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Foreword

Without the work of Lawrence Venuti this book would never have been
written. Venuti’s writing on translation as a mode of resistance and his
calls for action addressed to translators were central in motivating dis-
courses about translation, ethics, ideology, and agency in translation stud-
ies. The result has been a productive conversation about these important
topics, as a result of which Venuti’s ideas have been interrogated, critiqued,
and also enacted. This book rests on the foundation that Venuti built, but
it attempts to go further: to go beyond resistance and delineate the current
state of thinking about translation and activism. Although Venuti’s ideas
have been seminal, they have also been criticized as being not fully transi-
tive, not sufficiently applicable to a wide enough range of cultural and
political circumstances. In certain ways they are both too loosely stated
and too rigidly prescriptive. The essays in this volume open up discourses
about translation to a larger range of translational options for activist
interventions.

The limitations of resistance as primarily a reactive rather than a pro-
active form of activism will be considered in the introduction. One way of
stating the problem is to compare activism in translation to the three
stages of writing often discussed by postcolonial theory. Initially there is a
tendency in postcolonial cultures to introject the colonizers’ values and
standards. A second stage is marked by the tendency to reject those values
and define the colonized culture’s identity in terms of polar oppositions to
the culture of the colonizers. A third stage is marked by transcendence of

vii
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this sort of polarized thinking in favor of the attempt to define an autono-
mous cultural stance distinct from that of the colonizers, irrespective of
the colonizing power’s approbation or condemnation. In a sense resistance
as a form of ideological and programmatic translation can be compared
to the second stage of postcolonial thinking. The polarized nature of resis-
tance, where attention is focused on opposing the force of a defined and
more powerful opponent, is an unnecessarily limited view of translational
activism.

In The Left Hand of Darkness Ursula Le Guin has a character reflect,
“They say here ‘all roads lead to Mishnory’. To be sure, if you turn your
back on Mishnory and walk away from it, you are still on the Mishnory
road. . .. You must go somewhere else; you must have another goal; then
you walk a different road” (1969:153). In a sense activists cannot simply
oppose or resist social and political constraints: they must also be able to
initiate action, change direction, construct new goals, articulate new val-
ues, seek new paths. They must, so to speak, be able to leave the Mishnory
road. This volume explores activism and translation in the widest possible
sense, looking at a broad range of opponents, affiliations, goals, objectives,
and strategies from many cultures and many historical circumstances since
the end of the eighteenth century. The essays demonstrate that thinking
about translation and activism has moved well beyond a focus on binaries
in this domain as it has in most other areas of inquiry in translation stud-
ies, and thus it has moved beyond the focus on resistance.

The book was initially begun as a joint project between Edwin
Gentzler and myself. Edwin read most of the essays as they came in from
contributors and his comments were important in the shape that the es-
says took during the process of revision. The book is significantly stronger
for his contributions to the editing process. To my regret he withdrew
from the project for personal reasons. I continue to be indebted to him for
the success of this project, and I am most grateful for his support of the
project since he withdrew.

Translation has been a central element in the research and teaching
missions of Comparative Literature at the University of Massachusetts
Amberst since the program was founded in the 1960s. Indeed translation
is a common interest that binds together members of all the language and
literature departments of the University, as well as faculty members in
those departments at Amherst College, Hampshire College, Mt. Holyoke
College, and Smith College, which together with the University constitute



Foreword ix

Five Colleges, Inc., the oldest and most successful post-secondary consor-
tium in the United States. In the last half century, this joint faculty has
been notable for its abiding concern with translation and for the presence
of many eminent translators among us. This interest has sustained the long-
running Faculty Seminar in Translation Studies and the Five College trans-
lation journal Metamorphoses. Since the expansion of the Translation
Center at the University of Massachusetts, under the able leadership of
Edwin Gentzler, that shared interest in translation has had a special focal
point. This has been an excellent ambience for thinking and publishing
about translation, resistance, and activism.

This volume grows out of an international lecture series in transla-
tion studies at the University of Massachusetts and follows an earlier pub-
lication, Translation and Power, edited by myself and Edwin Gentzler. A
selection of preliminary versions of the present essays appeared as a spe-
cial section of the Massachusetts Review (2006, volume 47.3) under the ti-
tle Translation as Resistance, and I am indebted to the Massachusetts Re-
view for permission to print the essays by Brian James Baer, Mona Baker,
Nitsa Ben-Ari, and John Milton in an updated form. My colleague David
Lenson, editor of the Massachusetts Review, has provided enthusiastic
support of this exploration of activist translation throughout, including
the expansion of the collection to the present volume. I am also grateful to
William Moebius, Director of Comparative Literature, and to Bruce Wil-
cox, Director of the University of Massachusetts Press, for their counsel and
encouragement in bringing the project to completion. The synergy linking
Comparative Literature, the Translation Center, the Massachusetts Review,
and the University of Massachusetts Press has been one of the great plea-
sures of working on this book.

My gratitude as well for special assistance from Julie Hayes, Carol
Maier, Elizabeth Fitzpatrick, Cristiano Mazzei, Lenita Maria Rimoli Es-
teves, Alexei Tymoczko, Katherine D. Scheuer, and Carol Betsch, each of
whom made important contributions to the scholarly finish of the book.
Special thanks to Paul Kostecki, Joel Martin, and Julie Hayes, whose com-
mitment to research made the publication of this volume possible. Above
all I thank the contributors of the essays themselves, who were all gra-
cious and assiduous in their responses to editorial suggestions and patient
in working together to bring this joint project to light.

MAria Tymoczko
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MARIA TYMOCZKO

Translation, Resistance, Activism:
An Overview

For Gideon Toury

THE essays in this volume examine key translations and transla-
tion movements that have been instrumental in changing societies in
many parts of the world during the course of the last two centuries. These
texts and movements have participated in ideological and political dia-
logue and struggle in their own times and places. In “Translation and the
Emancipation of Hispanic America,” Georges L. Bastin, Alvaro Echeverri,
and Angela Campo outline the centrality of translation in the revolution-
ary movement that led to the liberation of the colonies of Spain in His-
panic America. Two studies describe the effects of more recent cases of
colonialism, detailing the relationship of colonialist translation to the sub-
ordination of populations and focusing on translational resistance in the
responses of the colonized groups. In “Covert and Overt Ideologies in the
Translation of the Bible into Huao Terero,” Antonia Carcelen-Estrada ana-
lyzes the function of Bible translation in the “pacification” of the Huaorani
in the Amazon, looking at translation of identities and resistance to trans-
lation as well. Pua‘ala‘okalani D. Aiu discusses the colonization of the
Hawaiian Islands in “Ne‘e Papa I Ke O Mau: Language as an Indicator of
Hawaiian Resistance and Power,” defining the parts that both translation
and refusal to translate have played in the Hawaiian renaissance since the
mid-twentieth century.

Other studies focus on the use of translation to challenge more general
ideological oppression, including cultural straitjackets, illustrating ways
that activist translation has been instrumental in cultural liberation and



2 Maria Tymoczko

important cultural shifts. In “Secret Literary Societies in Late Victorian
England,” Denise Merkle details how translators in England circumvented
censorship with secret publishing and distribution networks, thus oppos-
ing the sexual prohibitions of the dominant culture in the second half of
the nineteenth century. In a paired study, “Reclaiming the Erotic: Hebrew
Translations from 1930 to 1980,” Nitsa Ben-Ari demonstrates that a vari-
ety of translation types—from pornography to medical manuals—ensured
that the erotic would have a place and a vocabulary in modern Hebrew
and emerging Israeli culture, countering the dominant puritanical ethos
in cultural nationalism as the state of Israel was taking shape. During
roughly the same period, translation of Western literary classics into Rus-
sian was used to create counterdiscourses to some of the most culturally
repressive policies of the Soviet Union, as Brian James Baer indicates in
“Literary Translation and the Construction of a Soviet Intelligentsia.”
Moving to the current moment, Paul F. Bandia examines cultural subver-
sion in contemporary writing in the “postcolonies” of Africa and effective
modes of translation for representing that subversion in his essay “Literary
Heteroglossia and Translation: Translating Resistance in Contemporary
African Francophone Writing.” All these studies indicate the powerful
roles that resistant and activist translations play in social change.

Two additional essays highlight the pivotal nature of translation as a
political force opposing dictatorships. In “The Resistant Political Transla-
tions of Monteiro Lobato,” John Milton argues that the translations of José
Bento Monteiro Lobato promoted the modernization of Brazil and under-
mined the policies of the Getulio Vargas dictatorship between the 1920s
and the 1940s. The later dictatorship that dominated Brazil between the
1960s and 1980s is the subject of “Growing Agency: The Labors of Political
Translation,” in which Else R. P. Vieira recounts her own personal experi-
ence as head translator of a history revealing foundational events in the
formation of the government; her work helped topple the power structure.

Theoretical perspectives on the nature of translation, resistance, and
activism bracket the collection. Mona Baker extends sociological ap-
proaches to narrative theory in “Translation and Activism: Emerging Pat-
terns of Narrative Community” and then uses this theoretical framework
to assess activism undertaken by contemporary associations of translators
who translate documents silenced by dominant news sources and who inter-
pret for nonprofit organizations that oppose multinational, globalizing,
and military interests, so as to further a more balanced circulation of ideas
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in the world at large. In the conclusion Maria Tymoczko matches the broad
spatial and temporal range of the main essays with a longitudinal analysis
of the Irish translation record to show that activist translation strategies—
including those associated with revolution and cultural nationalism—are
minutely situated in space, time, history, and political contexts; because these
strategies are subject to stringent felicity conditions and rapid change, she
concludes that prescriptive recommendations for activist translators and
activist translation strategies are misplaced.

We will return to a more detailed assessment of the individual chap-
ters of this volume and their significance as a whole in the concluding es-
say. Before attempting such a summary, however, it is useful to consider
some more general questions about the nature of translation and the ways
that it participates in social formation. Let us begin by asking some basic
questions.

How have we arrived at a position where translations are read and
discussed as records of cultural contestations and struggles rather than as
simple linguistic transpositions or creative literary endeavors? How have
scholars come to explore translations as a means of fighting censorship,
cultural repression, political dominance, and physical coercion? Of foster-
ing cultural nationalism and even revolution? In these essays translators
are recognized as crucial agents for social change and translations are
documented as central cultural expressions rather than as derivative, peri-
pheral, or marginalized productions. Translation is seen as an ethical,
political, and ideological activity, not simply as a mechanical linguistic
transposition or a literary art. Even when literary translation is the subject
of these essays, the ideological implications of translational innovations
are sounded.

As scholars in the field know well, these approaches have emerged
from the development of translation studies as an academic discipline
since World War I1.! Early in the history of descriptive translation studies,
investigations of translations and translation movements led Gideon
Toury to declare that “translations are facts of one system only: the target
system” (1985:19, cf. 1980:28; original emphasis). Although studies of trans-
lations in the last three decades have shown that there are exceptions to
Toury’s dictum, in general the determining role of the receiving culture
has been sustained and demonstrated to have even stronger political and
ideological implications than Toury foresaw at the time.? It is not an exag-
geration to say that studies of resistant and activist translation have their
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roots in Toury’s articulation of the importance of the receptor cultural
system for translation strategies, norms, and functions, as well as the pro-
grammatic purposes of the translated texts themselves.

For centuries Western Europe has imaged translation as a type of
transfer, whether that transfer took the form of passing on the methods of
rhetoric or oratory from the Greeks to the Romans or whether it involved
moving lexis and semantic meaning to a target culture. The metaphorical
conceptualization of translation as primarily a process of cross-linguistic
transference—a communicative process in which content is transmitted
from one language to another—is reified in the English word translation,
which comes from Latin roots meaning ‘to carry across’, as well as words
in other dominant Western European languages, including Spanish tra-
duccién, French traduction, and German Ubersetzung, which are based
on similar conceptualizations.” Western writing about and theorizing of
translation have also commonly been rooted in similar assumptions about
the primacy of semantic meaning and communication in translation, of-
ten resulting in normative and prescriptive statements about the process
and products of translating.

World War II challenged these views, introducing complexities ap-
propriate to imperative concerns during the war that affected the theory
and practice of translation equally. Because of the global reach of the con-
flict, a central factor in the new thinking about translation was the neces-
sity of negotiating a greater number of linguistic and cultural boundaries
than ever before. Beyond the obvious fact of having to accommodate more
types of cultural and linguistic difference and greater degrees of difference
as well, two major preoccupations shaped thinking about translation dur-
ing the war: first, the necessity of “cracking” the complex linguistic and
cultural codes of enemies and allies alike, and, second, the construction of
cultural products that would mold public opinion in the many cultures
of the world. These preoccupations were overriding because translation
was instrumental to the war effort on both sides, with most translators in-
volved in gathering intelligence, strategic negotiations, and production of
propaganda.

Reflecting these activities, after the war the early schools of transla-
tion studies concentrated on the instrumentality of translation, stressing
functionalist aspects, and on linguistic and machine translation that had
clear ideological agendas in its focus on the asymmetries and anisomor-
phisms of languages and cultures.* Within two decades translation studies
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was consolidating into an academic discipline, steadily widening the pur-
view of the field and developing many new approaches. Beginning with
questions about language, codes, and strategies for achieving specific goals,
inquiry expanded to include philosophical questions, sociological consid-
erations, sociolinguistic issues, systems analyses of translated texts, questions
about the nature and purposes of translated literature, and insights per-
taining to politics and power.

These expansions in translation studies traced a trajectory away
from technical questions about how to translate per se toward larger ethi-
cal and political perspectives on the activity of translating, on the functions
of translation products in relation to power, and on the agency of transla-
tors. Implicit in many of these discourses are ideological questions, includ-
ing the constructivist aspect of translation, the nature of representation in
translation, and the transculturation of cultural forms and values. Perhaps
most important, translation studies demonstrated that translation is more
than intercultural transfer; interest has shifted in many investigations to the
intracultural functions of the products and processes of translation.
These approaches have converged on the ethics and politics of translation,
where the interest in ideology is akin to the focus on ideology in contempo-
rary literary, historical, and ethnographic studies. Postpositivist views of
knowledge in translation studies, as in other fields, have moved inquiry
away from simple questions of how to translate “correctly” toward larger
questions pertaining to the perception of difference and to self-reflexivity
about perspective in relation to the nature of translation in diverse cul-
tural contexts.

A significant step in rethinking the nature of translation was the de-
velopment in the 1970s and 1980s of descriptive translation studies, as we
have seen, with Toury as one of the principal architects of the approach.
Descriptive translation studies moved away from prescriptive approaches
in favor of describing actual translation products and practices in relation
to their cultural and political contexts. A major branch of descriptive stud-
ies used systems theory to analyze the part translations play within larger
literary and cultural systems.” Itamar Even-Zohar (1978, 1990) and others
have demonstrated that literary systems include translated literature as a
central component, forming a subsystem in itself. Much of what any people
considers “their” literature, for example, is in fact translated literature. In
Eurocentric cultures people think of the Bible and Greek and Roman litera-
ture as part of “their” literary system, even though very few people read
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Hebrew, Greek, or Latin at present. Similarly Buddhists around the world
claim the sutras for their own, as Islamic cultures do the Qur’an, whatever
the vernacular language of the culture.® Within social systems as a whole,
translations ground cultures, establish affiliation, construct identities, and
enable appropriation. Descriptive studies have also established that the role
of translation across systems is far from uniform: it is correlated with domi-
nance and power, as well as local norms. Thus, in cultures such as the United
States, translations play a smaller part in and constitute a smaller percent-
age of the total field of publication than is the case in Italian or Norwegian
culture, for example.” Awareness of the function of translation in construct-
ing the asymmetries of cultural systems and inequities in cultural power
becomes ever more urgent as media translation inserts quantities of ma-
terial from dominant societies into the social space of peoples around
the globe.

Toury’s seminal realization that translations are largely “facts” of the
target system has therefore been gradually expanded to include many
more parameters than those explored by early systems scholars. Early de-
scriptive scholars focused on the ways that translation was enlisted in lit-
erary struggles and the partisan roles that it played in literary shifts within
receptor cultural systems. What these scholars perceived less clearly was
that translation could be and often was also enlisted in broader cultural
struggles and that strategic and tactical interventions embodied in trans-
lations and practiced by translators constitute a form of participation in
fundamental ideological contestations within and between societies. As
these factors became clearer, descriptive investigations of translations ex-
panded relatively quickly beyond literary questions, exploring the impact
of the receptor system on translation within more extensive frameworks,
as we have seen.

Interventions of translators can be traced through the shifts they in-
troduce in the texts they produce, including shifts in content, textual form,
and political valences. What is not translated in a particular context is often
as revealing as what is translated. Thus silences and gaps in specific trans-
lated texts—Ilike the non-translation (or zero translation) of entire texts—
are fundamental in revealing the politics of translation in a particular cul-
tural context. What became apparent from descriptive studies—in some
cases shockingly so—is how many shifts in translated texts are attested in
the historical record: many more shifts and more radical ones than can be
explained simply by linguistic anisomorphisms and cultural asymmetries.®
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Descriptive studies have correlated translation shifts with larger historical
and geopolitical patterns in receiving cultures, revealing political constraints
on translators’ choices and implicit cultural and political initiatives under-
taken by translators. The studies have clearly established that translation is
much more than a matter of transfer and communication. In turn, as pre-
sumptions about linguistic fidelity and the communicative values of transla-
tion have given way to deeper investigations of how translations work within
cultural systems and how they are shaped by historical and geopolitical
frameworks, the role of translators as active figures in history, art, politics,
ideology, and belief systems has become ever more manifest. Through such
analyses descriptive studies have documented the many ways that transla-
tion has been used to change societies and social structures, at the same
time revealing the ways that translation is limited by constraints within spe-
cific contexts.

