
Untranslatables: A World System 1

� Untranslatables: A World System

Emily Apter

New York University

Abstract
This essay experiments with an approach that uses “untranslatables”—

terms that fail to transfer or resist ready equivalence in other languages,
cultures and disciplines—as the basis of new cartographies of comparatism.
Literary studies, it is argued, has traditionally been structured according to
influence, the slow translatability of genres, the trajectories of cultural diffu-
sion that reflect neo-colonial geographies.  There are few models of compari-
son that encourage a comparative literature in real time; few contingent theo-
retical models that remain free of Eurocentric reference, or enable fluid analy-
sis of “Second World” cultural interactions among, say, the “Stans,” the Greater
Middle East, “Chindia,” the Americas, Eurasia, intra-Asia, “other Asias,” or
Euroland.  Though transnational research occurs, as does transhistorical or
asynchronous analysis, the academic organization of the humanities tends to
re-impose national periodizing strictures on knowledge-fields, some of them
inherited from area studies.  Literary history’s cartography is thus constrained
by old frameworks of comparison.  This essay works with the Untranslatable
as a concept that permits unlike cultures and languages to be more readily
compared.  Drawing on the example offered by the collective work of
scholarship, the Dictionary of Untranslatables: A Philosophical Lexicon (edited
by Barbara Cassin), the essay suggests that modeling literary world systems
around Untranslatables responds to the dearth of paradigms of east-west or
European and non-European comparison.
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Many literary historians would concede that the traditional pedagogical
organization of the humanities according to national languages and literatures has
exceeded its expiration date, yet there is little consensus on alternative models.
Mobile demography, immigration, and the dispersion of reading publics through
media networks defy national sectorization, yet, thinking the comparative
postnationally brooks obvious dangers.  Postnationalism can lead to blindness
towards the economic and national power struggles that literary politics often
front for, while potentially minimizing the conflict among the interests of mo-
nocultural states and multilingual communities (as in current US policy that uses
an agenda of cultural homogeneity to patrol “immigrant” languages and to curtail
bilingual education).  Nation neutrality can also lead, problematically, to the pro-
motion of generic critical lexicons that presume universal translatability or global
applicability.  Theoretical paradigms, many centered in western literary practices
and conventions, thus “forget” that they are interculturally incommensurate.
Moreover, though planetary inclusion may be the goal of new lexicons in contem-
porary comparative literature, they often, paradoxically, reinforce dependency
on a national/ethnic nominalism that gives rise to new exclusions.

Cartographies of Comparative Literature

Ideally, one could redesign literary studies to respond critically and in real
time, to cartographies of emergent world-systems.  Parag Khanna, writing from
an American “think tank” perspective on the shrinkage of the U.S. as a superpower,
usefully identifies a host of new “Second World,” mid-size empires built up from
global trade-offs in resources and financial services whose networks traverse but
also bypass “The Big Three” (China, Europe, America).  Khanna’s nomenclature,
from retro regionalisms (“the Middle Kingdom,” the “Greater Chinese Co-
Prosperity Sphere”) to modern transnational acronyms like “the BRIC countries”
(Brazil, Russia, India, China, associated through their common status as sites of
“the world’s greatest concentration of foreign-exchange reserves and savings”)
assigns renewed momentum to thinking in empires (problematic in my view), but
it is at least responsive to geopolitical configurations that overturn western as-
sumptions about who should be aligned with whom:

To the Western eye, it is a bizarre phenomenon: small Asian nation-states should be
balancing against the rising China, but increasingly they rally toward it out of Asian
cultural pride and an understanding of the historical-cultural reality of Chinese
dominance.  And in the former Soviet Central Asian countries—the so-called Stans—
China is the new heavyweight player, its manifest destiny pushing its Han pioneers
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westward while pulling defunct microstates like Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, as well as
oil-rich Kazakhstan, into its orbit.  The Shanghai Cooperation Organization gathers
these Central Asian strongmen together with China and Russia and may eventually
become the “NATO of the East.”1

