The Study of Literary Translation:
Productive and Less So

André Lefevere

~ Since the Romans, much has been written about translating literature in
many of languages of Western Europe and the Americas. To bring all the
texts produced on the problem together would be a Herculean task, and one
that would necessitate the publication of many volumes. Fortunately, or
unfortunately, depending on whether you want to take the translation of
literature seriously or not, most of what has been said once, has been
repeated over and over again, so that, after a conscientious perusal of some
of the most often quoted texts, one can-outline a number of positions, which
remain essentially the same over the centuries. I propose to do so briefly
.at the beginning of this paper, after which I shall try to show how further
development of these positions is possible. I shall quote from texts of the
past to illustrate the positidns I want to refer to, but the quotation in itself
should not be taken as a value judgement: since these points have been made
over and over again, I could just as well have chosen other spokesmen for -
. them.

The first position is stated by a spokeswoman, Mme de Staél, who begins
her ‘essay on translating literature with the following sentence: ‘“‘the most
eminent service one can render to literature, is to transport the masterpieces
of the human spirit from one language into another.”! The position gives
the raison d'etre of literary translation, and it is, of course, a sound one,
especially if, as Mme .de Staél goes on to do, one considers the alternatives:
“the best way to do without translations, it is true, would be to know all the
languages in which the works of the great writers have been written: Greek,
Latin, Italian, French, English, Spanish, Portuguese,German; but such a
labour would take a lot of time, a lot of help would be needed, and one
would never be able to flatter oneself with the thought that knowledge so
hard to acquire would be acquired by all and sundry.”? Let me, in passing,
bring to your attention the list of languages Mme de Staél gives. When
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George Steiner makes basically the same points, roughly one and a half
centuries later, in the “Introudction™ to his Penguin Book of Modern Verse
Translation, he hastens to add Russian, Chinese and Japanese, languages
which have come to the attention of the Western intellectual in the
meantime. The point is, though, that Mme de Staél had no intention of
slighting other languages: she simply did not know them. One could

paraphrase Wittgenstein a little and say that the limits of her languages
were, indeed, the limits of her world. Steiner’s world is bigger, but it has

its limits too, as do the worlds we, each of us, live in. And that is precisely
the point in all translation studies. But I'll come back to that later on in
this paper.

If translating literature is such an eminently laudable enterprise,
then why does it have to be defended in the first place? Victor Hugo states
another position in his preface to the translation of the complete Shakespeare
that had been carried out by his son, Frangois Victor: “to translate a foreign
poet is to add to one’s own poetry; yet this addition does not please those
who profit from it. At least not in the beginning; the first reaction is one
of revolt. A language into which another idiom is transfused does what it
can to resist. It will find new strength in it later, but for now it is indignant.
It abhors that new taste. Those strange locutions, those unexpected patterns,
this savage irruption of unknown figures of speech, all that amounts to an
invasion. What is going to become of its own literature? What an idea to
mix the substance of other people’s into its own blood? That’s too much
poetry. Images are abused, metaphors proliferate, boundaries are violated,
cosmopolitan taste is introduced into local taste by force.”* Translation,
it would seem, as a rather undefined (and precisely therefore the more
“horrible”) threat against the world one lives in, and would like to continue
to live in with the least discomfort possible, considering all the trouble it
hastaken to build up that world in the first place.

But maybe one can have one’s own world and eat another’s? This brings
us to the third position, and its spokesman is Le Tourneur, the author of the
translation of Young’s Night Thoughts which was immensely successful in
its time. “It has been my intention to draw out of the English Young a
French Young who would be pleasing to my country, and who would be
read with interest, so much so that readers would no longer ask whether they
arc reading an original or a copy. It seems to me that this is the method to
follow when one translates authors from foreign languages who, though
superior in merit, are not always superior in taste. That way, we would be
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able to dppropriate all that is good in our neighbors’ way of life, and we
would leave aside what is bad, what we do not need to read, or know.”>
There is no categorical refusal here, but rather a willingness to adapt what
is foreign to what is one’s own or should we rather use the word “arrogance”
in this context, because the quotation rather .strongly suggests that one’s
own world is the “good” one, basically, and that it can be improved by
additions from other worlds, but only on its own terms only, i.e., if the other
world acknowledges- the superiority of the one into which it is going to be
translated.