In the 1990s, partly in connection with the influence of cultural stud-
ies, partly in response to the achievements of various translators (including
feminist translators, translators in Quebec using translation to further cul-
tural nationalism, and the “cannibalizing” translators of Brazil), partly in
recognition of the cultural interventions of translators throughout history
documented by descriptive studies, and partly as an outgrowth of the inter-
est in ideology and power in translation, there were calls for translators to
become activist agents of social change, most famously embodied in Law-
rence Venuti’s “call to action.” The writings of Antoine Berman (1992 [1984],
2000 [1985]), Philip Lewis (1985), and Lawrence Venuti (1992, 1995, 1998a,
1998b, 2008) are particularly associated with calls for translators to become
involved in cultural and ideological struggles. Venuti appealed to transla-
tors to become “visible,” eschewing what he saw as the presumptive invisi-
bility of translators in dominant Western literary and commercial prac-
tices. The result has been a lively and energizing debate about strategies that
are appropriate to and effective in activist translation practices. The essays
in this volume are contributions to this ongoing exploration of power, ide-
ology, agency, and activism in translation.

There are two principal terms in common use related to activist
translation practices. The term resistance in translation studies has been
borrowed from the designation for clandestine activist movements opposed
to oppressive forces, notably those that opposed fascist governments and
armies in Europe during World War II. There is a problem with the terms
resistance and resistant when applied to translation, however. During World
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War II and similar agonistic conflicts, the opponents of resistance move-
ments were obvious and can still be presupposed in discussions of the
events. In the case of translation by contrast, there is no obvious opponent
or ideological target to which resistance in general can be presumed to re-
fer. Case studies generated by Venuti and others at times discuss resistance
as if the antagonist or opponent were obvious, but descriptive studies of
translations using this terminology ascribe resistance in translation to di-
verse and highly variable opponents including colonialism, imperialism,
neoimperialism, capitalism, Western domination, specific regimes such as
that of the United States, various oppressive social conditions, the patriar-
chy, bourgeois norms, Christianity and other religions, dominant discourses
(in a variety of cultures), dominant literary conventions, dominant linguis-
tic norms, and many others. Sometimes the object of resistance is unstated
and vague in the extreme. No agreement exists among translators or trans-
lation scholars as to what can or should be resisted in translation situations
in general or even in a given context. As the term has been used with refer-
ence to translation, resistance often appears to be an open-ended enterprise
without predefined or well-defined targets that translators or critics can
delineate or agree upon.

Translators must make choices, and emphasis on the translator’s
choices and decision making was one of the first steps in exploring the agency
of translators.'° Translators cannot transpose everything in a source text to
the receptor language and text because of anisomorphisms of language and
asymmetries of culture, because meaning in a text is both open and under-
determined, because a text makes contradictory demands that cannot be
simultaneously satisfied (for example, the demands of complex content and
spare form), and because the information load associated with and implied
by a source text is excessive and overdetermined, among other reasons.
Translation is therefore a metonymic process, and translators make choices,
setting priorities for their translations in decision-making processes that
have ideological implications (Tymoczko 1999b:41-61, 278-300; Boase-
Beier 2006:50-70). Translators’ choices also establish a place of enunciation
and a context of affiliation for the translator and the translation. The result
is that choice in translation inevitably involves values, ethics, responsibility.
At the same time because cultures are heterogeneous and include different
perspectives on values and responsibility, translations are always poten-
tially controversial, potentially the subject of conflict and contestation.
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These aspects of translation are nowhere more evident than in translations
with an activist edge.

One interesting facet of the subject at hand is that like translation,
resistance—or activism in general—is also a metonymic process: a transla-
tor cannot resist, oppose, or attempt to change everything objectionable in
either the source or target culture. The ideological aspect of translation is
heightened because translators make choices about what values and insti-
tutions to support and oppose, determining activist strategies and picking
their fights, even as they also make choices about what to transpose from a
source text and what to construct in a receptor text. Activism in translation
thus stands at the intersection of two metonymic systems: the normal me-
tonymies of translation and the metonymies of activism itself, particularly
in situations where the social antagonist is not necessarily predefined or
well defined. Resistance and activism in translation are therefore complex
acts involving complex textual constructions and complex social position-
ing. Translators must choose what (if anything) to resist or undertake in
situations where a social antagonist is not necessarily obvious. Translators’
strategies for accomplishing their social or ideological goals are legion,
highly localized in time and space, shifting as culture shifts, a subject to
which we will return in the conclusion of this volume. Translators and in-
terpreters shape their words and their texts to the needs of the moment. To
a large extent the partisanship of the translator results from partiality in
translation—by definition an inescapable aspect of the metonymics of any
process of translating—and partiality in resistance or any activist endeavor.
Such partiality is not a defect, a lack, or an absence in translation; it is a
necessary element of the task of the translator to make choices and to de-
cide which specific parts of a text and a culture to transpose, to represent, to
construct in the target text. Partialities are what differentiate translations,
enabling them to participate in the dialectic of power, the ongoing process
of political discourse, and strategies for social change. This flexibility makes
the act of translation inescapably engaged and committed, either implicitly
or explicitly, even when translators do not set out to be activists.

Calls for action in translation have not always fully recognized these
complexities. Some scholars have assumed that the object of resistance is
known; others have been prescriptive in the extreme about specific textual
strategies to be privileged in activist translations (perhaps because of
pretheoretical assumptions about values or about the object of resistance).
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In The Translator’s Invisibility, for instance, Venuti promotes a resistant
strategy that he calls “foreignization,” which “enables a disruption of target-
language cultural codes” and registers “the linguistic and cultural differ-
ences of the foreign text,” exerting “ethnodeviant pressure” on the values of
the target culture (Venuti 1995:42, 81; cf. 2008:34, 68). He argues that such
a strategy is effective in combating the cultural dominance and cultural
enclosure of readers in the United States. Generalizing such arguments
beyond their immediate cultural context is extremely difficult, however.
Although at times foreignization may be an appropriate resistant technique
in dominant cultures such as the United States or in countries (whether
dominant or not) that have a history of cultural enclosure (such as France),
it is not at all suited to subaltern cultures that are already flooded with for-
eign materials and foreign linguistic impositions (often from the United
States and other Eurocentric cultures) and that are trying to establish or
shore up their own discourses and cultural forms. Foreignization has also
been rightly criticized as an elitist strategy, more appropriate to a highly
educated target audience than to a broad readership or a cultural situation
in which the normal education level is more modest than it is in Europe
and the United States.!

In Metaphors We Live By (1980), George Lakoft and Mark Johnson
demonstrate that metaphors and their associated image-schemas perme-
ate language, structuring how people conceive of common activities and
common concepts, often in ways that are implicit and preconscious for
speakers. Such metaphors frequently undergird discourses in academic
fields as well. In translation studies the concept of resistance is obviously
such a metaphor, accessing the prestige of discourses about resistance es-
tablished in conflicts such as World War I, and the metaphor itself reveals
some of the difficulties of conceiving of activist translation as resistance.
The metaphor resistance presumes the existence of a specific powerful op-
ponent that exerts force in particular directions. The metaphor suggests
that it is the function of activists to oppose the opponent’s force so as to
deflect or thwart (i.e., resist) the actions that the force initiates and the di-
rections that the power wishes to move in and to impose on others.'? The
metaphor of resistance thus implies reaction more than action. Despite (or
perhaps because of) the popularity of the metaphor of resistance in Euro-
pean languages, it is important to understand that resistance is a reactive
view of activism rather than a proactive one: initiative largely rests with
the principal power in the situation, and activists attempt to stop those
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initiatives. Although widely used and fully appropriate in some contexts,
nonetheless the metaphor implicit in translation as resistance seems to be
problematic as the foundation for conceptualizing political and ideologi-
cal agency and activism in translation in general: it is unnecessarily restric-
tive with regard to initiative, limiting translators to a more passive role
than is required or desirable.

The second metaphor used widely in the debate about activism and
agency in translation studies is associated with the English word engage-
ment. The term derives from words meaning ‘to be under a pledge’ (from
Old French gage, ‘pledge’). The history and usage of the words engage and
engagement imply commitment, involvement, participation, mutual pledges
and promises, making guarantees, assuming obligations, exposing oneself
to risk, entering into conflict, becoming interlocked or intermeshed, and ac-
tion undertaken by more than one person (OED s.v.). As a term and meta-
phor for activism, the concept engagement suggests a much more proactive
stance than resistance does. Engagement implies a wide range of enterprises
that activists initiate rather than reactions or oppositions to an external
powerful force (as in resistance). Engagement also suggests activities based
on commitments to specific principles, as well as undertakings involving
solidarity with other people. The metaphor seems to lend itself much more
easily to forms of activism involving choice and action than does the meta-
phor of resistance. At the same time it also implies a broader and more flex-
ible concept of power: in this concept of activism, power is not simply seen
as “top down” but as inherent in many types of transactions and all levels of
society (cf. Tymoczko and Gentzler 2002:xvii-xxi).

The concept of activism as engagement—particularly engagement
taking textualized forms such as translation—is associated in postwar
thought with the concept of littérature engagée (engaged or committed
literature), widely promoted in the mid-twentieth century by Jean-Paul
Sartre and others in his circle, but also advocated by various Marxist writ-
ers, notably those outside the Soviet bloc. Calling for “a literature of praxis”
and using phrases such as “to speak is to act” and “words are loaded pis-
tols,” in the postwar period Sartre advocated using writing “to help effect
certain changes in the Society that surrounds us” (1988:36, 38, 255). Sartre
believed that change could be achieved by developing a literature that
would disclose the world (1988:65), that would be “moral and problematic”
(1988:235), that had the duty “to take sides against all injustices” (1988:229).
He argued that “literature is in essence a taking of position” and that a
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writer’s every word “has reverberations,” as do a writer’s silences (1988:224,
252). All these characteristics could be claimed for engaged translations
as well.

Sartre’s arguments are inspiring, yet when translators or scholars ad-
vocate engagement as a form of activism in translation, I believe that it is
important to envision something much more proactive than the activities
touted by advocates of littérature engagée. I take this view of engagement in
translation for a number of reasons. First, the effectiveness of literary works
or other textual forms that aim merely at attitudinal shifts in the receiving
audience is very difficult to assess and less certain to achieve actual political
or societal results than other forms of activism have been. Attitudinal shifts
are notoriously difficult to correlate with social change; they are also con-
spicuously volatile and subject to reversals or ironic finales. It seems espe-
cially dubious at present to argue for the transformative value of changing
the attitudes of a small avant-garde after a century of repression, suppres-
sion, and even extermination of cultural elites. From the annihilation of
intellectuals in the Nazi death camps to China’s Cultural Revolution, from
the neutralization of leftists and the disruption of art of all sorts during the
McCarthy period in the United States to massacres of the educated classes
in various African countries after the end of colonialism, we should under-
stand that such hopes of attitudinal shifts are often badly misplaced. Po-
groms and purges of progressives and of the left as a whole convulsed virtu-
ally every continent in the last century, wiping away gains associated with
attitudinal change. Such repression continues unabated today in many places
in the world, and freedoms of speech and of the press are currently under
general attack everywhere. Engagement as a metaphor for activism in
translation can aim at more direct and more powerful forms of action than
mere attitudinal shifts.

Before leaving the question of how to conceptualize agency in trans-
lation, let us also consider the word activism that I have been using as an
umbrella term for social interventions of various types. Activism is a rela-
tively new term in English, as is activist used as a noun, in common circula-
tion only since the middle of the twentieth century. An index of their recent
lexical status is the absence of these words from the Compact Edition of the
Oxford English Dictionary published in 1971. Activism gained currency in
the 1960s and 1970s, largely to refer to the diverse large social protests that
occurred around the world during the period. Public gatherings of civil
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rights movements, demonstrations against colonialism and imperialism,
protests against occupiers of nations, antiwar marches, feminist demon-
strations, political protests, and rallies for causes of all types have been a
common part of the social and political landscape since that time through-
out the world. Manifestations of these sorts have been referred to as activ-
ism in English for decades, but the term has come to be used for many other
forms of political involvements as well, most of which are considerably less
dramatic than such massive demonstrations and their associated political
causes.

Why did this general English-language term for public political in-
volvement gain currency after World War II? In answering the question it’s
worth considering what demonstrators and political activists were called in
earlier times. If we look back to the end of the eighteenth century and there-
after, it is notable that people we would call activists were referred to either
in general terms (agitators, reformers) or in more specific ones (rebels,
revolutionaries, Decembrists, abolitionists, nihilists, anarchists, socialists,
communists, Bolsheviks, Boxers, populists, and so forth). That is, before
World War II specific movements were recognized as involved in activities
(often disruptive ones) that were intended to advocate for or demand social
change, but their claims were often viewed as limited and particularist in
orientation. Implicitly such groups were represented as promoting a spe-
cific political or ideological stance and as contesting and challenging the
legitimate authority of a government or an established social order, whether
that authority was based on the divine right of a king, the expedience of
victory in armed struggle, or voluntary federation.'®

These attitudes seem to have shifted after World War II, with a differ-
ent view of the relationship between the people and government implied
and discernible in the concept of activism itself. Indeed it may be that the
concept arose in response to the events of the war: activism can be seen as
standing in contrast to the shame and opprobrium associated with the pas-
sivity of individuals and populations dominated by the occupying armies
of the Third Reich and Japan, as well as collusion with the policies and pro-
grams of Axis countries.! It may also be that the recognition and valoriza-
tion of a concept like activism was entailed in the judgments at Nuremberg,
suggesting that all human beings are ultimately responsible for the moral-
ity of their own actions and those of their societies and nation-states. The
Nuremberg decisions imply that a person cannot hide behind the power of
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authorities, orders from “above,” social rules, or unjust laws as a means of
explaining or exculpating his actions and acquiescences. The postwar pe-
riod denied passivity a legitimate position in the face of injustice.

Behind the very concept of activism, thus, I discern an implied sense
that each person has an inherent responsibility for social conditions, a fun-
damental conception that each person is accountable for the state of society,
the maintenance of the social contract, and justice at home and abroad.
Where views of society that dominated before World War II—and that
still hold sway in some countries—saw social responsibility as more lim-
ited to those in power, since the middle of the twentieth century there has
been a widespread and growing consensus that all individuals are impli-
cated in the social order and that they are socially and morally account-
able for the common weal. With this accountability has come an enabling
perception of empowerment as well, celebrated in stories of personal resis-
tance and engagement in the face of adversity, ranging from narratives
about the many individuals who opposed or mitigated oppression during
World War 1II to those about heroes of civil rights movements and more.
Discourses in translation studies related to activism participate in these
broader shifts in attitude regarding social responsibility.

The perspectives on social responsibility that emerged after World
War II and that serve as a framework for current activism can also be read
backward in time. They are useful for assessing the work and positional-
ity of socially engaged translators and translation movements before the
modern period. The concept of activism highlights the ways translation
has been used instrumentally to further large programs of social change,
the affiliations translators have had with other social activists, the extent
to which translators acting alone have had programmatic motivations for
their translation choices, and so forth. Thus, the projects of German
translators such as August Wilhelm Schlegel and Friedrich Schleier-
macher at the turn of the nineteenth century or the programs of translators
in China such as Yan Fu, Lin Shu, and Lu Xun at the turn of the twentieth
century can be set in a new light using the concept of activism.!”> These
translators were all engaged in translational activities aimed at language
reform, cultural change, and nation building. They were acting out of
what we would call activist motivations to improve their societies, help-
ing their cultures take new directions and adapt to new conditions. In all
these situations—as in the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century case stud-
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ies in this volume—translation is instrumental, a means serving larger
political and ideological purposes. It is important to note that many of
these early translators are explicit about their programmatic motivations
and purposes in their writings about translation; these statements read in
light of the modern concept of activism take on new meaning.

In exploring the nexus of translation and activism, translation in
postcolonial contexts is frequently invoked as a paradigm for translation
studies discourses, not least because postcolonial theory has shaped views
of ideology and power in literary and cultural studies as a whole.'® Colo-
nialism on the one hand and postcolonial responses on the other have often
served to epitomize oppression and resistance respectively. Not surpris-
ingly this volume contains chapters focused on translation in postcolonial
contexts. Studies of colonialism have identified mechanisms by which colo-
nizers have used translation as a means of imperial control and expropria-
tion. Still others have shown that activist translators in colonized nations
have effectively advanced cultural nationalism, self-determination of peo-
ples, and national independence.'” As with resistance during World War II,
the oppositions and polarizations in postcolonial cultures and the asym-
metries of power are generally sufficiently clear to make the object of resis-
tance and the goals of activism manifest and even self-evident.

Postcolonial translation studies are particularly interesting because
of the centrality of ideology in postcolonial cultures. Postcolonial contexts
also underscore the importance of the material constraints on translation,
including constraints exerted by those in power. Moreover, translation in
postcolonial contexts exemplifies in rather clear ways the oppressive and
coercive aspects of discourse and the temptations of collusive involvement
in discursive fields that can deflect and undermine resistance. The asym-
metrical power relations in postcolonial cultures are pertinent as well to the
mechanisms of both censorship and self-censorship that circumscribe re-
sistance and activism in translation.!® Despite all these barriers to action,
the historical record of translation in postcolonial contexts reveals the
manifold possibilities for creative resistance and engagement on the part of
translators.