Literary studies, arguably, has yet to catch up with this kind of socioeco-
nomic mapping.  There is no coincident or contingent structure in place that
enables fluid analysis of “Second World” cultural interactions among, say, “the
Stans,” the Greater Middle East, “Chindia,” the Americas, Eurasia, intra-Asia,
“other Asias,” or Greater Europe.  Certainly transnational research occurs, as does
transhistorical or asynchronous historical analysis, but the academic organization
of the humanities tends to re-impose national periodizing strictures on knowl-
edge-fields, some of them inherited from area studies.  Literary history’s carto-
graphic catalogue is thus either constrained by the national habitus, or thrown
into the vast agglomerative catch-all of “world literature.”  With respect to the
latter, what we find in the place of self-updating world-systems is a proliferation
of geographically emptied names that all more or less refer to the same thing—
globality—albeit with different political valences.  “World Literature” is the
blue-chip moniker, benefiting from its pedigreed association with Goethean
Weltliteratur.  World Literature evokes the great comparatist tradition of ency-
clopedic mastery and scholarly ecumenicalism.  It is a kind of big tent model of
literary comparatism that, in promoting an ethic of liberal inclusiveness or the
formal structures of cultural similitude, often has the collateral effect of blunting
political critique. Then there is “the world republic of letters,” historically tied to
a Francocentric republican ideal of universal excellence (“the literary Greenwich
meridian” in Pascale Casanova’s ascription), and denoting world literature’s ad-
judicating power manifest in prize-conferring institutions of cultural legitimation.
“Cosmopolitanism” and its most nuanced contemporary variant “the
Cosmopolitical,” both steeped in a Kantian vision of perpetual peace through
enlightened common culture, often act as code for an ethics of transnational
citizenship; worldliness as the basis of secular criticism and minoritarian humanism.
“Planetarity” attempts to purge “global” of its capitalist sublime and render it
accountable to disempowered subjects.  “Literary World-Systems”, Braudelian and
Wallersteinian in inspiration, rely on networks of cultural circulation, literary
markets, and genre translation.  Littérature-monde is the banner term for a writers’
movement that refuses postcolonial sectorizations of the literary field (francophonie
is denounced as “the last avatar of colonialism”).  Here, decentralized, polyphonic

1 Parag Khanna, “Waving Good-bye to Hegemony,” The New York Times Magazine, Jan. 27, 2008,
37.
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voices that are mondiale in address give rise to a concept of fluctuating, relational,
unbordered language worlds.  I would add to this list “Cities,” which treat metro-
politan nexus as metonyms of “World.”  Yet, despite their current seductiveness
as units of analysis for those currently working in literature, “Cities” remain
vulnerable to the charge of depoliticization levied by a New Left Review editor:
“city spaces are studied in abstraction from their national contexts,” and “the
wielders of economic power and social coercion remain anonymous.”2  Efforts
to correct for the unipolar logic that persists in each of these paradigms have
yielded supplemental vocabularies for non-national blocs of culture: imagined
communities, parastates, translingualism, diaspora, postcolonial deterritorialization,
silicon cities, circum-Atlantic, îles-refuges, the global south, and so on.  Although
such terms bring some measure of specificity to global designations, they fail to
answer fully the challenge of making comparative literature geopolitically case-
sensitive and site-specific in ways that avoid reproducing neo-imperialist
cartographies.

Language Politics: Linguistic Racism and Profiling

Comparative Literature is no more beset than other humanities fields by
the constraints imposed by its historic subject fields (genres, periodizing frames,
theoretical paradigms).  But it faces the rigors of the globalist injunction with
a heightened awareness of the babelian ironies of disciplinary self-naming, and
remains more vulnerable than national literatures to the charge of shortchanging
non-western approaches because of its commitment to inclusiveness.  I have sug-
gested that a translational model of comparative literature goes some distance to
answering such concerns.  Languages are inherently transnational; their plurilingual
composition embodies histories of language travel that do not necessarily repro-
duce imperial trajectories.  They afford a planetary approach to literary history
that responds to the dynamics of geopolitics without shying away from fractious
border wars.  In my own work this translational cartography corresponds to a
critical praxis capable of adjusting literary techniques of interlinear translation,
rewording, exegesis, gloss, and close reading to the exigencies of contemporary
language politics.  This is a politics marked by:3

2 Preamble to essay by Mike Davis, “Fear and Money in Dubai,” in New Left Review 41 (September-
October 2006) 46.

3 Emily Apter, The Translation Zone: A New Comparative Literature (Princeton: Princeton UP,
2006).
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– Language diasporas that bolster transnational literary communities.
– Multilingualism from within nations-states.
– The critique of linguistic imperialism as it relates specifically to global

English and the bipolar competition for language dominance between
English and Mandarin Chinese.