The counterposition to this one will, for our purposes, be voiced by the
German writer and critic Johann Gottfried Herder, who, belonging to
another world, finds it easy to censure the world of Le Tourfieur: “the
French, who are overproud of their national taste, adapt all things to it,
rather than to try to adapt themselves to the taste of another time. Homer
must enter France a captive, and dress according to fashion, so as not to
offend their eyes. He has to allow them to take his venerable beard and
his old simple clothes away from him. He has to conform to the French
customs, and where his peasant coarseness still shows he is ridiculed as a
barbarian. But we poor Germans, who still are almost an audience without
a fatherland, who are still almost an audience without a fatherland, who
are still without tyrants in the field of national taste, we want to see him
the way he is.”®  Again, let me point out a significant phrase: “tyrants
in the field of national taste.” It is significant because, first of all, one
could hardly think of the, for the most part somewhat dowdy and gouty
“immortals” of the Academie Frangaise as “‘tyrants,” even though one
has to admit that they, together with the court, did set the boundaries, or
the limits, to go back to our earlier formulation, of national taste. Second,
because, at the moment of writing this, Herder was trying very hard to
become a “tyrant in the field of (German) national taste” himself and, in
order to do so, he had to try to unseat his predecessor, Johann Cristoph
Gottsched, whoe will appear here as spokesman for the fourth position I want
to touch upon. Gottsched defines translation as “precisely what the co-
pying of a given model is to a beginner in the art of painting. We know that
the works of great masters are copied with pleasure and diligence by mediocre
artists or by beginners who would like to make their way. While they copy
the design and the nuances, and paint in full, they observe with great acumen
every detail of the art and skill of the original artist, all the beauty and
perfection of their example. They also make up a hundred small rules for
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themselves while they are at work; they commit tc memory 2 hundred
technical tricks and advantages which are not immediately known to all.””
This is the domain of the immediately obvious, and therefore also the
domain that has been, increasingly, identified with translation studies as such,
also to satisfy more utilitarian demands, those, namely, that demand the
production of the best translation of a given text. Yet the very formulation
of Gottsched’s paragraph should make us a little bit suspicious: he says that
translators *“make up a hundred small rules for themselves while they are at
work; they commit to memory a hundred technical tricks and advantages
which are not immediately known to 2Il.” In other words, he raises the
perennial problem of the very possibility of training tanslators, at least above
a certain level. For it is obvious that people can learn languages, and that
they are able to acquire a certain competence in moving from one language
into another, or even of several languages into several others. But there is
no knowledge there that they cannot acquire in language learning, little, or
nothing, that is really “translation-specific” — which.is also, incidentally,
the reason why so many textbooks of tramslation read like 2 more or less
elaborate rehash of textbooks of linguistics. The propaedeutics of translation
can, in other words, be taught, but can translation itself really be taught
or is it rather the kind of knowledge one acquires patiently for oneself, the
skill the painter, the archer, any craftsman tends to acquire with patience
and effort? And even if translation turns out to be teachable, if the “hundred
small rules” and the “hundred technical tricks” are painstakingly expli-
citated, drilled and rehearsed, what guarantee is there that these are the
“right” rules, the “right” tricks? Again, if we look back over the history of
writing on translation in the West, it becomes rather painfully obvious that
the rules have changed quite a bit over the centuries, and there is no reason
to suppose that these rules will not continue to change. To take but one

example, the great German translator August Wilhelm Schiegel wrote that -

“one of the first principles of the arf of transiation is that, as far as the nature
of a language allows, 2 poem should be recreated in the same metre.”®
Countless translators took him at his word, yet not quite a hundred years
later the German classical scholar Willamowitz felt confident to write that
“everyone should know by now that this whole direction is wrong, that it
goes against the very nature of language.”® Similarly; for every “rule-giver”
who says “A,” there is at least one, often many more, to say “B,” or “C.”
What are we left with, after this quick survey of the four positions
that keep recurring in most writing on translation? An obvious platitude:

oy
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translation enriches the national literature (this position also appears in two
other variants: that translation is good as an exercise for aspiring writers,
and that translation enriches a language as well as a literature, but they need
not concern us here), which remains rather vague and does not help us
in any practical way. A very real sense of uneasiness: translation as a threat
to a certain (view of a) world, and the almost instinctive desire to save that
world from translation, which leads to the arrogance of linguistic and literary
colonisation, rather than exchange. And, finally, rules, a nearly endless set
of them, which have their use, even though that use is rather restricted, in
the end.

Not, one might say, a very positive conclusion, if conclusion it may be
called. Certainly not a very productive one, for as long as the discussion
about literary transiation keeps turning around these four positions, it will
do little more than, precisely, circling these four positions in ever widening
concentric circles, which in the end — how could it be otherwise — begin to
look suspiciously like the limits behind which-all discussion of the translation
of literature must remain trapped for ever.