Sustained exploration of postcolonial translation has illuminated ac-
tivism and activist practices in translation, challenging some fundamental
received conceptions about translation. Postcolonial studies make it clear
that translation does not usually take place between two equal cultures as
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a means of free exchange or transfer of information, and they show that
translation is not simply or even primarily a question of communication.
Translation in postcolonial contexts lays bare the constructivist aspects
of translation. Dominant models assume that a translator must “know”
the two languages and cultures involved, but postcolonial contexts chal-
lenge this view, showing that translation has a fundamental epistemological
dimension: it does not merely reflect existing knowledge, it can also pre-
cede knowledge and construct knowledge, much of which becomes the
foundation of representations. Translation can be a mode of discovery
used to preserve, create, or amass knowledge, and in this role it can have
marked political and ideological dimensions, becoming a mode of spying
or intelligence gathering used for purposes of domination, or, by contrast,
a mode of counterespionage, resistance, and rebellion.

Postcolonial situations set in high relief the fact that activist transla-
tions are not uniform and consistent. Seldom can postcolonial translations
be usefully defined or discussed in terms of the binaries that translation
studies has relied upon—Iliteral vs. free, formal-equivalence vs. dynamic-
equivalence, adequate vs. acceptable, or domesticating vs. foreignizing—
nor do they generally fall on a continuum between such polarities. Instead
postcolonial translations are complex, fragmentary, and even self-
contradictory, as translators position their work through a metonymic
process to achieve strategic ideological goals, prioritizing particular aspects
of the source texts for specific activist effects relevant to the immediate con-
text. Such metonymies are essential to the ability of translations to partici-
pate in ideological struggles, to be engaged and partisan, and to be agents
of resistance and activism generally, as we have seen. Thus, paradoxically,
the polarization of postcolonial cultures facilitates theoretical insight into
the process of activist translation by setting in sharp relief the significance
of the featural, functional, and contextual aspects of translators’ metonymic
choices.

Postcolonial translations also indicate that a translation is not merely
a text but an act, where sometimes (though not always) the function is as
important as the product itself. Because of extreme political mobilization,
fidelity in translation is not always of paramount importance in postcolonial
situations with their asymmetries of power and imperative political com-
plexities. Translation as an act generally has a very public dimension in most
postcolonial contexts. Far from being invisible, postcolonial translators are
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almost inevitably prominent cultural figures, highly visible and publicly
engaged in the creation of discourses and representations and in the enact-
ment of resistance to oppression. Thus, translation in postcolonial cultures
answers the calls to action in translation studies urging translators to be vis-
ible, but postcolonial translators often go far beyond mere visibility to be-
come actors in history themselves. Several essays in this collection epito-
mize these features of activism in postcolonial translation.

Finally, consideration of actual translations in postcolonial situations
illuminates the ironies that can result from activist translation movements.
Case studies demonstrate not only possibilities for the activist use of trans-
lation and necessary conditions for the success of resistance, but the limita-
tions of success as well. An example is the highly effective movement of
cultural nationalism in Ireland at the turn of the twentieth century that
involved translations of early Irish literature into English, which we will
return to in the conclusion of this book. Led by prominent Irish cultural
figures, the translation movement was an important element in securing
(partial) independence for Ireland and establishing the Irish state; it helped
to demonstrate the existence of an independent Irish culture and had an
important impact on identity formation at the time. Ironically, however,
the skewed nationalist representations of early Irish culture in translations
(regarding heroism and sexual purity, among others) helped achieve inde-
pendence but later also contributed to a problematic mythos about Irish
identity, some of which was written into Irish law, making cultural config-
urations in the independent Irish state among the most regressive and re-
pressive in Western Europe, particularly for women. The representations
of heroism were also later resuscitated to validate an ethos of violence in
Northern Ireland that both the IRA and the Unionists subscribed to dur-
ing the Troubles in the second half of the twentieth century. In a sense
Ireland became a victim of its own translational self-representation and self-
construction. In such cases postcolonial translation studies stand as a warn-
ing about the unintended consequences of activist translation, as well as the
dangers of implicit and explicit collusion with hegemonic values.

These characteristics of postcolonial translations are relevant to
many cases of activist translation, but valuable and instructive as post-
colonial translation studies are, they have limited use in modeling activ-
ism, engagement, and resistance in translation overall. The social models
underlying postcolonial theory are not fully applicable to all situations



18 Maria Tymoczko

of conflict, coercion, or oppression. Although some writers think of post-
coloniality in existential or ontological terms, it is best seen in terms of a
particular configuration of political circumstances involving factors such
as conquest and dispossession; the subjection of a local culture within an
empire or an imperial network (that is, dominance by a political, economic,
linguistic, and cultural “center”); the presence and interface in the colo-
nized setting of two or more languages and cultures, of which at least one
antedates the advent of imperialist conquest; and the absence of self-
determination, instantiated not only by lack of choice of leadership and
autonomy of the polity but also by the absence of an independent army or
the right to bear arms. Obviously this is merely a suggestive list, not one
meant to be definitive or complete: postcolonial situations differ signifi-
cantly in their characteristics. Nonetheless, as is clear from this list, the
problems of postcoloniality are not precisely those of people in diaspora,
of minorities within a pluralistic society, or of women who are oppressed
the world around, nor can postcolonial studies be used as a framework
for many types of international conflicts. By lumping such divergent cases
together, we actually learn less about conditions of oppression, contes-
tation, and the possibilities for resistance, engagement, and activism;
conclusions about the data become less reliable as well. In part postcolo-
nial theory has become popular because it has filled a theoretical gap
since the fall of the Soviet Union and the consequent diminished confi-
dence in Marxist analyses. Though postcolonial theory cannot serve as a
model for all cases of activist translation, it nonetheless remains a rele-
vant springboard for many considerations. The trajectory of translation
studies indicates, however, that new theories of power are needed, as
are new theories of activism. Such theories must be more flexible and
more applicable to a broader range of cultural contexts than postcolonial
theory can be."”

Consideration of concrete case studies such as those in this volume
often permit the contours of new theories to emerge. Indeed a goal of this
collection is to contribute to the development of a better theory of activism
in translation, not merely to illuminate specific historical examples. The
choices of translators, the partial and partisan nature of activist translations,
the roles of resistant translations in target cultures, the nature of translators’
engagement and activism, the ethical problematics involved in activist
translation, and the usefulness of paradigms offered by postcoloniality are
some of the pragmatic and theoretical issues that this collection addresses.
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These concerns are fundamental to understanding how translations change
societies and they set the stage for further inquiry about translators who
undertake activist endeavors.

If translations are primarily facts of receiving cultures, as Toury as-
serts, then the following questions are relevant to readings of the studies in
this volume. What cultural, ideological, and social changes in target cul-
tures are promoted by specific translation movements and specific transla-
tors? What is resisted and opposed in any particular translation? How are
resistance and opposition enacted? What other forms of activism do trans-
lators and translation movements interact with and participate in? To
whom are translators committed and with whom do they engage? What
constitutes engagement for specific translators and translations? To what
extent are particular translations and translation movements successful in
changing their receptor cultures and to what extent do they fail or become
coopted? In what ways do translators collude with the very system they are
trying to change? What range of activist translation strategies can be dis-
cerned? Are particular strategies privileged by activist translators? Are
there strategies that further activist goals most effectively? What limita-
tions are there to activist translation?

The answers to these questions in the studies that follow indicate the
myriad ways that translation, resistance, and activism intersect, and in the
final chapter of the book we will turn to some of the conclusions that can
be drawn from the collection as a whole. Though many questions remain
to be explored, the essays in this book confirm that translation constitutes
a distinct and significant impetus for literary, cultural, and political change,
with translations often at the leading edge of a society, particularly in con-
texts of cultural contestation. The studies in this volume delineate the
initiative, resourcefulness, responsibility, and courage of translators, their
willingness to put themselves on the line for social change. The essays in-
dicate the wide range of purposes that translation can be put to, as well as
the wide variety of activist translation strategies that can be effective. In
wartime such critical aspects of translation have long been recognized and
translation has been seen as essential to security and cultural survival. In
times of peace, by contrast, it is easy to stereotype and dismiss translation
as a secondary activity, a process that can be undertaken by anyone with a
good bilingual dictionary. The essays here are reminders that in peace as
in war, translation always has a potentially radical and activist edge, that it
is driven by ethical and ideological concerns, and that it participates in
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shaping societies, nations, and global culture in primary ways. Both trans-
lation and activism allow us to see that another world is possible. Together
they can change the world.

Notes

1. A brief history of the development of translation studies is found in Tymoc-
zko (2007:15-53). See also sources cited.

2. As exceptions to Toury’s statement, for example, translations can be deter-
mined to have a significant impact on the source culture in cases where the very fact
of having work translated into a dominant world language raises the prestige of an
author in the home culture. This sort of effect contributed to the rising fame of Jorge
Luis Borges, Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Julio Cortazar, and other writers of the Latin
American Boom after their works were translated into French and English and re-
ceived a positive reception in France and the United States. Translations are also pri-
mary facts of a source culture when the source culture itself sponsors translation as
part of its political program; such was the case in the Soviet Union and the People’s
Republic of China when there was enormous state-sponsored translational output
into languages of countries that were ideological targets.

3. The English word translation, for example, has as its first meaning the con-
crete sense of moving things through space, including objects such as the relics or
bones of saints and cultural phenomena such as learning and power. Its meaning was
extended to the activity of interlingual translation relatively late, probably in the four-
teenth century. Cf. Halverson (1999), Tymoczko (2010). Alternative conceptual meta-
phors for translation found in a number of non-Indo-European languages are dis-
cussed in Tymoczko (2007:68-76).

4. The Cold War prioritized developing forms of machine translation in part so
as to make intelligence gathering a cost-effective process; to do so it was essential to
reduce the ambiguous linguistic and cultural aspects of translation to manageable
and reliable protocols. Clearly political and ideological agendas were to the fore in all
the postwar approaches to translation. It is telling that even W. V. O. Quine (1959:171)
uses the term manual to refer to different translation protocols in his arguments about
indeterminacy. On the anisomorphisms and asymmetries of language see Nida (1964)
and Catford (1965) which are obviously texts of their time.

5. An excellent overview of the development of descriptive studies is found in
Hermans (1999).

6. Accordingly, systems analyses of translation studies challenge all branches of
literary studies as they are currently conceived in university settings. It is obvious that
literary disciplines must expand their concept of any particular literary system to in-
clude texts that have been translated into the language(s) of the receiving culture and
that have played significant roles in the shaping of the literature.

7. Cf. Venuti (1995:12). Note the criticisms of Venuti in Pym (1996:168-69),
however, who points out that the much larger book trade in the United States means
that numerically far more translations are actually produced in English than in
Italian.
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8. A simple linguistic anisomorphism is the contrast between the binary system
yes/no in English and the threefold system oui/non/si in French. Differences in color
concepts illustrate cultural asymmetries. See Nida (1964), Catford (1965), Bassnett
(2002), and sources cited for additional examples and theoretical implications of both
linguistic anisomorphisms and cultural asymmetries.

Landmark studies of shifts in translation that go far beyond linguistic necessity
are found in Hermans (1985); Lefevere (1982, 1992); and Lefevere and Jackson (1982).

9. See Venuti (1995:307-13; 2008:265-77) for his call to action. The influence of
cultural nationalism on Canadian translation is surveyed in Brisset (1996); “woman-
handling” of texts by feminist translators is canvassed in Simon (1996), von Flotow
(1997), and sources cited; and the cannibalistic or anthropophagic program of Brazil-
ian translators is discussed in Vieira (1994, 1999). See also Gentzler (2008).

10. For example, see Levy (1967).

11. These and other criticisms are taken up in Pym (1996), Lane-Mercier (1997),
Hatim (1999), Tymoczko (2000a), Shamma (2005), and sources cited.

12. The Oxford English Dictionary (s.v.; henceforth OED) offers the following
definitions of the word resistance: (1) “the act, on the part of persons, of resisting, op-
posing, or withstanding”; (2) “power or capacity of resisting”; (3) “opposition of one
material thing to another material thing, force.”

13. Note that in the United States the emergence of a general term like activism
would have been favored by experiences during the Cold War, notably those associ-
ated with the House Un-American Activities Committee and the McCarthy period.
During that period labels like communist or socialist were used to attack, discredit,
and silence concerned citizens and social movements demanding change in general.
Widespread distrust of specific labels resulted. I am indebted to Ann McNeal (per-
sonal communication) for this observation.

14. Discourses stressing the problems of passivity in the face of oppression can
be found in the nineteenth century as well, notably in colonized countries. The con-
trast between passivity and activity in Ireland, for example, lies behind a political
discourse about the “paralysis” of the Irish, lambasting the Irish themselves for hav-
ing been subdued and kept in thrall by a very small English force. This discourse of
paralysis was popular among nationalists in the last third of the nineteenth century
and the early twentieth century; it is signaled, for example, in the opening story of
James Joyce’s Dubliners as well as his letters about the stories, indicating that he saw
Dublin as the center of paralysis of his country (cf. Joyce 1996/1916:9, 253, 262). Simi-
lar discourses are represented as part of Nigerian responses to colonialism in Chinua
Achebe’s Things Fall Apart.

15. On activist readings of Chinese translators, see Cheung (forthcoming). I am
also indebted to an unpublished essay by Xuefei Bai.

16. The temporal scope of the term postcolonial varies in postcolonial studies,
with some using the term to refer to conditions after the end of colonialism and others
using it to refer to conditions after the inception of colonialism. I am using the terms
postcolonial and postcoloniality in the latter sense. Cf. Robinson (1997:13-14).

17. On colonialist translation see Cheyfitz (1991), Niranjana (1992), and Fitz-
patrick (2000). Tymoczko (1999) offers an extended case study of postcolonial activ-
ism. Both colonialist translation and postcolonial resistance are discussed in Spivak
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(1988, 1993); Rafael (1993); Dingwaney and Maier (1995); Bassnett and Trivedi (1999);
Tymoczko (2000a); Simon and St-Pierre (2000); Hung and Wakabayashi (2005); and
Hermans (2006).

18. Studies on topics related to censorship and self-censorship are found in
Merkle (2002) and Ni Chuilleandin et al. (2009).

19. More extensive consideration of these issues is found in Tymoczko
(2007:189-220).
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Translation and Activism:
Emerging Patterns of Narrative Community

What matters at this stage is the construction of local forms of com-
munity within which civility and the intellectual and moral life can be
sustained through the dark ages which are already upon us.

ALASDAIR MACINTYRE, Affer Virtue

THIS article begins the exploration of some of the ways in which
translation and interpreting may be embedded in a variety of projects that
are set up outside the mainstream institutions of society, with agendas
that explicitly challenge the dominant narratives of the time. More specifi-
cally, the essay outlines a narrative framework within which the work of
communities of translators and interpreters who are actively involved
in social or political agendas may be explained and critiqued. As I argue,
narrative provides a basis for shared language and values, thus enabling
the mobilization of numerous individuals with very different backgrounds
and attributes around specific political, humanitarian, or social issues.

Numerous amorphous groups of individuals of various backgrounds
have long participated in translating and interpreting a range of narratives
that challenge the dominant institutions of society. Examples of organizations
that continue to draw heavily on the services of such committed translators
and interpreters include Peace Brigades International (www.peacebrigades
.org/), Front Line Defenders (www.frontlinedefenders.org), Habitat Interna-
tional Coalition (www.hic-net.org), and Gush Shalom, The Israeli Peace
Bloc (www.gush-shalom.org/english/), among many others. In addition to
these groups, a pattern of committed, strongly politicized communities is
emerging within the world of professional translation and interpreting
itself. I refer here to the part spontaneous, part planned conversions of pro-
fessional translation and interpreting communities into political /activist groups.
Examples include Translators for Peace (www.traduttoriperlapace.org/),
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Babels (www.babels.org/), Translators and Interpreters Peace Network
(www.saltana.com.ar/pax/paxbabelica.htm), and ECOS (Traductores e
Intérpretes por la Solidaridad; www.ecosfti.tk/).

In between the amorphous groups of professional and non-professional
translators who service a broad range of humanitarian and activist organi-
zations on the one hand and committed communities of professional trans-
lators and interpreters with a clear political agenda on the other, there is a
vast range of different types of groupings and associations, including some
with less clearly defined agendas. One such group is Translators Without
Borders/Traducteurs Sans Frontiéres, an offshoot of Eurotexte, a commercial
translation agency based in Paris. Promoted as a not-for-profit association
set up to provide free translations for humanitarian organizations, espe-
cially for Doctors Without Borders (Médecins Sans Frontiéres), Translators
Without Borders is nevertheless used by Eurotexte as a selling point for the
agency, thus arguably commodifying the very idea of establishing political
communities of action within the professional world of translation. I return
to Translators Without Borders at the end of this essay, where I draw on
Walter Fisher’s narrative paradigm to assess the moral implications of its
ambivalent position as a commercial-cum-activist community.