– The ecology of endangered languages and the statistics of language
extinction.

– The impact of accents, vernacular, code-switching, argot, diglossia and
demotic on non-standard language use.

– The critique of legislation aimed at shrinking language literacy.  The
self-defeating parochialism in the U.S. of English-Only policies.

– Translation and war: the vulnerability of translators, stringers, and cul-
tural interpreters to military targeting on the ground.  The translator
suspected as potential traitor or double-agent: a figure of divided loyalties
whose allegiance to more than one language and culture is assumed to
blur the “friend/enemy” distinction necessary to the sovereign order.

– The conflation of anti-terror and anti-immigrant language policies exem-
plified in language profiling and linguistic racism (as in the convergence
of Arabophobia and Hispanophobia in the United States).

– Translation as a problem of information securitization, knowledge access,
and risk management.

In the aftermath of 9/11 we have seen a spike in linguistic racism and its
strategic political uses.  There has always been language profiling—indeed it could
be argued that the entire history of literature is built up from stereotypical associa-
tions between language and national character, race or ethnicity.  What we are
witnessing now, however, is a particularly malevolent form of linguistic profiling
that is being deployed to collapse anti-terrorism language politics into anti-immi-
gration language policies.  Whereas pre-9/11 the status of Arabic in the United
States seemed to have had very little bearing on debates around multilingualism
(or more specifically, Spanish bilingualism in education and the workplace), after
9/11 a newly wrought Arabophobia came into alignment with a long history
of Hispanophobia.  Arabic was to foreigner as Spanish was to immigrant.  As
Ali Behdad observes in his book on immigration:

The rhetoric of the immigrant and the foreigner as a threat to democracy and freedom
suspended the myth of America as a nation of immigrants until further notice.
Rapidly codified discriminatory laws now denied entry to certain immigrants and for-
eigners and allowed the interrogation, incarceration and deportation of others. . . .
The very category of immigrant was strategically enlarged to include at least some
(un)certain citizens, as was made clear by the arrests of Yasser Hamdi, an American
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citizen held captive at Guantanamo Bay, and José Padilla, who in an ironic twist had
renamed himself Abdullah al Muhajir (the last name meaning “the immigrant” in
Arabic).4

The example of José Padilla is particularly significant insofar as it leaves us
with the figure of Spanish-Arabic “terror”; a compound or double-threat that names
the coming together of two wars: south-of-the-border war and “war on terror.”
Padilla’s self-translation reveals hidden political ironies: he first translates him-
self into Arabic by adopting the name Abdullah al Muhajir, but his Arabic name
is itself a translation for his status as a Latino immigrant.

The U.S. already has, de facto, two operative official languages—English
and Spanish—so why not declare both “unifying languages”?  Or more reasonably
still, why not make English, Spanish and French official languages of the Americas?
Euro-babies are increasingly receiving multilingual instruction from birth in
childcare facilities and schools, so why should this model not be adopted for Spanish
throughout the U.S. (thereby circumventing the often-justified concern of
Spanish speakers that bilingual education programs lead to tracking, lower stan-
dards of education, and impediments to advancement)?  As Henry Fountain’s
New York Times editorial (May 21, 2006) reminds us, the fear of “English-plus” is
a peculiarly American phenomenon.  He maintains that in countries like Australia
the whole idea of hostility to multilingualism seems counterintuitive socially,
economically, and politically.  Conservation of immigrant languages coupled
with inducements to language learning for English speakers are not, in his
estimation, considered a threat to citizenship.