Now try to look at these facts from another angle: the questions that
have been asked over and over again in the past, namely “what is a good
translation,” “what should we translate,” have never been answered in any
conclusive way. Could it be, therefore, that conclusive answers to these
questions are, simply, not available? Which would amount to saying that
maybe these have been the “wrong” questions to-ask all along, “wrong”
in that they tend to remain unproductive, at least beyond a certain point,
and. that point is reached quite fast. Maybe we need to reformulate the
questions, not to solve them, because that will remain impossible, but
questions that are unsolvable can at least be made productive, i.e., conducive
to further meaningful research, and I would like to devote the rest of this
paper to a blueprint of a programme of research in this direction.

What questions should we ask, then? In accordance with the marked
recent shift in philosophy and philosophy of science, since Wittgenstein, from
essentialist to functional questions, i.e., from “what is it” to “how does. it
work, what does it do” questions, we might reformulate the questions that
should be meaningful in a discussion on translating literature in such a way
that the “is” does not appear in them any more. Instead, we might start
from the undeniable fact that translations tend to exist, and then proceed
to ask “what texts are translated, and how” and, if we can see a way of
solving that question, also “why.” ’
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To make things clearer, let me here introduce a fifth position, one that
is not often repeated in writings on translation, yet one that begins at the
very roots of things. Its spokesman is the fifteenth century English translator
Johr. of Trevisa, and the quotation is taken from his “Dialogue between
a Lord and a Clerk upon Translation.” The important point is that the
translator does not simply select a text, but that the lord more or less orders
him to translate a certain text, and in a certain way. The Lord says “I desire
not translation of these the best that might be, for that were an idle desire for
any man that is now alive, but I would have a skilful translation, that might
be known and understood.” And when the clerk asks “Whether is you liefer
have, a translation of these chronicles in thyme or in prose?” the lord is very
guick and specific in his answer: “In prose, for commonly prose is more
clear than thyme, more easy and more plain to know and understand.”?°

You will have noticed that the lord is not particularly interested in
fostering the “best™ translation “that might be”, but rather in the production
of translations that function inside the culture he is part of, that serve their
purpose and that will, presumably, no longer be needed once their purpose
is served. You will also have noticed that the clerk does not select the manner
in which the translation is to be made, but that he asks what manner the lord
would find most acceptable. I am far from suggesting that present-day
translators have their lords to go to, and that they conduct dialogues with
them in the manner quoted above. I am suggesting, though, that this
dialogue, this fifth position, is able to provide us with a model for the study
of translated literature that is more productive than any of the other four,
also in that it ultimately goes beyond the study of translated literature as
such, and rejoins the study of literature, or literary theory if you like.

The model is useful in that it, first of all, suggests, and very strongly
so, that the autonomy of the translator, which is taken for granted by the
spokesmen for the other four positions does, in actual fact, not exist, or exist
only in the rarest of cases, those, namely, in which the translator does not
have to worry about either his personal subsistence, or the publication of
his work — and the link between the two tends to be rather
obvious.

What I am trying to bring to your attention here is the concept of

“constraifit.” A constraint is not a law, an ordinance, something that must
be obeyed regardless, and is enforced without mercy. John of Trevisa’s lord

wou.d obviously not have his clerk beheaded if he had refused to translate
the chronicles the lord wanted him to translate, though chances are he would
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have had him hanged if he had been caught poaching on his grounds. Rather,
the lord would have let the clerk known that his services were no longer
needed, and the clerk would have had no alternative but to leave the employ-

ment of this particular lord, and to set out on the road to look for another.

A constraint is something that is less outspoken than a law, and therefore
also more insidious: you know, when you are a clerk, that you had better
translate what the lord wants you to translate, and in the way he wants you
to, because otherwise you are quite likely to lose the financial help the
lord gives you, and also the social prestige that is attached to being in the
employment of a lord. Yet, at the same time, you can say no, without any
immediate danger to life and limb, and walk out into the big wide world
where it is likely to be cold, if that world happens to be England, and rainy,
where, to put it in more general terms, your shelter is gone.

A constraint, then; is something that regulates the social relationships
between those who are in authority and those who are not. Submitting to
the’ constraint assures those not in authority of a certain kind of shelter,
which they forfeit if they do not submit, but, by the same token, they can
choose not to submit, and take the consequences.