I begin with an outline of the theoretical framework that informs my
understanding of the emergence and practices of various activist groups in
the field. These, I argue, are ultimately motivated not by any intrinsic attri-
butes of the individuals who constitute each group but by a sense of identi-
fication with a “story” or set of “stories” around which the group gathers.
They are, in other words, held together by their willingness to subscribe to
the same, or a very similar, set of narratives. The account offered here
acknowledges the power of narrative to instigate and maintain a sense of
common identity and its potential as a basis for political action.

Narrative in Social and Communication Theory

People act, or do not act, in part according to how they understand
their place in any number of given narratives. (Somers and Gibson
1994:61)

The notion of narrative has attracted much attention in a variety of disci-
plines and has accordingly been defined in a variety of ways. Many schol-
ars, especially in literary studies and pragmatics, tend to treat narrative as
an optional mode of communication, often contrasting it with argumenta-
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tion or exposition. In the work of social theorists such as Margaret Somers
(1992, 1997) and communication theorists such as Walter Fisher (1984, 1985,
1997), by contrast, narrative is conceived as the principal and inescapable
mode by which we experience the world. Thus, Margaret Somers and
Gloria Gibson write that “everything we know is the result of numer-
ous crosscutting story-lines in which social actors locate themselves”
(1994:41).! Narratives in this view are public and personal stories that we
subscribe to and that guide our behavior. They are the stories we tell our-
selves, not just those we explicitly tell other people, about the world(s) in
which we live. Jerome Bruner further argues that narrative is “a form not
only of representing but of constituting reality” (1991:5). It follows that a
given narrative, in the social and communication theory sense, is not neces-
sarily traceable to one specific stretch of text but is more likely to underpin
a whole range of texts and discourses without necessarily being fully or
explicitly articulated in any one of them. At the same time, there are very
specific, detailed narratives that are fully articulated within the confines
of a single text or group of texts, though even these will ultimately be em-
bedded in and informed by broader narratives that cannot be located
within individual stretches of language.

Somers and Gibson (1994; cf. Somers 1992, 1997) distinguish be-
tween ontological, public, conceptual, and meta narratives. Ontological
narratives are personal stories we tell ourselves about our place in the world
and about our own personal history. They are interpersonal and social in
nature, but they remain focused on the self and its immediate world. Public
narratives are stories elaborated by and circulating among social and insti-
tutional formations larger than the individual, such as the family, religious
or educational institutions, a political or activist group, the media, and the
nation. As examples of public narratives, Somers and Gibson mention sto-
ries about American social mobility or the “freeborn Englishman” (1994:62).
A more recent example might be the numerous and competing public
narratives of the war on Iraq. What happened? Why did it happen? Who is
responsible? Is it motivated by a bid (however misguided) to make the
world a safer place or by imperialist interests in Iraqi resources?

Somers and Gibson define conceptual narratives as “concepts and ex-
planations that we construct as social researchers,” and they go on to argue
that “the conceptual challenge that narrativity poses is to develop a social
analytic vocabulary that can accommodate the contention that social life,
social organizations, social action, and social identities are narratively, that
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is, temporally and relationally constructed through both ontological and
public narratives” (1994:62-63). It seems to me, however, that it is both rea-
sonable and productive to extend this definition to include disciplinary
narratives in any field of study. Thus, conceptual narratives can be more
broadly defined as the stories and explanations that scholars in any field
elaborate for themselves (and others) about their object of inquiry. Some of
these stories or conceptual narratives can have considerable impact on the
world at large, while others remain limited in scope to the immediate com-
munity of scholars in the relevant field.

A good example of a particularly pernicious conceptual narrative
that has exercised considerable influence beyond its immediate disciplinary
boundaries is Samuel Huntington’s The Clash of Civilizations and the Re-
making of World Order (1996). A political scientist based at Harvard Uni-
versity until his death in December 2008, Huntington classified world civi-
lizations into distinct groups, namely Western, Eastern Orthodox, Latin
American, Islamic, Japanese, Chinese, Hindu, and African civilizations,
each with “inherent” cultural characteristics (mostly conflicting with “good”
American values); and he predicted that culture would replace ideology as
the principal cause of conflict in the twenty-first century. In a more recent
book, Who Are We? The Challenges to America’s National Identity (2004),
Huntington looked at North American society through the same neocon-
servative cultural prism and elaborated a narrative of an internal clash of
civilizations, arguing that the new war is between the country’s white ma-
jority and its growing Hispanic population. In an earlier article on the
same theme published in the influential journal Foreign Affairs in 1993,
Huntington explicitly argued that “in this emerging era of cultural conflict
the United States must forge alliances with similar cultures and spread its
values wherever possible. With alien civilizations the West must be accom-
modating if possible, but confrontational if necessary.”? Huntington’s Clash
of Civilizations was a major reference point for George W. Bush’s U.S. ad-
ministration, and the narratives it spawned have been directly linked to the
official public narratives related to the events of 11 September 2001 and the
wars on Afghanistan and Iraq. Every discipline, including translation stud-
ies, elaborates and thrives on its own set of conceptual narratives; and Hun-
tington’s narrative stands as an example of the role narrative plays in such
contexts.

Finally, Somers and Gibson define meta narratives or master narra-
tives as narratives “in which we are embedded as contemporary actors in
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history. . .. Our sociological theories and concepts are encoded with as-
pects of these master-narratives—Progress, Decadence, Industrialization,
Enlightenment, etc.” (1994:63). An obvious candidate for a more recent
meta or master narrative is the public narrative of the “War on Terror,”
which is aggressively sustained and promoted through a myriad of national
and international channels; thus, it is rapidly acquiring the status of a super
narrative that cuts across geographical and national boundaries and that
directly impacts the lives of the entire world population. The choice of ter-
ror rather than terrorism is significant here and offers a good example of the
discursive work required for the successful circulation and adoption of
narratives.® Terrorism refers to one or more incidents that involve violence,
with localized and containable impact. Terror, by contrast, is a state of mind,
one that can rapidly spread across boundaries and encompass all in its
grip. To qualify as a meta or master narrative, a narrative must have this
type of temporal and physical breadth, as well as a sense of inevitability or
inescapability. Terror indexes such features much better than terrorism.
Clearly narratives do not travel across linguistic and cultural bound-
aries and do not develop into global meta narratives without the direct in-
volvement of translators and interpreters. What is significant at present is
that growing numbers of professional and non-professional translators
and interpreters are actively setting out to elaborate alternative narratives
that can challenge the oppressive public and meta narratives of our time.

Assessing Stories: Fisher’s Narrative Paradigm

The test of each story is the sort of person it shapes. (Hauerwas and
Burrell 1989:185)

The version of narrative theory I have chosen to adopt in my research as-
sumes that no one stands outside all narratives and that narrative consti-
tutes reality rather than merely representing it. This might suggest that there
can be no criteria for assessing individual narratives. But our embeddedness
in narratives clearly cannot preclude our ability to reason about individual
narratives. If it did, we would have no basis for establishing communal iden-
tity, given that narrative theory also stresses that “narratives, along with the
values they prescribe . . . form the basis of communities large and small, and
thereby define who we are” (Hinchman and Hinchman 1997:238).

Walter Fisher’s influential narrative paradigm (1984, 1985, 1997)
helps to explain why our embeddedness in narratives does not mean that
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one story is as good as another or that we passively internalize rather than
actively choose and elaborate the narratives we subscribe to.* Fisher argues
against the conceptualization of human beings as simply rational and in-
stead suggests that people are essentially storytellers who “creatively read
and evaluate the texts of life and literature” (1985:86). As both storytellers
and audience, we make decisions on the basis of good reasons, but what we
consider good reasons is determined by our history, culture, experience of
the world, and, ultimately, the stories we come to believe about the world
in which we live.

Two points are worth highlighting here. First, within this framework
there is still a rational basis for assessing the stories that shape our under-
standing of the world, but rationality in Fisher’s model is redefined as “nar-
rative rationality.” Fisher writes that narrative rationality “is determined by
the nature of persons as narrative beings—their inherent awareness of nar-
rative probability, what constitutes a coherent story, and their constant
habit of testing narrative fidelity, whether the stories they experience ring
true with the stories they know to be true in their lives” (1984:7-8). I dis-
cuss the two criteria of coherence and fidelity in more detail below and at-
tempt to apply them to translation in the final section of this article.

Second, the notion of “good reasons” suggests that assessing narra-
tives in order to position ourselves in relation to them does not just depend
on how well they “fit” with our experience of the world in factual terms.
Good here has a moral import as well, as Fisher indicates: “All forms of hu-
man communication function to influence the hearts and minds of
others—their beliefs, values, attitudes, and/or actions. The concept of good
reasons coincides with the assumption that human beings are as much
valuing as they are reasoning beings. The fact is that values may serve as
reasons, and what we usually call reasons are value-laden” (1997:314). Fisher
points out, however, that we need specific guidance in the form of features
that narratives must display (rather than merely the effects they may have)
in order to decide “whether or not they are deserving of our adherence”
(1997:315). This is what coherence and fidelity, the two basic principles that
define narrative rationality and that embody the concept of good reasons in
Fisher’s paradigm, allow us to do.

A narrative may be “tested” in relation to three types of coherence:
structural or argumentative; material; and characterological. Structural
coherence relates to internal consistency—whether or not the narrative re-
veals contradictions within itself. Material coherence is a question of how a
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narrative relates to other narratives that cover the same issue and that we
are familiar with. More specifically, a narrative can be tested with respect
to the “facts” it might downplay or ignore, the counterarguments it chooses
not to engage with, and so forth. Characterological coherence assumes that
the reliability of any narrative depends very largely on the credibility of its
main characters as well as the characters narrating it. If the decisions and
actions associated with a character change significantly “in strange ways”
(Fisher 1997:316) or contradict each other, we inevitably question the cred-
ibility of the character and, hence, the narrative in question. Fisher indi-
cates that “Coherence in life and literature requires that characters behave
characteristically. Without this kind of predictability, there is no trust, no
rational order, no community” (1997:316). Hence, once we decide that a given
person is trustworthy, honorable, courageous, and so on, we are prepared
to “overlook and forgive many things: factual errors if not too dramatic,
lapses in reasoning, and occasional discrepancies” (Fisher 1997:316).

In addition to testing for coherence, we also test narratives for fidel-
ity. Here, the focus is on assessing (a) the elements of a narrative that may
be regarded as its reasons (i.e., examining it largely from the perspective of
traditional logic: patterns of implicature and inference, representation of
the facts, etc.) and (b) the values that the narrative promotes. For Fisher
good reasons are “those elements that provide warrants for accepting or
adhering to the advice fostered by any form of communication that can be
considered rhetorical” (1987/1989:107). He stresses, however, that the con-
cept of good reasons “does not imply that every element of rhetorical trans-
action that warrants a belief, attitude, or action—that any ‘good reason’—is
as good as any other. It only signifies that whatever is taken as a basis for
adopting a rhetorical message is inextricably bound to a value—to a con-
ception of the good” (1987/1989:197).

Assessing the values explicitly or implicitly promoted by a narrative
means asking what effects adhering to it would have on the world, on our
ability to maintain our sense of self respect, and on our relationship to others.
As Fisher argues, we ultimately have to ask “even if a prima facie case has
been made or a burden of proof has been established, are the values fos-
tered by the story those that would constitute an ideal basis for human
conduct?” (1997:317). It is this ability to judge narratives on the basis of
their moral implications and the values they promote that ultimately
guides human behavior and allows communities to gather around a given
narrative or set of narratives.’
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Fisher’s narrative paradigm has two principal strengths in the cur-
rent context. First, because it privileges moral values, it explains why ac-
tivist communities can form across boundaries of nation, color, gender,
profession, and almost any other division one can think of, without any
motivation of personal gain—indeed, often at great personal risk to indi-
vidual members of the community. Second, the narrative paradigm goes
beyond explaining why communities emerge and unite around narratives.
It specifically anchors this process in the notions of narrative rationality
and good reasons, which imply considerable agency on the part of indi-
viduals and communities. As storytellers we do more than “choose” from
prevalent narratives in our own societies. If we judge the moral conse-
quences of these narratives negatively, we can look elsewhere for “better”
narratives or even elaborate narratives of our own. This is precisely what
communities of activists, including those forming within the professional
world of translation, attempt to do—they organize and select narratives on
the basis of “good reasons,” looking beyond the dominant narratives of
their cultures, often selecting counter narratives or elaborating new ones.

It is worth pointing out that much of the impetus for narrative research
in general, including Fisher’s work, comes from a belief among theorists
working in this area that the unexamined assumptions of narratives “con-
ceal patterns of domination and submission” (Mishler 1995:114), which
exclude the experience of large sectors of society while legitimating and
promoting those of the political, economic, and cultural elite. There is also
general agreement in the literature that narrative both reproduces the
existing power structures and provides a means of contesting them: “If
stories can be constructed to wall off the senses to the dilemmas and con-
tradictions of social life, perhaps they also can be presented in ways that
open up the mind to creative possibilities developed in ways that provoke
intellectual struggle, the resolution of contradiction, and the creation of a
more workable human order” (Bennett and Edelman 1985:162). More spe-
cifically, narrative theorists acknowledge that undermining existing pat-
terns of domination cannot be achieved with concrete forms of activism
alone (such as demonstrations, sit-ins, and civil disobedience) but must
involve a direct challenge to the stories that sustain these patterns. As lan-
guage mediators, translators and interpreters are uniquely placed to initi-
ate this type of discursive intervention at a global level.

The narrative paradigm, then, and narrative theory more generally
offer a framework that “generate[s] a sense of what is good as well as what
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is strictly logical in the stories that people might adopt” (Fisher 1997:317),
explaining how individuals and communities can exercise sufficient agency
to imagine that “another world is possible,” to use the well-known slogan of
the World Social Forum, serviced by the translators and interpreters in
Babels. I suggest we might rewrite this motto in the present context as “an-
other narrative is possible.”

Narrative Communities in Translation Studies

An elaborate network of translators, called Babels, volunteers from all
over Europe, sat in little boxes translating the cries against imperial-
ism, capitalism, colonialism and occupation into English, French,
Spanish, German, Turkish, Kurdish, Arabic and a plethora of other
languages including Euskera. (Kattan 2004, reporting on the European
Social Forum)

Fisher suggests that “communities are co-constituted through communica-
tion transactions in which participants co-author a story that has coherence
and fidelity for the life that one would lead” (1997:323), and he goes on to pro-
pose two types of community. The first type is created by concession or con-
formity: members of the community adhere to a story because it provides
justification for a way of life that leads to success or survival. The second
type is created by election or conversion; one becomes a member of such a
community because the story that brings its members together provides an
“honored perception of oneself” (1997:323).

There is no shortage of examples of communities formed by conces-
sion or conformity in the world of translation. Whether in professional or
academic circles, most countries today boast several professional and aca-
demic associations that provide different types of platforms for conducting
communication transactions to support such communities. But it is the
emerging pattern of communities “by election or conversion” that arguably
responds to the most urgent needs of our time, because these have the po-
tential to function as foci of resistance and to sustain “civility and the intel-
lectual and moral forms of community . . . through the dark ages which are
already upon us” (MacIntyre 1981:245).

Members of these translation communities recognize that the con-
crete experiences of our lives cannot be changed without simultaneously
changing the narratives that underpin them. Such translators also recog-
nize that the intersections between the narratives of “our” lives and those



32 Mona Baker

of “other” peoples in other parts of the world are much denser and more
heavily mediated today than at any other time in history. Today’s conflicts
reverberate across the planet and, almost without exception, are played
out in the international arena. The Middle East and Chechen conflicts, for
instance, cannot be resolved by appealing only to local constituencies in
the United States, Israel, Palestine, or Russia, to suggest obvious examples.
Competing narratives of such conflicts circulate in all the widely spoken
and many of the less widely spoken languages of the world—largely in and
through translation.

Already a number of communities “by election or conversion” are
operating in the world of professional translation and interpreting, as I
noted at the beginning of this article. For example, Traduttori per la Pace/
Translators for Peace (www.traduttoriperlapace.org/) describes itself as “a
free association of translators from all countries and of all nationalities . . .
established . .. in order to publish, as far as possible in every language and
by whatever channel, every message against: war in general; and in partic-
ular, against the use of war as a means of resolving international disputes.”
The association is based in Italy with some 300 members, mostly Italian;
Italian is the main language of the discussion group. It was founded in
1999 at the start of the war in Kosovo. One of the founding members, An-
drea Spila, explains the origins of the group as follows.

[Translators for Peace was established] with the intent of translating arti-
cles and documents which did not appear in the Italian press at the time.
Five years (and many wars) later we are working in a different way. Our
activity is mainly to help civil society organizations to spread their peace
message and we help them by translating their documents/websites etc.
and by supplying interpreters for conferences, meetings etc. We also trans-
late documents we believe people should know, for example we translated
the documents of the neo-con organization Project for a New American
Century because it describes exactly what is happening now, i.e. US su-
premacy worldwide by means of preventive war.®

ECOS, Traductores e Intérpretes por la Solidaridad (Translators and
Interpreters for Solidarity; cicode-gcubo.ugr.es/ecos), was set up in 1998 by
members of the staff at the Faculty of Translation and Interpreting at the
University of Granada, Spain, and is still based there. The association offers
volunteer translation and interpreting for NGOs, social forums, and other
non-profit organizations, but most of its work originally came from NGOs
in Granada, including anti-cancer groups, the Granada section of the
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Human Rights Association of Andalusia, and AKIBA (the association of
support for Black Africa). The aim of ECOS is “to work for a better quality
of life for certain social sectors, and to struggle against the injustices of the
established system” (Jerez et al. 2005). Its founders also believe that “trans-
lators and interpreters must be trained for society and not just for the mar-
ket” (Jerez et al. 2005). In addition to volunteer translation and interpret-
ing, members of the association also organize talks to raise awareness about
contemporary social questions, including fair trade and the situations in
Iraq and the Middle East. Since 2003 ECOS has been working with Babels
in some international venues, including World Social Forum events.

