 translation-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.
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