It is my contention that texts, whether original or translated, and even
whether of literary nature or not, are subject, are produced subject to a
number of constraints. In hierarchical order I would list these eonstraints
as follows: first, patronage, the lord John of Trevisa writes about, the court,
the emperor, but also, in more recent times, churches, political parties,"
publishers, radio and TV — in short, whatever person or institution (and in
the past patrons tended to have a much more recognizable face than they do
now, because the person was, to a much .greater extent the institution than
he or she could ever be now. Think of the words one of the great patron’s
of the arts, Louis XIV of France, never actually said, but they keep being
quoted because they are such a perfect'summing up of the situation: “I
am the state”) establishes for a given culture at a given time what the Jtalian
philosopher Antonio Gramsci used to call “hegemony.” By hegemony
Gramsci means that the patrons succeed in establishing their view -of the
world, the world as they would like it to be (regardless of whether the wond
actually is like that or not), in such a way that it tends to become, not only.
generally accepted, but even “obvious,” that alternatives are not even thought
of, any more. Examples are, once again, the absolutist monarchies of Europe
in the seventeenth and eighteenth century, but also what Popper calls “closed
societies” in our own time. Yet history teaches us that hegemonies pass,
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just as people do, even though particularly successful hegemonies manage to
outlast the people who built them up by (quite) some time. What interests
us here, though, is not in the first place this hegemony or that, but rather
the process by which hegemonies are established. There are, in all sccieties,
cultures, tendencies which fight each other in order to achieve hegemony.
The vital point for what I have to say here today is that the hegemonies
change, but the fight goes on. This statement does in no way entail a value
judgment; it is not intended to be “ethical” or “political” in nature. It
simply states a fact, indeed, one of the most simple facts to emerge from the
study of history. .

The struggle for hegemony takes two basic forms in history, depending
on the power of the patronage. In closed societies, where the patron or
patron. group unite(s) the three main elements of patronage in omne, ie.,
where the same person or institution is able to dispense both economic
subsistence and social status (in which case we speak of “undifferentiated
patronage”), hegemony tends fo be more absolute, and to last longer, than in
open societies, where patronage does not unite status and economic subsist-
encs, where, in practice, no one hegemony achieves a totally absolute status,
but where different, competing world views do, de facro exist side by side, in
varicus degrees of interrelation.

The traditional Chinese mandarinate is, of course, a good example
of the first kind of patronage, as is the coterie literature produced ir nearly
all countries of Europe from the Carolingian Renaissance to the seventeenth
century. Literature produced for a relatively small group of litferati by a
relatively small group of firterati, heavily dependent on patronage for their
economic subsistence. It i§ a sobering thought, e.g., that both Chaucer and
Tu Fu were, at one point in their lives, tax collectors.

Texts, literary and otherwise, are produced within the constraints of a
world view that has conguered an absclute or relative hegemony. In more
open societies, where the hegemony is less absolute, economic subsistence
may have liftle or nothing to do with social status. Harold Robbins, eg.,
is probably the richest author alive at this moment, but he is hardly ever
mentioned in the New York Review of Books, ot other trend-setting
periodicals. Alternatively, social status may, simply, mean that the writer
can depend on the support of like-minded groups, who are able to afford
him or her a certain feeling of belonging, as in the case of — the by now
venerable — poets of what is, too succinctly, called “the beat generation™
in textbooks. And this is also a good point for me to apologize for the
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generalizations I am, inevitably, forced to make. I am sure that what I say
needs more work, and needs to be revised in the light of the work that will
have been done, but such is the rule, or rather, are the constraints of research
and discovery. One starts with a bold hypothesis, which does, of course,
not come out of nowhere, but is based on some empirical observation and a
lot of other hypotheses, and one waits for the corrections to come. Also,
one doesn’t start with a bold hypothesis because it seems like a good idea
on a rainy afternoon; rather, this type of hypothesis seems to be called for
when the reigning hypothesis, the one that has been corrected and supple-
mented for years or, in this case, centuries, does not seem to be capable
of leading to productive research. What I am saying here very definitely
belongs to the phase of the first hypothesis. It does claim neither
completeness, nor exhaustiveness, nor all due attention to all details and
finer distinctions, for which a knowledge is needed much greater than what
1 possess, in fact the collective knowledge of people reading this, which will
serve as a touchstone.

Constraints can, as I said before, be submitted to, but they can also
be, if not ignored, at least left aside, put between brackets, so to speak.
In the long history of the Chinese empire both attitudes towards constraints
have been amply illustrated by the opposition between what is schematically
referred to as the “Confucian” world view (the hegemony) and the Taoist
one, sometimes the challenger, more often the counter-current, the “under-
ground,” as we would now call in the West . For many poets who have
written inside the world view that did acquire a position of hegemony, there
are others, of course, like Ch’iao Chi, who talk about themselves as being
the “Highest graduate of the college of clouds and mists/Drunken angel of
rivers and lakes,” and who have been “writing commentaries on the wind and
the moon for forty years.”!!