Babels (www.babels.org/) is a larger and more structured commu-
nity of volunteer translators and interpreters. Its activist profile is broader
than that of Translators for Peace and other existing associations in the
field. The group’s agenda is not restricted to the issues pertaining to war, and
both the range of activities undertaken and the locations of activity are more
varied. Moreover, the composition of the group itself is broader, with
members in many different parts of the world. The plural form Babels is
meant to “underline the supranational character of the association,” as
their website indicates. Babels was set up in September 2002 by a group of
activists linked to the French branch of the alternative globalization net-
work ATTAC, to meet the translation and interpreting needs of the Euro-
pean Social Forum (ESF) in Florence.” The group’s debut in Florence fea-
tured 350 volunteer translators and interpreters working without a budget
and without even basic facilities such as computers and telephones (Hod-
kinson and Boéri 2005). The success and dedication of the group and their
effective participation in the conferences opposing the G8 in Evian and
Annemasse in May and June 2003, however, convinced the Paris ESF orga-
nizers to give them decent facilities and the relatively large sum of £200,000
to prepare for the next forum. This investment seems to have paid off be-
cause the Paris ESF held in 2003 was serviced by more than 1,000 “Babeli-
tos” drawn from a volunteer pool four times that number. By the time the
London ESF was held in October 2004, the Babels database included over
7,000 volunteers representing 63 languages (Hodkinson and Boéri 2005;
Boéri and Hodkinson 2005).

Babels has now been considerably expanded to meet the translation
and interpreting needs of organizations identified with the Charter of Prin-
ciples of the World Social Forum. There are national coordination centers
in France, Italy, Germany, the United Kingdom, Spain, Greece, Hungary,
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Turkey, Russia, the United States, Brazil, Korea, and Japan, and their web-
site mentions “a facility for linguistic coordination for Arabic,” but it is not
clear what this facility consists of.® In addition to unpaid translation and
interpreting work, the tasks undertaken by Babels volunteers range from
“giving (moral and material) support to interpreters” to developing linguis-
tic tools that are available to anyone. Babels is perhaps the best example to
date of a carefully planned, equitably structured, and highly politicized in-
ternational community of translators and interpreters; indeed, it explicitly
describes itself as a “player in the ‘anti-capitalist’ debate.”® The group is also
committed to “orchestrating a conscious process of ‘contamination’ in which
the excellent language skills of the politically sympathetic trained inter-
preter interact with the deeper political knowledge of the language-fluent
activist to develop a reflexive communications medium organic to the social
forum movement” (Hodkinson and Boéri 2005). In other words Babels
does not see itself as a low-cost service provider for the social movement
but rather as an active member of that narrative community with a key role
in elaborating the narrative vision of the World Social Forum.

Clearly the groups discussed above do not simply come together on
the basis of national or other such static affiliations, nor are they motivated
by personal ambition or profit. These are communities created by “election,”
to use Fisher’s term. Translators and interpreters come together in these
groups willingly to volunteer their time, to invest emotionally and intellec-
tually in projects designed to undermine dominant discourses, and to elab-
orate more equitable and peaceful narratives of the future. What we make of
their efforts depends on our own narrative location and on how we judge the
coherence and fidelity of the narratives they elaborate about themselves.

Coherence and Fidelity in the Narratives of Activist
and/or Volunteer Translation Organizations

Narrative theory allows us to examine communities of these types and their
work from at least two different perspectives. In the first instance it is possi-
ble to examine the type of narratives these groups elaborate and to ask how
they mediate those narratives, both in terms of the selection of material to
be translated and the specific modes of translation adopted. Questions such
as the following are productive in this regard. What type of texts do mem-
bers of such activist communities select for translation? Do they embellish
certain narratives in order to give those whose voices are suppressed and
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marginalized a better chance of being heard? Do they frame narratives with
which they disagree strongly, such as the Project of the New American Cen-
tury, in specific ways in order to undermine and expose their underlying
assumptions? Do they omit or add material within the body of the text or do
they rely on paratexts to guide the reader’s interpretation of each narrative?
Do interpreters in the social fora reveal their own narrative location through
such factors as tone of voice, pitch, or loudness?'

For example, with regard to the issue of marginalization, Robert
Barsky (1996) argues that the nature of the asylum system is such that it sys-
tematically works against claimants, however valid their claims might
be. He describes how interpreters working within this system often elabo-
rate a claimant’s statement, supplement it with details they learned prior to
the hearing, and improve it stylistically and rhetorically. Interpreters work-
ing for disempowered claimants who are ill served by their lawyers and
the system as a whole may at times mediate “the gap between the claim-
ant’s competence in matters of self expression . . . and the requirements of
the Refugee Board” (1996:54); indeed, one of the functions they fulfill “can
be to quite simply tell a good story” (1996:57).

In terms of translation and activism, a systematic examination of in-
terventions of this type in the output of committed communities of trans-
lators, using a theoretical framework that makes it possible to transcend
narratives of neutrality and objectivity, would be a worthwhile and illumi-
nating endeavor. I suspect it might demonstrate, for instance, that direct
textual manipulation of the type that preoccupies many theorists of trans-
lation is relatively rare. In fact the accuracy of translation in this context
becomes even more important, because blatant interventions can be used
against the translators to brand them as “biased” and hence “untrustworthy,”
which would have repercussions for the credibility of their own narratives
and the narratives they set out to promote, undermining their character-
ological coherence (in Fisher’s terms, as outlined above). Instead we may
well find that accuracy acquires an additional value in this context and
that much of the “political” work is done through the selection of material
to be translated and through various methods of framing the translation,
including paratexts, timing of the release of translations, where transla-
tions are placed, and so forth.

A second line of inquiry informed by narrative theory involves exam-
ining the relevant translation communities’ own narratives for coherence
and fidelity, using the framework outlined by Fisher above. The point here
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is not to use the theory to “expose” the incoherence or hidden agendas of a
narrative, in the tradition of critical discourse analysis, for instance. Rather,
what narrative theory and Fisher’s narrative paradigm in particular allow
us to do is to retrace our steps and articulate our own reasons for wishing to
subscribe or refrain from subscribing to a given narrative, while acknowl-
edging that someone with a different set of values might reach a different
decision for equally “good reasons” (as understood in terms of the narrative
paradigm itself). A brief analysis of the narrative of one of the communities
I mentioned earlier, Translators Without Borders, serves to illustrate the
potential for this application of narrative theory.

Aligning itself with what has been dubbed the “sans frontierisme” or
“without borderism” movement (Fox 1995:1607; DeChaine 2002:355), Trans-
lators Without Borders or Traducteurs Sans Frontiéres (www.tsf-twb.org/)
consists of a group of volunteer translators and interpreters who provide
free translations for organizations they deem deserving, including Doc-
tors Without Borders, Reporters without Borders, Amnesty International,
and Handicap International. In some respects this is a very different type
of community from Babels and Translators for Peace. As mentioned in the
introduction to this article, Translators Without Borders is an offshoot of
Eurotexte, a commercial translation agency based in Paris, with offices
also in Lisbon.

Fisher’s principles of narrative coherence concern the way in which a
story hangs together. Perhaps most relevant in this context is structural co-
herence, which to my mind would test negatively in the case of the narrative
of Translators Without Borders because of a lack of internal consistency.
This inconsistency results from the conflict between humanitarian and
commercial agendas consequent on the identification of Translators With-
out Borders and Eurotexte. The Eurotexte site features several prominent
links to the Translators Without Borders site, often collapsing the distinc-
tion between a commercial organization and a not-for-profit community of
volunteer translators. For example, Translators Without Borders is listed as
a “partner,” together with Viva Translations in Lisbon and Eulogia (cur-
rently a dead link), on the Eurotexte site. Similarly, the Translators Without
Borders site features a link to Eurotexte on the main page and, after outlin-
ing the group’s services to several humanitarian organizations, informs us
that “many Eurotexte translators and staff volunteer their time for these
important translation jobs so that translations can be provided free to hu-
manitarian NGOs.”
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The narrative of Translators Without Borders is also structurally inco-
herent in another respect, as a consequence of its dependence on and overlap
with the Eurotexte narrative. Translators Without Borders, listed under the
rubric “Success Stories” on the Eurotexte site, espouses humanitarian and
political ideals that are arguably at odds with Eurotexte practices. Lori Thicke,
managing director of Eurotexte and founder of Translators Without Borders,
addresses these ideals in an undated speech to the Italian Federation of
Translation Companies, which she begins with a powerful reminder of the
atrocities committed in Chechnya, Palestine, and Kosovo."

A man in Chechnya says, “A ground-to-ground missile killed my two sons
in the market in Grozny. They weren’t fighters—they were just there to
buy some jeans.” The Palestinian girl who at first is too afraid to talk to the
visitors, whispers, “I don’t think we’re going to come out of this alive.” On
a forced march to the border a mother in Kosovo cries as the soldier takes
aim, “Not him, he’s not even 15!”

Thicke goes on to ask, “If there’s no money for translations, who will tell
their stories?” This is a valid question and an admirable call for intervention.
Yet at the same time the Eurotexte site proudly lists among its top clients
numerous companies that are directly or indirectly implicated in the very
atrocities that communities like Translators Without Borders are meant to
be bringing to our attention. These include General Electric, the subject of
an intense boycott campaign by various peace groups between 1986 and
1993 because of its involvement in the production and sale of nuclear weap-
ons. As a major U.S. defense contractor, it is now back on the boycott lists of
several anti-war groups.

Similar criticisms could be leveled at other clients that Eurotexte
proudly lists on its site, including L'Oréal, as well as its subsidiary Lancome.
Apart from its dismal record on animal testing, L'Oréal established Israel
as its commercial center in the Middle East in 1995 and in 1998 received
Israel’s Jubilee Award, for organizations who have done most to strengthen
the Israeli economy. L'Oréal is on the boycott lists of various solidarity
groups set up precisely to respond to the kind of fear and oppression op-
posed by the humanitarian organizations that are served by Translators
Without Borders. At best, then, Eurotexte/Translators Without Borders
may be accused of taking only a superficial interest in the plight of the
groups it presumes to defend and of failing to look into the wider context
of the tragedies it purports to oppose. At worst Eurotexte knowingly and
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cynically exploits both oppressor and oppressed to further its own com-
mercial success.

In Fisher’s framework, fidelity ultimately ranks higher than coher-
ence. Structural incoherence of the type outlined above in the narrative of
Translators Without Borders can in principle be explained and even justi-
fied from the perspective of narrative fidelity. As I explained earlier, narra-
tive fidelity allows us to test a story in relation to its reasons as well as the
values it promotes. In terms of reasons, one could argue that Eurotexte has
not misrepresented its links with Translators Without Borders and has not
sought to mislead by omitting facts about how the two organizations relate
to each other. Eurotexte can only gain by its links with Translators With-
out Borders; thus, the “reasons” for its particular narrative being what it is
are logical and justified. For Eurotexte, doing good comes at a price. The
ability to use Translators Without Borders as a selling point at the same
time as keeping its own operation focused on making money ensures in
turn that Translators Without Borders can continue to enjoy a stable plat-
form even as Eurotexte continues its associations with clients like General
Electric and 'Oréal. In her speech Thicke explicitly maintains this duality,
stating, “I'm sure I don’t have to convince you of the importance of hu-
manitarian work. If you didn’t believe in it, you wouldn’t be here today.
But we're in business. We all need to make money. Good works are often a
luxury we can’t afford. Or can we? The great news I have for you today is
that good works not only help the world: they can also be good for busi-
ness. Much as I believe in good works, I'm a businesswoman, through and
through” (www.eurotexte.fr/downloads/TSFspeechRiminiEurotexte.pdf).

Apart from indirectly securing a financial basis for its activities by
promoting its sponsor as a responsible agency, however, it is not obvious
how the aims of Translators Without Borders are served by being commodi-
fied to enhance the image of Eurotexte. It is this element of the commodifi-
cation of the humanitarian work of the group that (for some like myself)
undermines the narrative of Translators Without Borders, particularly in
light of Fisher’s fidelity principles. Here, we ask what kind of worldview is
promoted by the narrative under examination, and what cultural values it
directly or indirectly gives credence to. This is a question that requires us to
think beyond the immediate narrative and its impact on a temporally and
spatially circumscribed situation or environment. It requires us to think in
terms of global and long-term effects. One could argue, for instance, that the
narrative of Translators Without Borders ultimately sustains and justifies an
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ethics of consumerism through the commodification of human grief. By
blurring the boundaries between commercial and humanitarian agendas,
the narrative accommodates itself to the established “cosmetic” use of good
causes by big business to improve its image and deflect attention from its less
savory practices. Finally, the Translators Without Borders story feeds into
hegemonic cultural narratives of social responsibility that are ultimately
designed to make the donors feel good about themselves rather than directly
address the needs of the recipients. This is evident in Lori Thicke’s article,
published in Multilingual Computing and Technology, where she explains
the attraction of the humanitarian exercise as follows: “Giving away transla-
tions for a worthy cause is a win-win scenario. Eurotexte feels good about it.
The translators feel good about it, and they see Eurotexte as an agency that
really cares—which we do. And last but not least, our customers consider
this to be a point of distinction” (2003:4).

In the final analysis, as Lewis P. Hinchman and Sandra K. Hinchman
point out, “we extend or withhold allegiance to communities depending on
our rational judgments concerning the narratives on which they are based”
(1997:238). Fisher’s narrative paradigm, as I have tried to demonstrate with
the narrative of Translators Without Borders, offers us a framework not only
for making rational judgments but also for assessing narratives in terms of
fidelity and, thus, their ethical import.!? It differs from other approaches
such as critical discourse analysis in that it does not set out to expose or
undermine other narratives as such but to assist us in articulating and re-
flecting upon our own values, our own narrative locations. In other words
it targets—and exposes—the values of the assessor more so than the weak-
nesses or strengths of the narrative being assessed. This is vitally impor-
tant because self-reflexivity is seen as the most effective means of resisting
the normalizing, totalizing effect of narratives and our inevitable embed-
dedness within them.

Conclusion

Faced with an increasingly polarized and violent world in which the oppor-
tunities for remaining “neutral” are continually being eroded, translators—
like most professional groups—are finding it difficult to position themselves
individually and as a group in relation to various narratives that circulate
around them and among them. Today, the worldwide web has become a
symbolic space in which peace activists and marginalized groups who wish
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to challenge dominant discourses can elaborate and practice a moral order
in tune with their own narratives of the world. Translation enables such
groups to elaborate their alternative narratives across national and linguistic
boundaries, to create an international community bound by a similar vision
of the world and unhindered by linguistic frontiers. At the same time, the
professionals who provide these translations are beginning to organize them-
selves in various ways in order to elaborate their own narratives and play a
distinct role as translators in shaping an alternative vision of the world.

As communities of activists in the translation world continue to
form and develop their profiles, narrative theory enables us to critique not
only their translation practices but also their own narratives about them-
selves. In the process we reflect on our own values and narrative locations.
This is an important line of research to pursue, as I demonstrate here, not
least because developing a critical stance toward the stories circulating
among members of a community—and articulating and reflecting on our
own values and principles of assessment—may ultimately help members of
the community in question to avoid sustaining the very narratives they set
out to challenge. At the same time a narrative theoretical framework helps
us as analysts to clarify the basis on which we engage with activist work
and professional groups in the field.

Notes

1. For an alternative view see Novitz (1997:156), who argues that “there is no good
reason for denying the existence of so-called prenarrative facts, or for insisting . . . that
all experience and knowledge must be mediated by or derived from, narrative.”

2. See www.foreignaffairs.org/19930601faessay5188/samuel-p-huntington/the
-clash-of-civilizations.html; last consulted 16 March 2005; emphasis added.

3. Tam grateful to Maria Pavesi of the University of Pavia in Italy for alerting
me to this distinction.

4. For a detailed discussion of Fisher’s narrative paradigm, see Baker (2006,
chap. 7).

5. A full critique of Fisher’s narrative paradigm is beyond the scope of this ar-
ticle. For example, Fisher’s account fails to explain the power and attraction of evil
stories such as The Silence of the Lambs. For critiques of his paradigm, see McGee and
Nelson (1985), Warnick (1987), Kirkwood (1992), and Baker (2006, chap. 7).

6. Personal email communication, 22 November 2004.

7. The World Social Forum is an activist meeting place for networks of social
movements, NGOs, and various civil society groups who are “opposed to neoliberal-
ism and to domination of the world by capital and any form of imperialism, and are
committed to building a planetary society directed toward fruitful relationships
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among Humankind and between it and the Earth” (Charter of Principles, www
forumsocialmundial.org.br/main.php?id_menu=4&cd_language=2; accessed 21 July
2006). The first meeting of the World Social Forum was held in Porto Alegre in 2001.

8. Babels is a highly self-reflexive group which in some respects seems to be
constantly reinventing itself. In other words it deliberately works at retaining its char-
acter as “a project in the making.” As such any details provided about the workings of
the group or the nature of the coordinations it sets up (national, project based, event
based, etc.) are always provisional. For a detailed discussion of Babels, see Boéri
(2008, in progress).

