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PREFACE TO THE THIRD EDITION

BoTH the philosophy and practice of translation are in constant
motion and debate. In the five years since the second edition of this
book there have been marked developments.

The new status of eastern Europe has occasioned a veritable tide of
translations both into English and into the relevant languages.
Czech, Polish, Hungarian, and Romanian literature are beginning to
reach the Anglo-American world-audience. In turn, Western texts,
long forbidden, are being imported. Criteria of interlingual transfer,
the history of translation, and the implication of the translator’s
‘exact art’ in every aspect of comparative literary and cultural
studies, are the object of study and teaching. By salutary paradox,
morcover, Anglo-American masters, notably among the poets, are
themselves turning more and more to translation. It is as if the
planetary dominion of their privileged world-speech entails growing
responsibilities towards the genius of more constricted national
traditions and sensibilities. Whether by direct or interposed means,
British and American writers are translating across a whole gamut of
tongues, stretching from Russian and Japanese to Portuguese.

The darkening eclipse of the Greek and Latin languages and
classics in our schools has heightened the need for translation,
particularly of a non-academic order. The current charted by Afier
Babel, already in 1975, has become a bright torrent: our finest poets,
a Seamus Heaney, a Ted Hughes, a Derek Walcott are translating
from or ‘imitating’ metamorphically such texts as Homer, Ovid,
Catullus, Seneca. Tony Harrison and Christopher Logue are
virtuosos of often penetrative re-creation. A later classic such as
Dante is drawing more and more translators from among the most
vivid of our poetic voices. Still out of reach lies the exigent genius of
Racine.

Research into diverse modes of machine- or machine-assisted
translation continues. Some intriguing results have been achieved at
the ‘Berlitz’ level—that is to say in the restricted vocabulary and
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syntax of the tourist or business-traveller. Mechanical glossaries and
rudimentary textual transfers are proving of rough and ready
assistance in the translation of certain technical and legal
communications. But the notion, abroad in the 1950s and 1960s, of
the machine-translation of natural language, let alone literature, is
receding. The incommensurability of semantic context, set out in
this book, most likely makes such expectations illusory.

There is also a reassuring modesty in more recent claims made for
a ‘theory of translation’. Afier Babel tries to show that there cannot,
in any strict or responsible sense, be any such ‘theory’. The cerebral
proceedings which would have to underlie and explain it are simply
inaccessible. At best, we have narratives of translational praxis. It is
to these that the most useful journals in the field are now turning.
Increasingly, actual practitioners are allowing a look into the
workshop, into the successive drafts and revisions which generate
the (incomplete) product. Therein lies the fascination of the
interlingual and what substantive perceptions we can record of its
fertile complexity. I would feel rewarded if .Afier Babel has been an
instigation.

Both in 1975 and 1992, I sought to conjecture as to the polyglot
future in the face of the global detergence by an Anglo-American
esperanto, itself splitting into more local though cognate forms.
Chinese remains a formidable but inwardly focused rival. Culturally
and demographically, Spanish is on the march. ‘Smaller’ and
isolated languages, notably in sub-Saharan Africa and throughout
Amazonia, are perishing, as is the ecology inwoven in their unique
image of life. Thus one is tempted to suppose that the triumphalism
of science, of technocracy, of international finance and the mass-
market media will assure the long-term hegemony of Anglo-
American (computer languages reflect and enforce this prepotence).
Reality, however, is always subtler and more ironic than our
suppositions. It may well be that the Tower of Babel will continue to
cast its creative shadow.

G.S.
Cambridge, August 1997



PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

THIs book was written under somewhat difficult circumstances. |
was at the time increasingly marginalized and indeed isolated
within the academic community. This is not, necessarily, a handi-
cap. Tenure in the academy today, the approval of one’s pro-
fessional peers, the assistance and laurels in their giving, are not
infrequently symptoms of opportunism and mediocre convention-
ality. A degree of exclusion, of compelled apartness, may be one of
the conditions of valid work. Scientific research and advance are in
substantial measure and logic collaborative. In the humanities, in
the disciplines of intuitive discourse, committecs, colloquia, the
conference circuit are the bane. Nothing is more ludicrous than
the roll-call of academic colleagues and sponsors set out in grate-
ful footnotes at the bottom of trivia. In poetics, in philosophy, in
hermeneutics, work worth doing will more often than not be
produced against the grain and in marginality.

But there are dangers. Afier Babel attempts to map a new ﬁcld a
new space for argument. There has been (though it remains rare)
penetrative insight into the act of translation, into the phenomeno-
logical and philosophic aspect of this act from the time of Seneca
to that of Walter Benjamin and W. v. O. Quine. Practising trans-
lators (though again these are rare) have left descriptive records of
their craft. The sheer volume of literary, historical, philosophic
translation on which Western civilization has depended for its
lineage and dissemination constitutes material for systematic
analysis and reflection. But there had been, before After Babel,
no full-scale endeavour to relate, to bring into interactive focus,
the diverse areas of rhetoric, of literary history and criticism, of
linguistics, and of linguistic philosophy. There had been no
ordered or detailed attempt to locate translation at the heart of
human communication or to explore the ways in which the con-
straints on translatability and the potentialities of transfer between
languages engage, at the most immediate and charged level, the
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philosophic enquiry into consciousness and into the meaning of
meaning.