So much for the first constraint. The second is that of what I would
like to call “poetics,” and it consists of two parts. A poetics is the constraint
(of constraints) guiding literary practice over a number of years, decades,
centuries. Think of neo-classical poetics, e.g., Romantic poetics, etc. A
poetics is not a timeless given, but a way of writing that has achieved some
kind of hegemony, either relative or absolute, but, in both cases, temporary,
however long the time it lasts may turn out to be. It has a functional
component, which is rather closely linked with the world view of the
patron(s) who have achieved hegemony. The functional component of a
poetics expresses the current idea in a society of what literature is for, what it
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should do, or be allowed to do. But a poetics also consists of an inventory
compenent, i.e., the collection of genres, archetypal heroes and heroines,
forms, symbols, that is available for the writer to choose from. It will be
cbvious that the functional component of a poetics is much more prone to
change than the inventory component, even though, in certain cases, certain
- elements from the inventory also get functional value; think of the Romantic
predilection for the sonnet, e.g., which also served as a kind of repudiation
of the functional view of literature defended by the neo-classical poetics.

And this is where we come back to Herder’s “tyrants of taste.”” These
tyrants are not the patrons, because they are not directly involved with
the nitty gritty of literature, but with society as a whole, and their main
care is that none of the components of society should be allowed to fall
toc far out of step with any of the others. Rather, these “tyrants” who,
in practice, turn out to be rather benevolent, just lock at your neighbor,
tend to be critics, teachers, academics who, again, have the choice of
operating within the realm of the reigning poetics, or opposing that reigning
poetics and trying to replace it by another one. Depending on their choice,
these “tyrants” will praise a certain kind of literature, and damn another,
they will teach a certain kind of literature, and leave another kind out of con-
sidsration altogether, they will draw up a certain kind of syliabus, and not
ancther and, in doing so, they will, eventually, whether they want to or not,
secome responsible for the canonization of certain writers and for the fact
that other writers tend to sink into a more or less benign oblivion, sometimes
to be rescued from it a few decades or centuries later, but often to remain
there, and to surface, at best, as names in histories of literature which are,
of zourse, written by critics, teachers, academics.

The third constraint I have in mind is what linguists have taken increa-
singly to calling “universe of discourse,” ie., the knowledge of the world,
his or her world, that is stored in the brain of the author and that is, at least
he or she assumes it is, also stored in the brain of his or her readers. It is
this shared knowledge that makes understanding of the work possible
between both sides of the lterary communication, and which also makes
understanding sometimes very difficult, if not impossible, if the author and
the reader belong to a differer_lt universe of discourse, i.e., to different
cultures,to different historical phases of the same culture or even, increasing-
ly so, to different subcultures. ““Universe of discourse™ means, once again, a
werld that is limited, circumscribed, no matter how wide it can be and,
moreover, a world that needs to be limited, circumcribed, since it is a world
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that we must all, at least in part, be able to carry around in our heads day
after day, and the storage space we have is, to put it mildly, not unlimited.

My fourth constraint is language, the natural language in which a work
of literature is written, Comparative linguistics has shown that language can,
to a certain extent, be said to have some influence on the way in which
certain concepts, ideas, are expressed, but in recent times that part of
linguistics which deals with the analysis of texts or, to put it more precisely,
which starts from the text as the basic unit of linguistic investigation, rather
than the word, or the sentence, has shown, to my mind rather conclusively,
that language is part of a whole social network which is activated as soon as
you open your mouth and begin to speak. Language is not the rules you
learn in grammars alone, nor is it the idioms you commit to memory if
you are in training as a translator. Rather language is inextricably linked with
the other constraints I have enumerated above, with a view of the world,
with a “poetics,” which text linguists tend to call text conventions, since
they have to be valid for more than the limited domain of literary texts,
and with a universe of discourse. The link that interests us most here is that
between language as such, and poetics. It is important to realize that in
certain literatures the boundaries of the language and the boundaries of the
poetics overlap, so to speak. This is certainly the case for Chinese and
Japanese literature, which have evolved a poetics sui generis, which coincides
with the language, ie., which is the dominant poetics in the linguistic area
in which Chinese and Japanese are, respectively, spoken. This certainly holds
true for the inventory component of the poetics, just as certainly as a case
could be made for the underlying similarity of the functional components
of classical Chinese and Japanese poetics, which will have a lot to do with the
not dissimilar world view which achieved hegemony, and held it for a long
time, in both cultures.