9. Babels Charter, www.babels.org/article.php3?id_article=21; accessed 21 July
2006.

10. For an extended model of textual analysis informed by narrative theory and
applied to the work of translators and interpreters, see Baker (2006). In Baker (2009) I
draw on the same theoretical framework to outline a research agenda for studying
communities of the type discussed here.

11. The complete text is found at www.eurotexte.fr/downloads/TSFspeech
RiminiEurotexte.pdf; accessed 21 July 2006.

12. A sobering example of the dangers of accepting big business narratives of
doing good uncritically is a story recounted in Williams (1991) and summarized in
Ewick and Silbey (1995:219-20). An African American woman, Patricia Williams,
tells her story of being locked out of Benetton one Saturday afternoon by a salesperson
who refused to buzz her in. This is the same Benetton “whose advertising campaign
appropriates images of racial and ethnic diversity to sell the sweaters they wouldn’t
give Williams the chance to purchase” (Ewick and Silbey 1995:219).
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Translation and the Emancipation
of Hispanic America

ALTHOUGH it is true that history recalls and recounts events
and facts, these accounts are never fully devoid of underlying ideologies
and, hence, subjectivities.! The Venezuelan historian and writer Arturo
Uslar Pietri makes the following observation:

Where can we find the history of Latin America among all those partial
and partialized views? This is a task that still needs to be done. The histo-
riography of Latin America is like a set of deforming mirrors. Depending
on where you stand, the reflection changes, giving one the impression of
looking at a different person each time. (1991:114).2

These realizations are of utmost importance when studying the pre-
independence period and the first years of the new republics in Hispanic
America (1785-1835). On the one hand historical discourses tend to reflect
ideological positions that portray the views of a specific social group, Eu-
rocentric positions for the most part in this particular field. On the other
hand the first documents produced to report the happenings of the time
were registered by people who were in most cases simultaneously actors in
and reporters of the historical events.

Translators, like other actors in history, do not function in a vac-
uum; rather they are social beings and as such espouse ideologies and
identities that are particular to their social contexts. Romén Alvarez and
M. Carmen-Africa Vidal note:

42
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Translators are constrained in many ways: their own ideology, their feel-
ings of superiority or inferiority towards the language in which they are
writing, the text being translated, the prevailing poetical rules at that time,
the very language in which the texts they are translating is written, what
the dominant institutions and ideology expect of them, the public for
whom the translation is intended. The translation itself will depend upon
all of these factors. (1996:6).

Moreover, in translation studies, just as in other fields, the gathering and
analysis of historical data correspond to specific research agendas that have
ideological and political biases. At the same time, translation can act as a
lens providing an alternate perspective on the materials of history, a perspec-
tive not unlike those of literary analysis or anthropology that can serve as
a corrective to other approaches to history.

This essay looks at the role of translation in the emancipation move-
ment in Hispanic America. Translation is considered here as a form of activ-
ism in the pragmatic sense of the term, a subversive activity used by a re-
pressed group struggling to resist domination, the criollos (those of Spanish
descent born in the colonies) resisting the oppression of the Spanish Crown
in the case at hand.? Such translation activity clearly has important ideologi-
cal significance and repercussions. In this essay, therefore, resistance and
activism are not viewed as ideological positioning expressed primarily
through the choice of formal textual strategies, as conceived by translation
scholars such as Luise Von Flotow (1997), Susan Bassnett and Harish Trivedi
(1999), Lawrence Venuti (1995, 1998), and Gayatri Spivak (1993).

The Written Word in Hispanic America
during the Age of Independence

The emancipation process in Hispanic America began in the last two de-
cades of the eighteenth century and ended between 1810 and 1835 for most
countries. It represents the efforts of Hispanic Americans to put an end to
three centuries of Spanish rule on the continent. The earliest insurrections
occurred among the Indian and slave populations throughout the region—
the Catari in Bolivia (1780), the Tupac Amaru in Peru (1780-81), and the
comuneros in Colombia (1780), among others. Although these risings were
significant, they never had an impact on the continent as a whole. They
were forms of resistance involving small numbers of people interested in
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righting specific wrongs and were local in their purview. In addition, the
social groups leading these movements were usually the least empowered of
American society: the Indians, slaves, mestizos, and mulattos.

By contrast the wars of independence that occurred in the first three
decades of the nineteenth century stemmed from both internal and exter-
nal pressures exerted on the criollo elite of the society. External pressures
included the expulsion of the Jesuits from Latin America in 1767; the in-
fluence of Enlightenment philosophy; the example of the Revolution of the
United States and the subsequent independence of the new republic; the
French Revolution; and the Napoleonic invasion of Spain in 1808. Internal
pressures included the economic problems typical of the colonial system
(such as dependence on imports, absence of industry, and lack of large-
scale agriculture) and the heavy burden of taxes levied by the Crown on
the inhabitants of the colonies.

From a sociopolitical perspective Javier Ocampo Lopéz cites the
prevalence of nepotism among peninsular officials regarding appointments
to administrative positions in the colonies (1999:83) as a significant cause
of discontent; such discrimination against Americans was in fact the imme-
diate cause of criollo resistance. In spite of their economic clout, the criollo
elite had little hope of participating in the administration of the colonies
as a result of new policies laid down by Spain concerning the appointment
of peninsular agents.

... by the eighteenth century the criollos had become the hacienda own-
ers; they owned slaves and paid Indians, but political power was still out
of their reach. . . . The peninsular elite had acquired the right to adminis-
ter the colony in the name of the king and to accumulate wealth that
would enable them to enjoy luxury and ostentation upon their return to
the metropolis. (Ocampo 1999:69).

In addition to the economic elite, a kind of intelligentsia had also begun to
emerge from the shadows of the inquisitorial controls. This generation of
educated criollos—a product of the Spanish Enlightenment—was well
versed in the democratic and liberal ideologies of the eighteenth century.
In spite of their commercial and intellectual power, however, criollos found
it increasingly difficult to overcome the discrimination and abuse perpe-
trated by the Spanish government. The inferiorization of everything that
was American was one of the reasons behind their quest for independence
(Sariola 1972; Lavallé 1993, 2002). The first sign of resistance from criollo
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Hispanic Americans was in fact their adoption of the Enlightenment ide-
als of freedom, equity, and democracy.

Books and written documents during this period were essential in
shaping and consolidating the revolutionary mentalities intent on emanci-
pation. Measures taken by the inquisitorial authorities to control the pro-
duction, marketing, and circulation of books applied to the Spanish metro-
polis as well as to the colonies. Controls were instituted initially in the
main ports. Every ship was inspected by both civil authorities searching
for banned merchandise and representatives of the Inquisition looking for
any printed material contrary to the teachings of the Catholic Church. On
land printers and booksellers were under close and constant scrutiny by
the authorities. Public and private libraries were subject to the same scru-
tiny. The Inquisition also established a system for denouncing those who
possessed, sold, exchanged, had access to, or shared books and ideas banned
by the authorities.

Control by the Inquisition was only partly successful. Applying these
measures along the coastal areas of South America was almost impossible.
In Venezuela, for instance, proximity to the English and French islands of
the Caribbean facilitated the smuggling of various goods to South Amer-
ica and made possible the influx of people of many different origins and
with many different views. By the end of the seventeenth century, the pro-
duction of books and other printed materials completely overwhelmed the
capacity of the authorities to exercise control; the ever growing number of
written documents, moreover, made the task of expurgation impossible
(Pardo Tomds 1991:344).

The relative failure of these controls partly explains the presence of
banned books in the libraries of educated criollos, including writings by
John Adams, Jean le Rond d’Alembert, Francis Bacon, Buffon, Etienne Bon-
not de Condillac, the Marquis de Condorcet, René Descartes, Denis Diderot,
Benito Jer6nimo Feijoo, Claude Adrien Helvetius, Thomas Hobbes, Thomas
Jefterson, John Locke, Gabriel Bonnot de Mably, Montesquieu, Thomas Paine,
Guillaume Thomas Raynal, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emmanuel Sieyes, Adam
Smith, Voltaire, and other thinkers associated with the political, literary,
and scientific ferment of the century. Although such books did not circulate
freely across Hispanic America, the ideas they conveyed were frequently
discussed in tertulias (the social, artistic, literary, and political gatherings of
educated criollos), cafés, and, later, public places, before trickling down to
the lower classes. An article published in 1806 in the Diario de México, the
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first daily newspaper that was entirely Mexican, notes: “Although the less
educated people do not read the journals and other public papers (they are
blissfully unaware of their existence), the useful information contained in
these documents is spread unknowingly by the enlightened” (Rodriguez
1998:61). Nonetheless, the Inquisition made the dissemination of knowledge
and the free flow of ideas difficult. Indeed, ideas reached Latin America at a
slower pace than the rest of the Western world because of both the geo-
graphical distance and controls imposed on printed material. These impedi-
ments notwithstanding, the written word gave form and permanence to the
liberal ideas of the century, transcending the immediacy and evanescence of
the spoken word. By its mere physical existence, the written text exemplifies
permanency and authority, conveys a stronger sense of historical veracity,
and allows for broad circulation and dissemination.

As long as the philosophical and political ideas of the eighteenth cen-
tury remained the privileged prerogative of the elite, any significant change
in the administration of the colonies remained a remote possibility. The
leading figures of the independence movement understood that in order to
make contemporary revolutionary ideas accessible to a larger group of
people, they needed to move from the orality of the tertulias to writing.

According to Benedict Anderson (2006:65), liberalism and the En-
lightenment were instrumental in the increasing resistance of Americans
against the metropole. Nevertheless, these intellectual movements did not
play a role as determinant in the emancipation process and the creation of
an “imagined community” as that played by the constant travels of criollo
functionaries and the work of provincial printmen in the colony. By creating
a readership that could relate to the same political and social reality, early
regional periodicals performed this essential function. If initially some peri-
odicals were compilations of commercial news and announcements of social
events, most were born under the incipient republics, and as they developed,
they mainly devoted themselves to the political and ideological education of
their readership. They published political news about the chaos of the metro-
pole after Napoleon’s invasion, official resolutions adopted by newly estab-
lished local governments and legislative assemblies, reports of local conflicts
and wars, and ideological perspectives and positions from abroad. As the
political ideas that shaped the emancipation era were produced in languages
other than Spanish (principally English and French), if the criollos wanted
to create a community that related to such ideas, including Enlightenment
and republican ideals, they had to make those ideals available in Spanish
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through translation. In his insightful essay Anderson does not refer to the
role played by translation in the use of print to spread ideas and create com-
munity. The present study is intended precisely to rectify this omission.

Translation as Resistance and Activism

In the early eighteenth century, Spanish authorities tolerated a certain
amount of freedom of the press, allowing the most influential members of
criollo society access to the printing press. The result was the creation of the
first periodicals called gacetas (gazettes), as we have seen, notably the Gaceta
de México, which was published in 1722, 1728-1739, and 1784-1809, and
the Gaceta de Lima, which appeared between 1745 and 1800. By the turn of
the nineteenth century, many other periodicals were in circulation through-
out the rest of the continent. These periodicals were readily available be-
cause of their novelty and the absence of any coherent legislation regulating
their circulation. This situation made it possible to publish works by lead-
ing authors of the time, including French and English philosophers. As
Jaime Rodriguez (1998:58) points out, some texts by these authors appeared
in the gacetas as complete translations and others as summaries.

Thanks to political and diplomatic exchanges and the proximity of
French and English territories in the Caribbean, some wealthy Spanish
Americans became familiar with the liberal ideas of the century, but the
lack of written documents in Spanish gave such ideas little weight and au-
thority. The emerging liberal and democratic philosophy developed orally
as part of folklore, reaching even the lowest levels of society. In his biogra-
phy of José Maria Vargas, Laureano Villanueva relates how new philo-
sophical ideas spread in Venezuela: “[Vargas] devoted his spare time to
reading and commenting on the works of Jean-Jacques Rousseau . . .,” and
“late at night, he worked on the translation of the Contrat social, reading it
to his friends later in secret meetings” (1986:3).

Revolutionary songs also played an important role in the years be-
fore independence, making it possible to include less favored social groups
in the emancipation process. Music provided a means for the lower classes
to articulate their discontent with the colonial administration. In fact,
revolutionary songs such as “La Carmagnole” and “La Marseillaise” were
frequently sung in the Spanish colonies. Unlike “La Marseillaise,” which
was never translated into Spanish, a comparative analysis of the Spanish
and French versions of “La Carmagnole” clearly shows how a translator
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can be resistant (Bastin 2004, Bastin and Diaz 2004). As Armas Ayala af-
firms, Americans displayed prolific ingenuity and wit in musical creations
intended to criticize and ridicule the colonial authorities. Music was for
the common people what books were for the “cultivated.” Nonetheless, the
“non-cultivated” also had indirect access to books; ideas overheard in public
places and in the privacy of the masters’ homes were potentially as influen-
tial as the actual reading of an entire book (Ayala 1970:134). Smuggled
books, travel abroad by wealthy criollos, and contact with travelers, for-
mer slaves from the Antilles, and others helped attune Hispanic Ameri-
cans to the new ideas and issues of the time. By the end of the eighteenth
century, they had attained enough intellectual and administrative matu-
rity to yearn for independence, and, as Anderson (2006) puts it, an imag-
ined and sovereign, though limited community had taken shape.

Case Studies

Case studies of resistant and activist translations from the period in ques-
tion underline the decisive role translation played in the independence
and creation of the first republics in Hispanic America. The following
cases are a small sample of the many that need to be investigated, for there
are numerous documents and translators to be identified and considered
as historical objects of study with respect to the topic at hand. Here we
look at Spanish translations of the following texts: La Déclaration des
droits de ’homme et du citoyen (Declaration of the Rights of Man and of
the Citizen) of 1789 in 17 articles, translated into Spanish by Antonio Narifio
in 1794; La Déclaration des droits de 'homme et du citoyen of 1793 in 35
articles, translated into Spanish by Juan Picornell in 1797; the Spanish
translation of the Lettre aux Espagnols américains written by the Peruvian
Jesuit Juan Pablo Viscardo and translated from French by Francisco de
Miranda; Manuel Garcia de Sena’s book titled La independencia de la
Costa Firme justificada por Thomas Paine treinta afios hd (The Indepen-
dence of the Costa Firme Justified by Thomas Paine Thirty Years Ago;
1811), which includes Spanish translations of excerpts from various works
by Paine, as well as translations of the United States Declaration of Inde-
pendence and the Constitution of the United States; and Garcia de Sena’s
Spanish translation of John M’Culloch’s book, A Concise History of the
United States, from the Discovery of America till 1807 (1807), published in
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1812 as Historia concisa de los Estados Unidos: Desde el descubrimiento de
la América hasta el ario de 1807.

Published between 1789 and 1812, these translations are central ele-
ments of the ideological bedrock of emancipation in Hispanic America. They
fostered ideas and textual models for those who led the revolutionary move-
ment in the Spanish territories in Hispanic America. What is important in
these translations is not their literary or aesthetic value but rather their teleo-
logical force and the way translators and readers utilized them to serve their
own agendas in that specific historical context. Exploring these aspects of the
translations is the primary focus of the discussion here. Our discursive ap-
proach seeks not “to determine whether a translation transforms and thus—
as conventional wisdom would often have it—betrays an original text, but
rather the question becomes one of defining how such a transformation is
carried out and the conditions which make it possible” (St-Pierre 1993:82).

Translation helped to introduce into Spanish-speaking American
countries a version of ideas that had already served to transform other soci-
eties in the Western world. Concerning the interculturality of translations
and translators, Anthony Pym asks whether the history of translation
should focus on translations or translators (1998:182-83). He argues that
independently of their linguistic competence, translators can be considered
members of an interculture. They occupy a space created by the intersec-
tion of the two cultures they mediate between. In the case of the transla-
tions considered in this essay, the men who translated the texts were cer-
tainly bilingual but to say that their role as translators makes them members
of an interculture, in Pym’s terms, would be an overstatement. With regard
to the translations considered here, the act of translation and the translated
texts per se as forms of resistance and activism played a more important
role than the translators as agents. Indeed, more than the translators them-
selves who in these cases translated principally on occasion, the very es-
sence of their subversive activity and the existence of the translated texts
were instrumental in reforming and reconstituting the receiving culture.

The 1789 Version of the Déclaration des droits
de ’homme et du citoyen

On 26 August 1789 the General Assembly of the French Revolution promul-
gated the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen, a document in
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17 articles. After the publication of the Declaration, the Tribunal of the In-
quisition of Cartagena banned it from circulation in the Spanish territories
in an edict of 13 December 1789. By 1790, in the aftermath of the French Revo-
lution, this edict enabled Spanish authorities to tighten their controls over
printed material and ideas originating in France. This did not, however, pre-
vent the Colombian Antonio Narifio (1765-1823) from translating and pub-
lishing the first Spanish version of the Déclaration des droits de ’homme et
du citoyen.