Though the United States is a country in which hundreds of languages are
spoken, and though the need to bolster expertise in “national security languages”
(Arabic, Farsi, Pashto, Dari, etc.) has been recognized, national language policy
remains profoundly Anglocentric, honouring sacred tenets of assimilationism
inherited from the days of Ellis Island immigration.  This monolingualism has
only been helped by much of the world’s apparent willingness to learn English,
although Mandarin Chinese is rapidly challenging this linguistic hegemony
especially as pinyin becomes a user-friendly form of Internet Chinese.  Economic
globalization, then, bolsters muscle languages, and the GlobEng (or Globlish)
superpower.  With the reduction of languages to Business Basic and major ad-
vances in machine translation on the horizon, “smaller” languages have more
frequently become endangered species, while micro-minority tongues have rou-
tinely become altogether extinct.  As a result, some have surmised that the

4 Ali Behdad, A Forgetful Nation: On Immigration and Cultural Identity in the United States (Durham,
NC: Duke UP, 2005) 171.
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need for translation competence will become obsolete.  I do not see evidence
of this occurrence, if only because the “war on terror” has made the language
“deficit”—especially in countries like the United States—more of a security risk.
In the wake of 9/11 federal funding for “critical” language instruction has risen,
and literary faculty in the academy have been enjoined to recast linguistic citizen-
ship through enhanced translational pedagogies.  The MLA Ad Hoc Committee
on Foreign Languages, headed by Mary Louise Pratt, released a report in 2007
that emphasizes “translingual and transcultural competence” attained via a
number of curricular strategies, among them new programs in the theory and
practice of translation.  If anything, the explosion of multiple language usage
on the Internet has made translation newly serviceable not only as textual prag-
matics but also as a medium that extends the range and definition of aesthetic
practices.  In Comparative Literature and language and literature departments
in general, translational pedagogies with an aesthetic emphasis are being trans-
formed as a result of shifting political cartographies.  “The Global South” and
the “Middle East”—normally separated by the perimeters of Area Studies—are
now more likely to be “comparable” as literary fields since they share com-
mon struggles against discrimination, surveillance and policing.  Planetary ap-
proaches to literary comparatism have fostered for quite some time the study of
transnational language nations that fall outside colonial and neo-imperialist
geographies, spheres of cultural influence, and traditional contact zones.  But there
is an urgent, compelling logic to forging a disciplinary alignment between Hemi-
spheric and Middle Eastern studies post-9/11, a logic that contests the blurring
of anti-terrorism and anti-immigration by denouncing the racial slurring of
Arabic and Spanish.

Translation studies, in the aftermath of 9/11, should also engage language
politics not in the spirit of reducing the aesthetic, but rather, in the cause of
revealing how aesthetic notions of fidelity, betrayal, and treason are marshalled in
actions of political targeting.  The current atmosphere of conspiratorialism and
fear-mongering has put translators themselves on the line as soft targets: who
speaks together, who breathes together, who translates?  These questions are the
order of the day.  As the U.S. continues to dedicate itself more vigilantly to the
business of risk management and security, we can almost hear the words: trans-
lators beware!

Securing the Untranslatable

In addition to being a field in which the Realpolitik of language conflict
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meets the philological heritage of humanistic transference, displacement and exile,
contemporary translation studies answer Comparative Literature’s longstanding
commitment to investigating zones of cultural and literary expression that go
unnamed or that are walled off into untranslatability.  Untranslatability is not
unlike Walter Benjamin’s notion of translatability, which is qualified as something
that cannot be communicated in language, a kernel of “the foreign” that remains,
an ineffable textual essence only realizable in the translational afterlife, or a sacred
literalness of the revelatory word that great literary works strive for but rarely ever
achieve.5  I would mobilize this theoretical un/translatability for theoretical and
curricular ventures in literary comparatism that aim for geopolitical specificity
and theoretical reach against the fine grain of aesthetic comparison.