But this situation is by no means the general rule. In many other
literatures, e.g., the boundaries of the linguistic area in which the literature
is read, do not coincide with the boundaries of the poetics, both in its
functional and in its inventory component. In fact, the poetics turns out to
be supralinguistic. This is already obvious in the literatures of Europe and the
Americas, in so far as they go back to a common stock of inventory devices,
such as the ode, the detective novel, science fiction, horror, but it is nowhere
more obvious than in the literatures whose functional component has to do
with the Koran, and whose inventory component has been more or less
bodily transported, first from Arabic, the language in which it was first
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formulated, a Semitic language, to Persian, an Indo-European language,
which added one inventory component, the quatrain, and then to Turkish,
a Finno-Ugrian language, totally unrelated to the other two, and finally
to Urdu. Language, contrary to what a certain poetics has tried to make us ‘
believe for some tirne, is not the “raw material” of literature; it is one of the
materials, linked with others, such as poetics, world view, universe of discourse.

After this all too rapid and all too general survey of the field,
we ate now able to sketch the perimeters, at least, of a study of

* translated literature which may be productive for the study of literature in
general and, in doing so, may leave the ghetto in which the four positions
enumerated at the beginning of this paper have, increasingly, left it.

There is, of course, a fifth constraint when we are talking about trans-
lation, and one that is not there when we are talking about the production
of texts that are not translated, namely the original, the text itself. That text
is the focus where the four other constraints come together, clash, mingle,
achieve some kind of equilibrium or fail to achieve it. It is, in any case, what
the translator has to work from, with, or even against. I believe we are now in
a position to better understand what Nicolas Perrot d’Ablancourt, a French
transiator of the seventeenth and early eighteenth century, wrote in the after-
word to his translation of Lucian: “this translation of mine can be attacked
for two-reasons, namely for what [ wanted to achieve with it, and how I tried
to achieve it. For some people will say that I should not have translated this
author, and others will say that I should have translated him differently.”*2

Perrot d’Ablancourt’s is the most succinct formulation of the translator’s
position I know of. Notice that he gives the same weight to the selection of
the text to be translated, as to the actual translation of the text, the problem
which has, over the centuries that have elapsed since he wrote, increasingly
come to occupy the center of the stage and, in doing so, has obscured the
first, and equally important problem — which has, to speak in terms that
should now be generally understandable, achieved a position of hegemomy
in the field of thinking about translation, precisely the hegemony that is
responsible for the relative stagnation from which the field continues to
suffer. » :

We could say, roughly, that Perrot d’Ablancourt’s second problem,
how to translate, refers to the position the translator is forced to occupy
between two languages and two umniverses of discourse. I shall not go into
more detail here about those two sets of constraints, because that would
inevitably lead to statements which would be limited to two, or at most
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four (in my case) languages and universes of discourse, which makes it
impossible to produce general statements, except if one.dares, as far too
many people writing this kind of study in the past have definitely dared,
rather brazenly conclude that statements made with regard to certain pairs of
languages and universes of discourse are — of course — transferable to other
languages and universes of discourse. Nothing could be farther from the
truth, and that is why I do not attempt anything of the kind here.

Suffice it to say, on this matter, that most textbooks designed to train
translators concentrate rather exclusively on these two constraints, and that
they belong to the realm of the “hundred small rules” and the “hundred
technical tricks™ Gottsched was writing about two and a half centuries ago.

Of far more interest is the position of translation with regard to the
first two constraints mentioned: patronage and poetics, because it is when
dealing with those constraints that translation, the praxis, lies at the heart of
comparative literature, while translation, the theory, lies at the heart of
literary theory. Let us go back to the concept of world view and hegemony.
Hegemony builds up a certain view of the world, consolidates it, and tries to
perpetuate it for various reasons, not the least of which is power. To be
able to do so successfully, a certain control over the production of potentially
subversive material is necessary. This is left, in practice, to the “tyrants of
taste” also mentioned. Censorship springs to mind, of course, but that is
a rather cut dried matter: you forbid the publication of a book, you
confiscate it, burn it, and there an end. Of much more interest — and also
much more widespread — is the practice of what I would like to call
“refraction,” the rather long term strategy, of which translation is only a
part, and which has as its aim the manipulation of foreign work in the service
of certain aims that are felt worthy of pursuit in the native culture. Texts can
be refracted in a variety of ways; translation is.the most obvious one, but
there is also criticism, in so far as it tries to influence the evelution of the
culture it originates in, historiography, anthologization, to' name the most
important.