Narifio had held important official positions in the Virreinato (the
Viceroyalty) of Nueva Granada: treasurer, accountant, mayor of Bogotd, and
lieutenant in the king’s army. In criollo society he was recognized as a com-
pulsive book collector and seller. Published in Bogota in 1794, Narifio’s trans-
lation of the Declaration into Spanish was a two-page, word-for-word docu-
ment. His decision to translate and publish this document was prompted
primarily by his liberal ideas and his Masonic affiliation and secondarily by
his business acumen. He was convinced that his text would capture the inter-
est of a select readership. Although the document is his only translation, he is
one of the few individuals in history to bear with equal honor the titles of
general, president, and translator.? In translating the text Narifio overtly sub-
verted the prohibition against circulating the Declaration. According to Ja-
vier Ocampo, the translator and editor printed one hundred copies of the
document; only two or three copies had been sold when a purchaser and
friend warned Narifo of the implications of his act (1999:171). The translator
then decided to burn the remaining copies, but he was nonetheless prose-
cuted by the colonial authorities and given a penalty intended to serve as a
deterrent in a society that was becoming more and more disgruntled with pen-
insular authorities: imprisonment in exile. Narifio somehow managed to
escape and, as did many others before and after him, began a campaign in
Europe to gain support for the cause of independence. He later returned to
Colombia and joined the revolutionary movement.

Pym considers translators as “active effective causes, with their own
identity and agenda” (1998:160). In the case of Narifio, it is more relevant
to concentrate on the act of translation itself and the content of the trans-
lated text as forms of resistance and activism. This translation provided
Spanish-speaking American society with a written document legitimating
the desire for independence.

The ideas enunciated in the Declaration of the Rights of Man were to
become guiding principles for founding the new states. The importance of
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Narifio’s act is commensurate with the tensions it created in colonial society.
First, it consolidated the revolutionary spirit that became manifest in con-
spiracy, secret criticism, satire, and pamphleteering. Second, the translator
provided Spanish-speaking Americans with a document that was in itself
the embodiment of principles for a new kind of polity and political organi-
zation, as well as the materialization of rights that until then existed only as
hearsay oral accounts of events occurring in distant lands. In response the
Spanish authorities started an arbitrary “witch-hunt” against conspirators,
bolstering the resolve of criollo society to fight for independence. This period
witnessed the division of the society into traditionalists on the one hand and
advocates of enlightenment ideas on the other (Ocampo 1999:177).

The translated Declaration took on a new dimension following the
independence of various Latin American countries. Narifio’s text, the
Spanish translation of the Constitution of the United States, and, of course,
Picornell’s version of the second Declaration (see below) were used as guid-
ing documents for drafting the first republican constitutions across His-
panic America. The translation of the Déclaration des droits de ’homme
et du citoyen of 1789 is therefore considered the first clear act of overt ideo-
logical and political resistance by the dominant Hispanic American elite
against the Spanish authorities in the New World. It gave Spanish Ameri-
cans a “road map,” a model of the type of political entity to strive for. Sev-
eral translations akin to Narifio’s were published in the following years.
The goal of all these translations was to provide a philosophical and politi-
cal foundation for legitimizing independence, as well as a corpus of legal
texts for creating the new republics. Picornell’s translation of the second
Declaration of the Rights of Man (1793) lent impetus to this endeavor in
Venezuela in 1797.

The 1793 Version of the Déclaration des droits
de ’homme et du citoyen

In the heat of the Reign of Terror (1793-94), a second Declaration of the
Rights of Man and of the Citizen was drafted to be appended to the 1791
French constitution. Although its 35 articles emphasized the welfare of
society over individual rights, it recognized freedom as a natural right. It
was also drafted in more violent language completely attuned to the bloody
atmosphere of the times. Article 35, for example, recognizes the legitimacy
of insurrection to overcome the oppression of any government.
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The translation into Spanish of the 1793 version of the Declaration of
the Rights of Man was carried out in Venezuela in 1797. It had come by way
of Madrid two years earlier. On 3 February 1795 (the Day of Saint Blas), an
insurrection in Spain known as the San Blas conspiracy, designed and led by
Juan Picornell (1759-1825), was to take place in Madrid to overthrow the
monarchy and establish a republican government. An eminent pedagogue
and, like Nariflo, a Mason, Picornell had been influenced by the French
Revolution. Translation was an activity common to the architects of the
conspiracy, including José Lax, Bernardo Garasa, and Juan Pons Izquierdo.’
The vital force of this revolutionary enterprise was the translation of docu-
ments issuing from the political turmoil in neighboring France. The Vene-
zuelan historian Casto Fulgencio Lopez writes that “the conspirators gath-
eredin José Lax’s house to translate books and speeches from the neighboring
republic” (1997:32). Picornell was aware of the power of translation and its
capacity to introduce subversion into the receiving culture. His friendship
with the Abbot Marchena, the translator of Rousseau’s writings into Spanish
(Schevill 1936), is evidence that his involvement in translation was no acci-
dent. Picornell’s translation work was clearly a purposeful activity. For him
texts had a definite role to play in social change. Picornell’s dream was to
bring about a Spanish version of the French Revolution, and he saw transla-
tion as a means of enlightenment to inspire Spaniards about the greatness of
democracy as understood by the French revolutionaries.

After the failure of their coup, Picornell and his accomplices were
imprisoned and sentenced to death. Their sentences were later commuted
to life imprisonment in the colonies. From his cell in La Guaira, Venezu-
ela, Picornell was able to stoke the desire for emancipation in important
members of Hispanic American society. Among those who joined him in
his revolutionary efforts in America were Pedro Gual and José Maria
Espafia. These two are associated with the Gual y Espafa conspiracy of
July 1797, the most significant and most carefully orchestrated plot con-
ceived by the criollos to overthrow the Spanish government in America
prior to the wars of independence.

During the few months that Picornell was imprisoned in La Guaira,
he indoctrinated a group of influential criollos who facilitated his escape
the same day the Gual y Espana revolt was to take place. As with the earlier
plot in Madrid, this conspiracy also failed. Picornell had to escape to Gua-
deloupe, where he pursued his revolutionary activities. On this Caribbean
island he published the texts prepared in La Guaira: Derechos del hombre y
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del ciudadano, con varias mdximas republicanas y un discurso preliminar,
dirigido a los americanos; the book was published with a fictitious imprint,
“Madrid Imprenta de la Verdad, aio de 1797.” The work includes the Decla-
ration of the Rights of Man, some republican maxims, a speech, and two
revolutionary songs. The conspirators printed two thousand copies and dis-
tributed them all over America. As historians have recognized, Picornell
and his collaborators adapted most of the documents used in the Saint Blas
conspiracy in Madrid for their Hispanic American readership.

Picornell’s contribution to this set of translations was confirmed in
José Maria Espaia’s confession to his prosecutors on 3 May 1799: “When
Picornell arrived in Curacgao from Guadeloupe in November 1797, he took
with him a printing press with the purpose—in his own words—of printing
the papers of the revolution. He also had some copies of the book titled “The
Rights of Man and the Citizen’ and . . . two songs titled ‘American Carmag-
nole’ and ‘American Song’” (qtd. in C. Lopez 1997:239). Irrespective of the
identity of the translator, this text in itself constitutes the blueprint for the
republics that were to be established in the new century. Its importance for
the first constitutional documents of Venezuela has been rightly demon-
strated by Pedro Grases (1981b, 1997). According to C. Ldépez, Picornell’s
“political and philosophical doctrine not only signaled the beginning of the
independence movement, it ensured the continuity of the movement and its
survival until the birth of the [Venezuelan] Republic; it served as the legal
foundation for the [Venezuelan] Declaration of Independence and the first
Venezuelan constitutions” (1997:60).°

The Translation of Viscardo’s “Lettre
aux Espagnols américains”

By a royal edict of Charles III of Spain, all members of the Order of Jesus
were forced to leave the Spanish territories in the Americas in 1767. Among
the five thousand Jesuits who left was the Peruvian Juan Pablo Viscardo y
Guzman (1748-98). At the age of 21, Viscardo arrived in Modena, Italy.
Managing to keep informed of relevant events in America, he traveled in
Europe and attempted to secure England’s support for Indian and slave
uprisings. These efforts failed because England was negotiating peace with
Spain. Disappointed with English indifference, Viscardo ultimately died
in London in 1798, leaving his papers to Rufus King, U.S. minister to the
English court (Vargas Ugarte 1964:70).
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Viscardo wrote extensively from his exile in Europe, denouncing the
abuses of the Spanish Crown in the Americas and telling the world about
the greatness and richness of his continent (Bastin and Castrillén 2004). In
Florence between 1778 and 1791, he wrote a letter in French of some 30
pages with the goal of having it ready for publication on 12 October 1792,
the date marking three hundred years of Spanish presence in the Ameri-
cas.” Historians such as Mariano Picon-Salas consider Viscardo’s “Lettre
aux Espagnols américains” (literally, “A Letter to the American Spaniards”)
to be “the first and most widely distributed pamphlet championing the
cause of revolution for independence” in Hispanic America and histori-
cally “the first declaration of independence” (1994:226). The letter is com-
posed in three parts: the first is an accusation, similar to, though much
longer than that in the Declaration of Independence of the United States;
the second part is a philosophical justification of independence based on
a text by Montesquieu; and the third part is an exhortation to Hispanic
Americans to fight for their independence (Bastin and Castrillon 2004).

The Spanish translation of Viscardo’s letter is the work of the Venezu-
elan Francisco de Miranda (1750-1816), one of the most important figures
in the emancipation of Hispanic America and generally acknowledged as
“El Precursor.” Miranda had traveled extensively in the United States and
Europe, had firsthand experience of the new republic after the indepen-
dence of the United States, and had participated actively as a general in the
French army during the French Revolution. Through his friend Rufus King,
Miranda inherited Viscardo’s writings and in 1799 published the original
French text of Viscardo’s letter in London, giving a fictitious place of publi-
cation, namely Philadelphia. As editor he added a preface and some foot-
notes to Viscardo’s text, materials that were also included in Miranda’s
Spanish translation of the letter published by Miranda himself in London
in 1801. This text became the bible of revolutionaries in Hispanic America
as a result of Miranda’s efforts to make it known everywhere in Europe and
the Americas, first in French and Spanish and later in English as well.® The
significance of this translation is recognized principally because of the
striking intertextuality between Miranda’s text and “La carta de Jamaica,”
written by Simén Bolivar in 1815 and one of his most important political
texts. Luis Navarrete goes so far as to suggest that Viscardo’s letter may
have served as a model for the one written by Bolivar (1994:125).

An analysis of the translation shows that the translator succeeded in
making it as accessible as possible to Spanish-speaking readers. The teleo-



Translation and the Emancipation of Hispanic America 55

logical nature of the text justified its “domestication.”® The Americans
were addressed and depicted in the text, and they needed to identify with
it. To achieve this goal it was essential to bring Viscardo’s letter to them in
their own language. Some manipulations of the text are worth considering
because they make the translator’s agenda explicit. As mentioned above,
Miranda added an editor’s note and several footnotes to both the original
French publication and the Spanish translation. The editor’s note is a short
presentation of the author and the manuscript. The purpose of the note,
however, is far from innocent and impartial. Miranda’s subjectivity and
political intentions are quite manifest.

Ce legs précieux d’'un Américain-Espagnol a ses compatriotes, sur le sujet,
le plus grand et le plus important qui puisse soffrir a leur considération,
est imprimé conforme au manuscrit de la main de ’Auteur méme; et on
pourra sapercevoir au style, que clest un étranger qui, sexprime dans la
langue Frangoise sans aucune sorte de prétention. Cest D. Juan Pablo
Viscardo y Guzman, natif d’Arequipa dans le Pérou, ex-Jésuite, mort a
Londres, au mois de Février 1798, qui en est ’Auteur. On fera connaitre
dans la suite le reste de cet intéressant manuscrit sur TAmérique Méridi-
onale. (Viscardo 1799, editor’s note)

Este precioso legado d’'un Americano Espafiol a sus compatriotas, sobre
el objeto mds grande y mds importante que se puede ofrecer a su consider-
acién, esta impreso conforme al manuscrito de la mano del autor mismo;
y se podra conocer por el estilo del original que es un extranjero que se
explica en la lengua francesa sin ninguna especie de pretensién. El autor
es Don Juan Pablo Viscardo y Guzman, nativo de Arequipa en el Pert, ex-
Jesuita muerto en Londres en el mes de Febrero de 1798. En lo sucesivo se
hara conocer el resto de sus interesantes manuscritos sobre la América
Meridional. (Viscardo 1801, editor’s note)

This precious legacy of a Spanish American to his countrymen, on the
greatest and the most important subject that could be put to their consider-
ation, is printed according to the manuscript written by the author him-
self; and it is possible to see from the style that he is a foreigner who has ex-
pressed himself in the French language without any pretension. The author
is Don Juan Pablo Viscardo y Guzmadn, native of Arequipa, Peru, a former
Jesuit who died in London in February 1798. In the following pages, we will
introduce the rest of this interesting manuscript about South America.

The choice of words in the first sentence shows that in Miranda’s
view translators are not merely instruments of communication. First,
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there is the value judgment conveyed by the use of the adjective precioso
(precious) to describe the text, and the use of the word legado (legacy) makes
the text the property of all Spanish-speaking Americans. Of greater interest
from an ideological and sociolinguistic point of view is the use of the adjec-
tive of nationality in Viscardo’s title of the original French text, “Lettre aux
Espagnols americains” (later translated by William Burke into English as “A
Letter to the Spanish Americans,” in Burke 1808/1976)). Although Miranda
titled the Spanish translation “Carta derijida a los Espafoles Americanos,”
(literally, “Letter Addressed to the American Spaniards”), in his editor’s note
he refers to Viscardo as “un Americano Espaiol” (“a Spanish American”),
defining a distinct and separate identity for his compatriots and shifting
their affiliation. This exemplifies the resistance of the criollos to their inferi-
orization (Lavallé 1993, 2002). The language used here is a manifestation of
resistance, the kind of resistance translators can exert by manipulating the
linguistic code to reflect their own agendas. This translation strategy clearly
illustrates the nascent desire of revolutionary criollos to be recognized not as
Spanish people born in America but as Americans first with only secondary
or contingent affiliations to Spain. Note that Miranda’s term is anticipated
even more strongly in Picornell’s title: Discurso dirigido a los Americanos,”
where he omits the Spanish connection altogether.

Miranda used the translation of Viscardo’s letter not only to intro-
duce readers to the original author and his text but also and perhaps pri-
marily to nurture his own project of independence, a goal he thought he
had attained in view of the reception of his translation in the Spanish colo-
nies. Several historians have corroborated the dissemination and influ-
ence of the text in Europe and in the colonies in the first decade of the
eighteenth century (cf. Batllori 1953:153-57; Navarrete 1994:127). Picén-
Salas argues that in fact Viscardo’s text was successfully disseminated as a
significant weapon of propaganda (1994:226).

The period was notable for conspiracies and espionage affecting all the
economic and military powers of the time. Miranda was involved in plan-
ning an armed invasion of Venezuela in 1806. He obtained the economic
support of the English but he was not allowed to procure arms or men in
Europe (Parra-Pérez 1992:100). In New York he bought weapons and re-
cruited a group of men who were for the most part of good social standing
but ruined and in search of glory and fortune. In preparation for the inva-
sion, Miranda wrote a proclamation in New York in which he appropriated
Viscardo’s arguments to justify his military actions. In this document he
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also included the complete text of Viscardo’s letter and instructed the reli-
gious and the civil authorities of Venezuela to make the public aware of it by
posting it on doors and by reading it once or twice daily at mass and other
public gatherings (Batllori 1953:150-51). Miranda’s military expedition to
Venezuela was a complete failure. Although he succeeded in disembarking
his troops on Venezuelan soil at Vela de Coro on 3 August 1806 and in seiz-
ing control of some territory, he lacked the military might required to guar-
antee the security of the very people he had come to liberate. Moreover, al-
though widely read, his translation did not convince a significant number of
his compatriots to join the rising, and he was forced to flee Venezuela. De-
parting from the same location where he had just landed, Miranda left Ven-
ezuela on 7 August 1806.

Back in Europe, Miranda promoted an English version of the letter.
In 1808 one of his supporters, the journalist William Burke, published a
book titled Additional Reasons for our Emancipating Spanish America, to
which Burke appended his own English translation of Viscardo’s letter.
Aware of the interest of the Edinburgh Review in American matters, Mi-
randa seized this opportunity to make Viscardo’s thought more available
to English-language readers. With the help of James Mill, in 1809 Miranda
published a 34-page essay in the Edinburgh Review based on Viscardo’s
letter, justifying once again the independence of Hispanic America. The
first two pages of this article are dedicated to Viscardo’s letter and the
other 32 pages are devoted to the emancipation of Hispanic America (Batl-
lori 1953:154).

Viscardo’s letter struck a deep chord with Spanish-speaking Ameri-
cans during the critical years of the struggle for independence. Early evi-
dence can be found in the Venezuelan declaration of independence (1811),
the content of which was much influenced by Viscardo’s ideas. In the same
year the Gaceta de Caracas reproduced the full text of the declaration. By
then William Burke had taken up residence in Caracas and was using this
paper to make constant references to the Jesuit’s legacy (Batllori 1953:157).
The letter was also reprinted frequently in English, Spanish, and French in
the first years of the twentieth century, as historians interested in the ideo-
logical foundations of the independence movement recognized Viscardo’s
letter as one of the most influential documents of the time.