Inevitably, such an attempt at innovative synthesis will be
vulnerable. To an extent almost defiant of common sense, ap-
proved academic studies have fragmented into minute specializa-
tion. The parish grows smaller with every teaching appointment or
research grant. The sanctioned vision is microscopic. More and
more is being published in learned journals, by academic presses,
about less and less. The note is one of Byzantine minutiae, of
commentaries on commentaries on commentaries towering like
inverted pyramids on single points often ephemeral. The specialist
holds the ‘generalist’ or ‘polymath’ in vengeful disdain. And his
authority and technical grasp over a given inch of ground may,
indeed, exhibit a confidence, an immaculate humility, denied to
the comparatist, to one who (awkwardly or with a peremptory
bound) crosses stiles between fields.

To attempt a comprehensive poetics of translation was fool-
hardy enough. To do so in isolation from the support which might,
under other circumstances, have been provided by sympathetic
readers of different chapters in the university, was to incur mani-
fest risks. The first edition of After Babel contained errors and
imprecisions. It contained inexactitudes of phrasing, particularly in
reference to what were then called transformational generative
grammars. It lacked clarity in regard to the vital topic of tem-
porality in Semitic and in Indo-European syntax. There can be no
apology for these defects, only thanks to those who pointed them
out (notably Professor Edward Ullendorff in a review-essay of
magisterial severity). But the acerbities of the response to Affer
Babel in academe did not stem from reproof over details. It
betrayed a profound, worried dismay at the very concept of a
larger perspective, of an alliance between philosophic concerns,
poetic sensibility, and linguistics in the more formal and technical
sense. To Roman Jakobson, to William Empson in his Structure
of Complex Words, to Kenneth Burke—a neglected master in
language-studies—such an alliance was the obvious imperative for
hermeneutics. By the mid-1970s, the barriers ran high between
specializations inebriate with a largely spurious claim to ‘scien-
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tific’ status. Among stamp collectors letter-writers are not always
welcome.

More characteristic of the mandarin trade than direct attack was
the ‘passage under silence’ (as French has it) of the book. Wholly
representative of this strategy is the footnote in a recent (highly
intelligent) monograph on philosophy and translation: Afier Babel is
designated as self-evidently the most important text in the entire
domain of translation studies and of the philosophic issues they
entail. After which no further mention or citation occurs. Since it
first appeared, After Babel has been drawn upon and pilfered, often
without acknowledgement. A considerable secondary literature has
grown up around many of the themes first stated in the book.
Fascinatingly and ncarly implausibly, this study of translation, with
its insistence on difficulty, on the singularity of different speech-
worlds and its prodigality of examples from poetry, has itself been
translated into languages ranging from Romanian to Chinese. My
awed thanks go to those who have undertaken this vexing task.
FEach translation has thrown searching light on the fundamental
propositions in the original. Nevertheless, and although it has been
continuously in print, Afier Babel remains to academic linguists, to
those who theorize about or claim to teach translation, an irritant
and the anarchic act of an outsider.

I value, therefore, the invitation from the Oxford University
Press to publish this second edition. Errata have, so far as poss-
ible, been corrected. Loose or confused moments in the argument
have been amended. Material published after 1974—5 has been
included in new or expanded footnotes. The bibliography, which
even those hostile to the enterprise found invaluable, and appro-
priated, has been updated. Much of this work has been made
possible by the privileged context of a European university chair
(the oldest in the field of comparative literature). I now can enlist
the resources, the critical exchanges with colleagues, the help
in resecarch which were not available to me when I wrote the
book. My particular gratitude goes to my colleague and assistant
Aminadav Dyckman, a philologist, linguist, and student of Slavic
poetics of passionate exactitude.

Yet even in this corrected guise, Afier Babel will, 1 suspect,
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continue to be something of a scandal or monstrum which the
guilds of linguistic scholarship and linguistic and analytic philos-
ophy will prefer to neglect. Central tenets in this work remain
almost deliberately misunderstood or threatening. Let me set them
out summarily—and without repentance.