In terms of world view, foreign texts will be refracted differently
depending on whether they have to serve the purpose of shoring up the ruling
hegemony, or of undermining it. Certain elements of the original will be
emphasized, others will be played down, according to the goal the refraction
is made to serve. Translations from the — at the time politically rather
explosive — work of the English phﬂosophers in XVIHth century Frdnce,
e.g., varied considerably according to whether they announced on the1r title
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page that they had been printed in Paris, hence given the Royal Privilege, or
printed in Strassbourg or, most likely, Amsterdam, which meant that they
had, in fact, just as well been printed in Paris itself, but not submitted to the
reading committee that bestowed Royal Privileges, for obvious reasons.
And yet, and this is the most important point, for the reader, who does not
know the foreign language, or the foreign culture, the translation functions,
always and in all circumstances, as the original. It is his or her only way of
getting to know the unknown, and it is, I'm afraid, rather a fact in the field
of philosophy and, especially, imaginative literature, that he or she never
gets to know the unknown “as it really is.”” This, again, is not intended to be
a value judgment, nor any kind of ethical pronouncement, simply the state-
ment of an inescapable fact, inescapable, because, I venture to say, no other
way is possible. And the reason why that should be so lies in the very nature
of hegemony. The examples I have given so far have been a little on the
extreme side, and designedly so, in order to make certain things more obvious
or, if 1 may put it in a different parlance, in order to try to break through
the hegemony of a certain way of looking at translation and translation
studies. But it has not been my intention to give the impression of a ruthless,
unprincipled and excessively cunning band of (translators, critics,
historiographers and anthologists snickeringly employed in systematically
betraying the foreign work they deal with. On the contrary, most of the
people T just mentioned are usually meticulous, hard working, well read and
as honest as is humanly possible. It’s just that they see what they are doing
as obvious, as the only way, even if that only way has, historically, changed
over the ceniuries as the constellations of patronage have changed. A
translator, to lay the old adage to rest once and for all, has to be a traitor,
but most of the time he or she doesn’t know it, and nearly all of the time he
or she has no other choice. Not, that is, as long as he or she remains caught
within the boundaries of the culture that is his or hers Ly birth or by
adoption; not, therefore, as long as he or she tries to, as is extremely logical
under the circumstances, influence the evolution of that culture, in terms of
the refraction of foreign world views, or of its literature, in terms of the
refraction of poetics.

Let us trot out that old standby of conferences of this kind, Pound’s
Cathay, one last time to illustrate what I have to say in the field of poetics.
Of course the translations are not “right,” even the very names of the poets
translated are by no means *‘right,” because they were never supposed to be.
Pound was not interested primarily in bringing the West into contact with
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Chinese literature, but rather in inventing a kind of Chinese poetry that
looked suspiciously like imagism, centuries avant Iz lettre. And he needed,
rather desperately, in fact, a kind of imagism of the sort because, quite
frankly, there wasn’t one in English at the time. There were manifestoes,
to be sure, but those are a dime a dozen, and for the rest there was precious
little the young rebels could put against the old hegemony they wanted to
overthrow, at least in the field of poetics, and which was incorporated by
giants with an enormous production behind them, like Tennyson, the hated,
but so very popular poet laureate. What better way, then, to draw atten-
tion to one’s own poetics than to claim that it had been practiced,
unbeknownst of course to the unenlightened in England and America, by
great poets in another culture, and never mind if you don’t know a thing.
about the poets and the culture,

Again, T do not pronounce a value judgment, I simply try to describe
a phenomenon that is at the heart of all influence, of all attempts at
refraction. There is always, to go back briefly to John of Trevisa, a “lord”
in the background, no matter who, or no matter what, and the “lord” decides
the direction the refraction, translation, critical article, review, historical
survey, anthology, is going to take,

What I propose to do now is to take one step backwards, so to speak,
to create a little distance between these facts and ourselves as observers.
For the picture changes drastically if, for some reason or other, we are no
longer primarily interested in mﬂuencmg the evolution of our own culture,
our own literature, but if, for what I believe rather sound reasons, we become
primarily interested in the constraints, the mechanisms that regulate the
dissemination of the products of one culture in another. And I use the word
“regulate” advisedly, because I am convinced that there are regularities gover-
ning this, that it is by no means a matter of chance, or genius, or a
combination of both.