A recent encyclopedic project edited by Barbara Cassin, titled Vocabulaire
européen des philosophies.  Dictionnaire des intraduisibles [Vocabulary of European
Philosophy: A Dictionary of Untranslatables] mobilizes untranslatability as an
epistemological fulcrum for rethinking philosophical concepts and discourses,
nation or “foreign” language, while coalescing around hubs of irreducible
singularity.  With approximately 150 contributors, a text length comprising
one-and-a-half million words, and a linguistic range that includes the dassical
languages (Hebrew, Greek, Latin, Arabic) and six modern ones (including English,
French, German, Arabic), the Vocabulary of European Philosophy represents a unique
experiment in plurilingual analysis.  Though ideally it would have had a compan-
ion volume covering Asian, African, Indian and other Middle-Eastern languages,
the Vocabulary succeeds within its terms as a latter-day version of the humanist
translatio studii.  Each entry is cued to a multilingual complement: the subject
pronoun “I” for example, is keyed to French: je, moi, soi; Greek: egô; Latin ego,
ipse; German: Ich, Selbst; English: me, self, myself ; Italian: io, se, si, si-mismo.  Right
away, the alterity of signifiers is made visible, preparing the way for a more sys-
tematic presentation of concepts labeled in their native tongues and alphabets.
Peter Osborne characterizes the Untranslatable as that which refers to “the con-
ceptual differences carried by the differences between languages, not in a pure
form, but via the fractured histories of translation through which European phi-
losophies have been constituted.”6  I would argue that the “Untranslatable” emerges
as something on the order of “an Incredible,” an Incontournable, an “Untouch-
able” (translated as an “L’Incorruptible” in French).  There is a quality of militant

5 Walter Benjamin, “The Task of the Translator,” in Illuminations (New York: Schocken Books, 1969)
69-82.

6 Peter Osborne, introducing a dossier dedicated to the Vocabulary in Radical Philosophy 138 (July-
Augest 2006): 9.
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semiotic intransigence attached to the Untranslatable, making it more than just a
garden-variety keyword.  The French editor Barbara Cassin speaks of the book as
a “cartography of philosophical differences.”7  And this is certainly right; for at its
best, the Vocabulary produces global intellectual cartography without a hegemonic
global paradigm, that is to say, through interpretive procedures that reveal philo-
sophical world-systems in the making.  With critical finesse, it calls into question
the very possibility of naming the predicates of western thought, even as it shows
how such lodestones have been and continue to be actively translated.  This
semantic predicament is consequential for the humanities, useful in defining a
translational condition that complicates nation-based epistemes and literary
denominations.  Using the Vocabulary’s construct of the Untranslatable, one might
construe a translational humanities whose fault-lines traverse the cultural subdivi-
sions of nation or “foreign” language.  While coalescing around hubs of irreduc-
ible singularity, this effect of the non-carry-over that carries over nonetheless, or
that transmits at a half-cocked semantic angle, endows the Untranslatable with a
distinct symptomology.  Words that assign new meanings to old terms, neologisms,
names for ideas that are continually retranslated or mistranslated, translations that
are obviously incommensurate (as in esprit to mind or Geist), are among the most
salient symptoms of the genuine Untranslatable.

Throughout the Vocabulary of European Philosophies, chasms among discrete
philosophical cultures are revealed in stark relief.  Nowhere are they more evident
than in the entries devoted to language names.  Notwithstanding the Vocabulary’s
express commitment to undercutting national language ontologies, there is a mea-
sure of national recidivism in these entries.  “Portuguese” becomes a hymn to the
sensibility of the baroque with le fado (fate, fibula, lassitude, melancholia) its
emblematic figure.  “German” hews to the language of Kant and Hegel.  “Greek”
is pinioned by the Athenian efflorescence and Heidegger pays homage to Greek as
the Ursprache of philosophy.  “Italian” remains indebted to Machiavelli’s notion of
“the effective truth of things” and Vico’s philological historicism.  Even the term
“translation,” which signifies language in a state of non-belonging, or nationalism
degree zero, turns out to be nationally marked.  The Vocabulary entry on “transla-
tion” notes that dolmetschen, an anachronistic verb whose origins go back to Luther’s
translation of the Bible into German, renders “to translate” as, literally, “to render
as German” or “to Germanize.”  Schleiermacher was instrumental in replacing
dolmetschen with übersetzung on the grounds that dolmetschen referred to the

7 Barbara Cassin, Vocabulaire Européen des Philosophies: Dictionnaire des intraduisibles (Paris: Editions
du Seuil, 2004) xxi.  Further references to this work will appear in the text abbreviated VEP.
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functional work of the interpreter while übersetzung referred to the loftier chal-
lenge of rendering thought.  From this perspective übersetzung is the name of a
disavowed Germanocentrism that clings to the history of the word “translation”
(VEP 1316).