After Babel postulates that translation is formally and pragmati-
cally implicit in every act of communication, in the emission and
reception of each and every mode of meaning, be it in the widest
semiotic sense or in more specifically verbal exchanges. To under-
stand is to decipher. To hear significance is to translate. Thus the
essential structural and executive means and problems of the act
of translation are fully present in acts of speech, of writing, of
pictorial encoding inside any given language. Translation between
different languages is a particular application of a configura-
tion and model fundamental to human speech even where it is
monoglot. This general postulate has been widely accepted. I try
to illustrate it by considering the teeming difficulties encountered
inside the same language by those who seek to communicate
across spaces of historical time, of social class, of different cultural
and professional sensibility. More especially, I invite consideration
of the dilemmas of inadequate translation posed by the radical
differences between the speech-habits, voiced and unvoiced, of
men and of women. Here it is not socio-linguistics or psycho-
linguistics, nor even anthropology, which illuminate most. It is
the intuitive probes of poets, dramatists, and novelists when they
articulate the conventions of masked or failed understanding
which have obtained between men and women, between women
and men, in the lineaments of dialogue we call love or hatred. The
subject is pivotal to our perceptions of self and society. Certain
recent currents in feminism and ‘women-studies’ have brutalized
or made trivial the complex, delicate fabric of evidence. So far as |
can judge, the instigations to enquiry in this book have scarcely
been followed up.

But although we ‘translate’ at every moment when speaking and
receiving signals in our own tongue, it is evident that translation
in the larger and more habitual sense arises when two languages
meet. That there should be two different languages, that there
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should have been, at a rough estimate, more than twenty thousand
spoken on this small planet, is the Babel-question. Why should
homo sapiens sapiens, genetically and physiologically uniform in
almost all respects, subject to identical biological—environmental
constraints and evolutionary possibilities, speak thousands of
mutually incomprehensible tongues, some of which are set only a
few miles apart? The material, economic, social advantages of
using a single language are blatant. The thorn-barriers posed by
reciprocal incomprehension, by the need to acquire a second or
third language, often of formidable phonetic and grammatical
difficulty and ‘strangeness’, are evident. There is an elementary
and elemental challenge to reflection here largely ignored as either
formless or insoluble by most of academic linguistics (even as the
famous question of the origins of human language had, until very
recently, been ruled out of ‘scientific’ court).

After Babel adduces the Darwinian analogy: that of the plethora
of organic species. Are there structural parallels between the ten
thousand species of insects to be found in a corner of Amazonia,
say, and the numbing proliferation of languages spoken on the
Indian subcontinent or in those very same regions of the Amazon
rain-forests? At the first level, the analogy breaks down. The
Darwinian paradigm is one of evolutionary benefit. As they emerge
competitively, different life-forms, however specialized, however
minutely distinct, occupy different niches in the environment.
Their proliferation augments the chances of precise adjustment
and biological progress. No such profit accrues from the seemingly
anarchic multiplicity of mutually non-communicating tongues. On
the contrary: there is no mythology known to us in which the
fragmentation of some initial single language (the Adamic motif)
into jagged bits, into cacophony and incommunicado, has not been
felt to be a catastrophe, a divine chastisement on some opaque
motion of rebellion or arrogance in fallen man. Even at a glance,
the disasters, be they economic, political, or social, which have
attended on the thousandfold ‘babbling after Babel’ are palpable.

But there is, at a second level, a seminal suggestion to be found
in Darwinian models. After Babel argues that it is the constructive
powers of language to conceptualize the world which have been
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crucial to man’s survival in the face of ineluctable biological con-
straints, this is to say in the face of death. It is the miraculous—
I do not retract the term—capacity of grammars to generate
counter-factuals, ‘if’-propositions and, above all, future tenses,
which have empowered our species to hope, to reach far beyond
the extinction of the individual. We endure, we endure creatively
due to our imperative ability to say ‘No’ to reality, to build fictions
of alterity, of dreamt or willed or awaited ‘otherness’ for our
consciousness to inhabit. It is in this precise sense that the utopian
and the messianic are figures of syntax.

Each human language maps the world differently. There is life-
giving compensation in the extreme grammatical complication of
those languages (for example, among Australian Aboriginals or in
the Kalahari) whose speakers dwell in material and social contexts
of deprivation and barrenness. Each tongue—and there are no
‘small’ or lesser languages—construes a set of possible worlds
and geographies of remembrance. It is the past tenses, in their
bewildering variousness, which constitute history. Thus there is,
at the level of human psychic resources and survivance, an im-
mensely positive, ‘Darwinian’ logic in the otherwise baffling and
negative excess of languages spoken on the globe. When a language
dies, a possible world dies with it. There is here no survival of the
fittest. Even where it is spoken by a handful, by the harried
remnants of destroyed communities, a language contains within
itself the boundless potential of discovery, of re-compositions of
reality, of articulate dreams, which are known to us as myths, as
poetry, as metaphysical conjecture and the discourse of the law.
Inherent in Afier Babel is the accelerating disappearance of
languages across our earth, the detergent sovereignty of so-called
major languages whose dynamic efficacy springs from the plane-
tary spread of mass-marketing, technocracy, and the media.

Paradoxically, a comparable force for uniformity characterizes
the claims of transformational generative grammars. Paradoxically,
because the politics of Noam Chomsky have been anti-imperialist
in the extreme. The axiom of universal deep structures, innate in
the brain (though in ways never defined and, indeed, ruled as
beyond rational investigation), entails inevitably a relegation to