Again, to come back to what I briefly touched upon at the beginning of
this paper, this implies a switch over from essentialism to functionalism.
The important question is no longer “what is a good refraction,” but rather,
“how does this refraction operate,” why was it made, what purpose was it
made to serve, what general mechanisms can we postulate on the basis of the
analysis of this kind of refraction, for further analysis and correction when
they are confronted with the analysis of other types of refraction? We are
dealing, in fact, in images, in the images cultures try to project of other
cultures, and, depending on why the projection is made, in the images they
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try to make as similar or dissimilar to the image they have of themselves.
We are, in other words, walking in a hall of mirrors, but not blindly so,
because we know that the mirrors have been put there, at certain angles,
for certain purposes. '

The study of refracted texts, of refracted literature, therefore, as
opposed to the production of refracted texts, of refracted literature, promises
to be, at the very least, revealing. It promises to show how cultures, litera-
tures, interrelate, what kind of an image they need to project (and, if
necessary, invent) of each other — think of wartime propaganda. As such,
the study of refracted texts and, through it, of the very process of refraction,
goes beyond the study of literature proper and becomes productive for under-
standing of the way(s) in which cultures try to, have to deal with each other.
In the final analysis it tends to point to, and begin to unveil, the stratagems
of hegemony in the field of text production.

As I suggested above, this can only be achieved if we can manage to
stop thinking in terms of “good” and “bad,” if we realize, to put it
differently, that what we call “good” really means “conform to our own
world view, our own poetics,” whereas what we call “bad” tends to mean
the opposite. Hence of course the arrogance I remarked on at the beginning
of this paper, which is the defensive reaction of those unwilling to see this, or,
probably closer to the truth, unwilling, or unable to admit to themselves
that they have, in fact, seen this.

For it is a fact of history, as well as literary evolution, that both world
views and poetics will go on trying to construct a position of hegemony
for themselves, that they will try to defend that position for as long as they
are able to, and that they will be challenged by different world views and
different poetics. Once this is grasped, everything becomes relative — in
the realm, that is, in which we have taken the step back [ just talked about,
whereas in the realm of daily life relativity is a much more questionable
concept.

It all depends, in the end, on what we think we, s scholars of literature,
are here for, whether it is our task to interpret, or whether it is our task to
explain. If we think our task is to interpret, we shall go to the text, probably
2 text which has been preselected for us, and we shall either write a critical
essay on it, or we shall try to translate it. Depending on our crientation, we
shall try to produce an article, or a translation; or any other form of
refraction, which is acceptable to the ruling hegemony or which is not. In
both cases, and this is the point to grasp, we shall be bound by the ruling
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hegemony, because, if we want to go against it, we still have to define
ourselves against it, we have to subvert its language while we are actually
speaking it. If, on the other hand, we think that our task is to explain, we
are not so much concerned with particular texts, even though, as individuals,
we are of course likely to prefer certain texts to others, but rather with
the different contexts within which texts are interpreted, with the rules and
the mechanisms that make interpretation, refraction, translation possible,
and that keep it within certain limitations, on certain tracks.

It is obvious from my text what kind of thoice I think we should make,
and this would be the right point in the text at which to start working towards
a rousing ending, also in view of the time allotted to me, but there is one
question left unanswered, and one that I shall never be able to answer,
namely that of the probably, ideally, Archimedean point from which to
explain things, the point to which we should try to take our step back. I
have been arguing (a time honored textual strategy) as if there was such a
point, maybe not easily reachable, but still, within reach, at least theoretical-
ly so. It is time to admit, at this moment, that there is no such point in
abstract terms, that even for those who want to take that step backward,
the constraints of world view, patronage, poetics, or call it text convention
in our case, universe of discourse and language remain, and will remain. Yet,
as with all constraints, we can submit to them, or we can not. It would be
wrong to suggést that we can describe the processes I have been talking about
in a kind of vacuum, almost under laboratory conditions, where everything
falls into place, preferably the place we want to fall it into. On the contrary,
meaningful, productive study and reasearch never take place under laboratory
conditions, but always on the line of tension that passes between submitting
to constraints and trying to go against them. Productive thinking always
tends to have to pull itself up by its bootstraps, because it enters territory
that is known, and known with a vengeance, but it wants to look at the
known from another angle, which suddenly makes it unknown enough
for it to become interesting again. :

It would be absurd for me to end this paper with the pious wish
formulated at the end of many papers of this type, and with this title, that we
“need more and better translations.” We will get more translations, whether
we want them or not, and whether they are better or not is not really a
matter for us to decide.

It would be nice for us if we gat more and more revealing translations,
but then, we are able to make translations, as forms of refraction and seen
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in

their interrelationship with other forms of refraction, yield a number of

revealing hints and suggestions, that can, at a later date, be integrated into
a theory of cross-cultural penetration of texts, which would be nice as a
theory, and which would also, it is hoped, be revealing to the practice.
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