Must the names for language, including the names for translation, always
revert to a predicate of ethnos?  The current fight over the nation-name “Macedonia”
(which involves Greece’s allegation that the former Yugoslav republic has no
legitimate claim to an appellation that also designates a northern Greek province)
suggests that they must.  The Greece-Macedonia dispute shows not only that
nation-names are political referents of regional, ethnic chauvinism, but also that
they function as name-domains or trademarked geographical zones that guaran-
tee a country’s claim to self-ownership.  In Macedonia’s case this means the right
to enter the fray of international power politics, specifically access to NATO
membership.

Pierre Bourdieu recognized the power of language names as incontrovertible
cognates, though he worked politically towards a linguistic International.  In a
1995 issue of Liber he called for a language of the “collective intellectual” that
would denationalize the dissemination of ideas and information.8  Bourdieu
displaces language from its habitus by freeing it “from the idolatry of cultural
idioms.”  He imagines a neutral zone of print literacy and media dissemination
capable of transcribing the political in a pure state, “outside the national uni-
verse.”  Bourdieu treats the Untranslatable as a critical unit conscripted for a
media commons perhaps not so distant from Habermas’s discursive public sphere.

8 Pierre Bourdieu, “Declaration of Intent,” Political Interventions: Social Science and Political Action.
(1995), trans. David Fernbach, ed. Thierry Discepolo (London: Verso, 2008) 233. Bourdieu writes:
“To contribute effectively to the realistic internationalism that is its raison d’être, Liber has initiated two
complementary strategies.  On the one hand, it has sought to offer its Turkish, Greek, German and
Bulgarian readers the possibility of familiarizing themselves with English, Scottish, Czech and Irish authors,
works and institutions—and vice versa—and make known on the international scale particularities bound
up with national traditions (this is the particular function of issues devoted to a single country, or analyses
and descriptions of singular features and characteristics of a historical tradition under headings such as
“Untranslatable” or “European ethnography”).  On the other hand, it has set out to bring together and
compare different analyses of the same particular object (in this case intellectuals) as it presents itself in
different national cultures, showing in this way, against the presuppositions and stereotypes of superficial
journalism, facts and effects that are to be found on all sides, invariants that are denied or ignored just as
infallibly by the vague and pompous assertions of international meetings and reviews, as by descriptions
limited to a single nation.  By thus enabling readers from different countries to read in their own language
texts that are free of the anecdotal particularities that fill national newspapers and reviews, and filled with
information that on the contrary is absent because it is taken for granted by those familiar with it, we hope
to contribute, patiently but constantly, to leading them out of the limits of their national universe and
creating a kind of collective intellectual, freed from the idolatry of those cultural idioms that are too often
identified with culture.”
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Like Cassin, Bourdieu would pose an ideal of linguistic civitas over and against
ethnic and nation-based language cartographies.  What emerges is a translation
zone constructed off the power grid of dominant world languages and potentially
mobilized around what Jacques Ranciere characterizes as la mésentente (an ex-
tended notion of diplomatic disagreement)9 or what Christopher Prendergast
describes as a “negotiation,” “the minimalist presupposition of some common
language in and over which to negotiate, although without in any way papering
over the many cognitive misfits and value clashes that might and do arise in the
conduct of negotiations.”10  Both Cassin and Bourdieu rely on the Untranslatable
to rethink the geopolitics of knowledge and information distribution.

How to build a translational humanities that intersects with but is not con-
fined to national language frontiers?  Cassin’s Vocabulary, as we have tried to
demonstrate, stands out as a preeminent example: an approach to globality that
fully activates the Untranslatable by contouring a worldscape according to
mistranslation, neologism, and semantic dissonance.  Nor is the fact of the work’s
collective authorship incidental to its aims: like multiple language learning and
off-site academic immersion, collaborative intellectual labor becomes one of the
truly viable ways of experiencing “in-translation” or translatability as an explosive
conceptual practice capable of limning new cartographies of the present.

Let me begin to conclude by affirming four key points, the last of which I
will develop at greater length.  I would like to suggest first, that Comparative
Literature be recognized as a discipline that derives its raison d’étre from the con-
stant updating and revision of vocabularies of cultural reference; the better to
serve, if you will, as a kind of self-translating machine of the humanities.  Second,
I would urge that language cartography be drawn on more creatively to make
literary comparatism responsive to the geopolitics of literary worlds as they occur
in real time.  Third, I would propose that the Untranslatable be fully reckoned
with in determining the cognate terms of literary criticism and literary history
within world systems.  And fourth, a point related to the last, I would recommend
that literary comparatists attend to the Untranslatable as a challenge to cultures
of global securitization.

  9 Jacques Rancière, La mésentente: Politique et philosophie (Paris: Galilée, 1995).
10 Christopher Prendergast, “The World Republic of Letters,” Debating World Literature, ed. Christo-

pher Prendergast (London: Verso, 2004) 14.  In the same footnote Prendergast takes aim at the “‘incom-
mensurability hypothesis’ according to which different cultural systems are mutually unintelligible to one
another and thus non-translatable.”  Jean-Francois Lyotard’s La Condition postmoderne and Le Différend
are representative of the argument, according to Prendergast, “that Western grands récits have not merely
dominated but effectively annihilated alternative narratives by the simple gesture of refusing their terms”
(14).
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Translation, as anyone who has performed it well knows, is an inherently
risky operation.  There is the danger of making mistakes, the likelihood of
mistranslation, the unfortunate transference of misinformation, all of which can
have grave consequences from both interpersonal as well as national security
vantage points.  But if translation seems risky, the lack of translation is even more
so, especially in an era of cyber-war and information lock-downs.  The untranslat-
able blocks the fantasy—so important to sovereign states—that knowledge is
controllable; susceptible to mediation, transference, and containment (almost like
nuclear material).  This sovereign state understanding of translation, I would say,
is a given in Kantian conceptions of what policy experts call the “liberal security
community.”11  This is international community based on the presumption of
common interest, mutual recognition, democratic freedom, agreed upon rules,
recognized structures of community, and universal principles of political right.
Untranslatability would pose a threat to the liberal security community insofar as
it may be identified with inaccessible, unsecurable knowledge.

As a discipline grounded in translation practices, Comparative Literature
may be seen as a kind of humanities arm of enlightenment diplomacy, dedicated
to producing complexly cultured, linguistically proficient citizens of the world
who foster global understanding and the pragmatic conviction that universal
consensus—or what Kant called “pacific federation”—is achievable through an
enhanced linguistic commons.  While there is much to commend this vision,
I would suggest that it promotes not only a false sense of security, but, more
problematically still, a rationalist, realist ideology of securitization.  This “realist”
securitism is invoked to justify excessive management of the the Untranslatable;
from wiretapping and Internet censorship, to the use of information intercepts
and other cyber-defense strategies.  These techniques belong to larger institutional
systems that ostensibly protect the “democratic peace” through knowledge
regulation, including the supervision of “aliens” through border protocols, satel-
lite surveillance, and GPS tracking, and the calculation of economic, political,
and actuarial risk.  How do we, as comparatists, respond to a contemporary
geopolitical situation increasingly contoured by obsessive security monitoring
and risk calculation?  There is of course no easy answer, of course.  We might
begin by plumbing the range of “untranslatable” philological associations
surrounding the word “security.”  In the European languages that I am most
familiar with, these include German terms like Sicherheit (“safety”), Sicherheitlücke
(security hole), Geborgenheit (security, shelter), and Bürgshaft (surety, security

11 See Michael C. Williams, Culture and Security: Symbolic Power and the Politics of International
Security (London: Routledge, 2007).
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deposit), or the French terms sûreté (assurance, guarantee, refund, safety net), and
soin (care, welfare), or the Spanish terms securidad (security), salvaguardia
(safeguarding), and fianza (bail, recognizance).  More importantly, here we might
also proceed by experimenting with new pedagogies in Comparative Literature;
pedagogies that assume the security risks posed by the Untranslatable and work
imaginatively with the x-factor of insecurable knowledge.
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