58 Georges L. Bastin, Alvaro Echeverri, and Angela Campo

The Writings of Thomas Paine and John M’Culloch

In 1803, after fighting in the Valles de Aragua in Venezuela under the com-
mand of the Marqués del Toro (Simon Bolivar’s father-in-law), Manuel Garcia
de Sena (1780-1816) took up residence in Philadelphia with his brother
Domingo. In 1810 he began translating excerpts of several works by Thomas
Paine into Spanish, publishing them in 1811 in Philadelphia under a single
title, La independencia de la Costa Firme justificada por Thomas Paine
treinta anios hd: Extracto de sus obras, traducido del inglés al espariol (The
Independence of the Costa Firme as Justified by Thomas Paine Thirty Years
Ago: Excerpts from his works translated from English into Spanish by D.
Manuel Garcia de Sena).!’ In this book Garcia de Sena included Spanish
translations of excerpts from the most influential works of Paine, as well as
translations of the Constitution of the United States, the United States Dec-
laration of Independence, and the constitutions of various former colonies.
He subsequently translated John M’Culloch’s A Concise History of the
United States, from the Discovery of America till 1807 (1807) into Spanish as
Historia concisa de los Estados Unidos: Desde el descubrimiento de la América
hasta el afio de 1807, in which he also incorporated a revised version of his
first translation of the U.S. Declaration of Independence (Grases 1981a:400),
publishing the volume in Philadelphia in 1812.

Garcia de Sena used his translations as political tools to champion the
cause of emancipation. His choice of Paine’s texts is quite significant. He
excerpted the most general texts and the ones most applicable to Hispanic
America. In the texts selected he omitted all references to contemporary
conditions in North America, considering them of little interest to his com-
patriots (Grases 1981a:404). To his translations he added personal com-
ments such as ... para la mejor comprension de los lectores americanos”
(“to enable [Hispanic] American readers to better understand” Grases
1981a:405). He also addressed a delicate aspect of U.S. culture: the role of
the church, specifically the prohibition against priests holding public office.
Garcia de Sena not only translated this prohibition, he explained its rea-
sons. This aspect of the separation of church and state in the United States
was particularly important to confront in adapting European or North
American models to Hispanic America, where most political leaders feared
opposing the church and excluding it from the new duties of the state. The
following excerpt of a letter written by Garcia de Sena to his brother Ramén
in December 1810 attests to the importance of the issue: “Convinced after
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reading [the translation] that it does not contain a single word contradict-
ing our religion, I hope it can circulate freely among my countrymen” (qtd.
in Grases 1981a:406).

To further his strategy Garcia de Sena added paratexts of his own to
the translation of Paine’s texts, including a dedication and some footnotes.
He dedicates his work to the “americanos espafioles” (“Spanish Ameri-
cans”), choosing the same expression Miranda used in the foreword to
Viscardo’s letter. This illustrates the high degree of intertextuality found
in revolutionary texts of the period. Garcia de Sena also adds a footnote to
his translation of the U.S. Declaration of Independence at the point where
the original text enumerates the atrocities of the English king:

A todo esto [las atrocidades del Rey de Inglaterra] puede afiadir en favor
de los americanos del Sud, y con relacion a los ultimas gobiernos de Es-
pafia en Europa: Ellos nos quieren gobernar sin mas derecho que el que
tenemos nosotros para gobernarlos a ellos. (1949:156)

To all this [the atrocities of the King of England] it is possible to add the
following in favor of the South Americans in relation to the most recent
Spanish regimes in Europe: they want to govern us without having any
more right to that than the right we have to govern them.

In his translation of M’Culloch’s book, Garcia de Sena also adds a
dedication to “los americanos espafioles” (“the Spanish Americans”), ex-
horting them to continue the struggle. The goal of this long dedication is
twofold. First, the translator recognizes with full “professional humility”
his linguistic shortcomings.

Pero me ha animado al fin la consideracion de que ni lo fastidioso del es-
tilo ni los muchos defectos que se encuentran en la traduccidn, seran ca-
paces de desfigurar los hechos que me propongo transmitir al espafiol
para aquellos a quienes no sea posible obtenerlos de otro modo. (qtd. in
Grases 1981a:398)

But I decided to translate [the book] as I felt that neither the stylistic defi-
ciencies nor the numerous defects in the translation would distort the
facts that I intend to transpose into Spanish for those who would other-
wise have no access to them.

Garcia de Sena thus anticipates Grases’s modern critical assessment that
the Spanish text of the translation is by no means a model of stylistic per-
fection (1981a:398). The translator clearly indicates he has focused much
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more on the content of his translation than on its wording. This illustrates
that the contents of the translations rather than discursive or textual strat-
egies are here the primary site of resistance, contrary to arguments about
resistance in (literary) texts proposed by Venuti (1995, 1998), for example.

Second, Garcia de Sena urges his compatriots to remain united in or-
der to take their rightful place in the community of nations. He concludes
his dedication with the following exhortation.

iQue el Nuevo Mundo todo le dé al Viejo una leccion de virtud! Cudnta
felicidad cuando de las tierras frias del Labrador al rincén mads apartado
de la Tierra del Fuego, solo se asistird a congresos de los que se pueda decir
con dignidad: “jOjald este gran monumento elevado a la Libertad sirva de
lecciéon a los tiranos y de ejemplo a los oprimidos!” (qtd. in Grases
1981a:404)

Let the whole New World teach a lesson of virtue to the Old World! Re-
joice then when from the cold lands of Labrador to the most distant tip of
Tierra del Fuego, there will be congresses everywhere. Then we may say
with dignity, “May this great monument erected to liberty serve as a les-
son to tyrants and an example to the oppressed”!

De Sena’s political agenda, as his dedication shows, is clearly not that of a
timid, invisible, and transparent translator.

Both the selection of texts and the censorship exerted by Garcia de
Sena (on everything contrary to his Catholic beliefs, as well as aspects of the
original texts that were not directly applicable to the situation in Hispanic
America) confirm the hypothesis that politically committed translators use
their translation work to serve their goals of resistance and activism and to
promote their own political agendas. The translations by Garcia de Sena
were neither requested nor sponsored: they were self-initiated undertakings.
Garcia de Sena’s objectives were neither philanthropic nor economic, they
were clearly political: to demonstrate the legitimacy of independence for
Hispanic America and the potential benefits of independence for his compa-
triots, using the sociopolitical and economic situation of the United States as
a model. Such efforts by the translator were not in vain when one considers
the historical significance of his translation of the Constitution of the United
States, in particular, included in his volume of translations from Thomas
Paine. Grases has documented the circulation of this translation throughout
Latin America and its traces in the first Venezuelan constitutions. Five thou-
sand copies of Garcia de Sena’s translation of Paine’s work were printed,
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most of which were shipped to Venezuela, with the remainder going to Vera-
cruz, Cartagena, Havana, and Puerto Rico, where they became required read-
ing (Grases 1981a:410-20). In fact, on Venezuela’s independence day, 5 July
1811, it was Garcia de Sena’s translation of the Constitution of the United
States that was read before the newly created Venezuelan congress (Grases and
Harkness 1953:56).

Conclusion

The interest of translation scholars in postcolonialism outside Europe and
North America is gaining momentum as demonstrated by the activities of
translators and translation scholars in the developing world. This growing
interest bodes well for Spanish-speaking America, but it has not yet been
significant enough to impel descriptive studies of translation history in
this part of the globe beyond the mere archaeological stages of its develop-
ment, even though, admittedly, archaeological data on facts and events do
help define the agendas of translators and researchers.

The examples discussed above demonstrate once again that transla-
tion is not an impartial and objective activity. The translators discussed—
Narifio, Picornell, Miranda, and Garcia de Sena—were textual and cultural
mediators committed to their personal goals and those of the communities
dedicated to the liberation of Spain’s American colonies. The original texts
were only “pretexts” for the greater enterprise of communicating and mas-
sively disseminating ideas to which they were profoundly committed. In
the translators’ agendas, therefore, translation was a means, not an end.

These specific cases related to Hispanic America clearly illustrate how
vital the study of translation history is to explain the sociopolitical facts of
communities and nations. Latin American translators made a significant
contribution to its history. The political imprint they left on their translations
can be paralleled with influences exerted in other times and other places. The
translations of Shakespeare by Michel Tremblay and Michel Garneau, deemed
to give Quebec a sense of renewed identity at the time of the “Révolution
Tranquille,” come to mind (Brisset 1990). A parallel can also be drawn with the
Irish translators such as Augusta Gregory or Mary Hutton who helped effect
the independence of Ireland (Tymoczko 1999). Such renditions are quintes-
sentially subjective, political, resistant, activist. Tremblay and his fellow
Canadian translators and the Irish translators became historical actors, not
unlike Garcia de Sena and the others discussed here.
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The Brazilian concept of anthropophagia (anthropophagy; Andrade
1928) is also relevant to the cases discussed here.!! Although developed
during the modern period, such a concept seems to have motivated trans-
lators such as Garcia de Sena, as well as their Hispanic followers including
Andrés Bello, José Marti, and Jorge Luis Borges, whose translation work is
characterized by appropriating strategies as well (Bastin, Campo, and
Echeverri, 2004). In this regard Diego Saglia notes, “The concept and prac-
tice of appropriation may thus reconfigure the status of translation as the
production of texts that are not simply consumed by the target language
and culture but which, in turn, become creative and productive, stimulat-
ing reflections, theorizations and representations within the target cul-
tural context” (2002:96).

The history of translation in Hispanic America is for the most part
unknown to the rest of the world and, even more discouraging, to His-
panic Americans themselves. Many Latin American translation scholars
and professionals are more at ease talking about Perrot d’Ablancourt, Wal-
ter Benjamin, or John Denham than about Francisco de Miranda, Manuel
Garcia de Sena, or Andrés Bello. The cause is, of course, a somewhat xeno-
phile attitude on the part of many Latin American scholars, rooted in a
long tradition of a Eurocentric orientation in Latin American culture as a
whole. Moreover, the Eurocentric manner in which translation studies as a
field has developed compels Latin American scholars to study European
or North American issues, as well as to adopt foreign models to explain
local matters, because this is the only means of participating in translation
studies discourses. The time has come to study translation using local
models (whether inspired by literary criticism, sociology, or philosophy)
as the most appropriate way to interpret local realities. This may be the
way for Hispanic American scholars to develop their own form of resis-
tance within the field of translation studies, and it may be a model for
other local groups of scholars to utilize as well.

Our research has focused primarily on the importance that transla-
tion played in the independence period when the rising Hispanic Ameri-
can elite used it to subvert Spanish domination, highlighting a genuine
Latin American way of translating. At the same time translation also served
the goals of the criollo elite to establish and consolidate their domination
and control over the less empowered social classes and ethnic minorities
in Spanish-speaking America. Translation certainly fueled the impetus for
emancipation, but it also gave the controlling minority the means to
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perpetuate the social inequalities that continue to be characteristic of His-
panic America. Such an ironic outcome of translation leading to both
emancipation and oppression, to both resistance against and collusion
with established structures of power, remains to be studied. It is in many
ways representative of the heterogeneous position of translators as histori-
cal and social agents.

Last but not least, the cases discussed above are only a few among
many more to be uncovered and studied in order to characterize the pro-
found influence that translation exerted on the history and fate of Hispanic
America. Although limited, these case studies demonstrate one significant
feature in translation history, namely that a sociological rather than an an-
thropological approach is needed to understand how translation has influ-
enced the course of history. It has been clearly shown that content rather
than textual strategy is the focus of resistance and activism in translation
in the case studies considered here and, moreover, that the message of the
translated text and its reception rather than the identity of the translator are
the main issues to be considered even when translators are visible agents of
history.

Notes

1. This study took shape within the framework of a research project funded
by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC). Addi-
tional information can be found at www.histal.umontreal.ca.

2. Unless otherwise noted, all translations are our own.

3. Anderson (2006:47) offers a useful definition of Creole (Criollo) as a “person
of (at least theoretically) pure European descent but born in the Americas (and, by
later extension, anywhere outside Europe).”

4. In 1811 Narifio was appointed president of Cundinamarca, a province of
Nueva Granada, Colombia, where the capital Bogota is located. He was general in the
revolutionary army during the period 1813-14.

5. José Lax was a teacher of the humanities and an official translator; Bernardo
Garasa was a lawyer and literary translator; Juan Pons Izquierdo was a teacher of
French and the humanities and sometimes referred to as co-translator of the Declara-
tion (Grases 1997:32).

6. Including the federal constitution in 1811, the constitution of the province of
Barcelona in 1812, and the constitution of the province of Angostura in 1819.

7. Viscardo probably chose to write in French because it was the language of
diplomacy and culture in Europe at the time and very widely known by educated
people in the Americas as well, as he himself exemplifies.

8. On the English version of the letter, see below. See also the facsimile of the sec-
ond English edition (1810) with an introduction by D. A. Brading in Viscardo (2002).
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9. On the distinction between domesticating and foreignizing translations, see
Venuti (1995, 1998).

10. The term “Costa Firme,” literally the ‘firm coast’, refers to the northern part
of South America, mainly Venezuela. Our work is based on the 1949 edition of the
volume.

11. On anthropophagy and translation see also Vieira (1994, 1999).



ANTONIA CARCELEN-ESTRADA

Covert and Overt Ideologies in the
Translation of the Bible into Huao Terero

D ESPITE being a broadly documented sociolinguistic phenom-
enon of twentieth-century evangelization, the immersion into Western
culture of the Huaorani (an indigenous people in the Ecuadorian Amazon
whose language is Huao Terero) has resulted in research focused mainly on
the socio-anthropological issues that the communities have faced since con-
tact, leaving a gap in understanding the linguistic phenomena per se. This
is surprising since the condition of the Huaorani people today is principally
the consequence of linguistic colonization by the Summer Institute of Lin-
guistics (SIL), a process that started in the 1950s and officially ended in the
late 1980s. The work of these linguist missionaries resulted in tension over
power from several sectors related to this group, tension that continues to
the present. The strategies used by SIL missionaries constitute a significant
case study in translation. To delineate the linguistic implications, here I
first outline the specificities of the interactions between the Huaorani and
various groups, and the systemic agony that has resulted. Among the groups
are the Huaorani, SIL, the national government of Ecuador, various oil
companies, the Amazon’s Kichwa communities,! the Parque Nacional
Yasuni (Yasuni National Park), other ecological organizations, the tourism
industry, and lumber dealers. I then attempt to set SIL and the Huaorani
people in dialogue, hypothesizing that the latter translated their bodies as
the former translated the Bible, with consequent divergence between ac-
tions and intentions in both systems. The temporal, semiotic, and inten-
tional miscommunication between these two groups unveils different
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levels of ideology and significant ethical problems. I argue that the discon-
nect between the actions and intentions of the Huaorani is a native strategy
for cultural survival that we can trace elsewhere. By contrast the SIL slippages
seem to have ideological connections that perhaps constitute yet another
battle of the Cold War. Finally, this essay will fill some of the gaps in under-
standing the linguistic aspects of translating the Bible into Huao Terero by
discussing specific aspects of the strategies of the SIL translation process.

The Huaorani people descend from the Abishira, inhabitants of co-
lonial Ecuador. There is documentation of at least 400 years of Huaorani
auto-exclusion; the culture was in flight from the atrocities of European
colonists, missionaries, and, later, rubber hunters (Fuentes 1997:93). The
Huaorani occupied a region of approximately 20,000 square kilometers
(two million hectares) in the hinterlands of the Napo and Curaray rivers,
land that sits above the richest oil pools of Ecuador. Such attractive re-
sources made their solitude vulnerable to increased intrusion of global
interests in the twentieth century. The group remained isolated in the cen-
tral Amazon region of Ecuador until 1958, when SIL missionaries made
peaceful contact with the Huaorani for the first time. Prior to that date on
repeated occasions the Huaorani had killed all strangers who attempted
any contact (Rivas Toledo and Lara Ponce 2001; Fuentes 1997; Kimerling
1996; Kane 1995; Liefeld 1990; Elliot 1958).

Before analyzing the interaction between SIL missionaries and the
Huaorani cultural system, it is necessary to detail the other systems that
have been involved in this process. There are myriad interest groups wish-
ing to access Huaorani resources. Indeed, relations between the Huaorani
and other groups tend to be defined by the desires—cast as “needs”—of other
groups for a given Huaorani resource. Conversely, such a desire or “need”
defines the view that any specific cultural group or system has of the Hua-
orani. Each system interacting with the Huaorani translates the image of
the Huaorani into their terms, and that translation is to a large degree
shaped by the perspective of the vested interests of the outside groups.

In these complex systemic relationships, every group has its own
understanding of the meaning of the Huaorani. The Kichwa communi-
ties of the Ecuadorian Amazon “needed” the land inhabited by the Hua-
orani, who would attack with spears anyone attempting to enter. Before
the 1950s the Huaorani were translated into a canonical image shaped
by indigenous Kichwa peoples, also known as Canelos (people from the
canela, or cinnamon, forest) and Naporuna (people from the Napo River)
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by the mestizo national society. The Kichwa were the first group to create
a stereotype of the Huaorani, which has served as a model and been re-
produced in other spheres. The schema in Figure 1 below indicates that
(apart from the Huaorani) Kichwa groups are among the most peripheral
elements of the cultural system diagrammed. Prior to 1956 the name given
to Huaorani Indians was Aucas, meaning ‘savages’ in Kichwa; the term was
transferred—translated in the physical sense—from Kichwa into Spanish
and from Spanish into English (Rivas Toledo and Lara Ponce 2001; Fuentes
1997; Kimerling 1996; Kane 1995; Liefeld 1990; Elliot 1958).

In the Kichwa language, Auca also means ‘not baptized” (tucui llac-
tacunapi), that is, a person not adapted to manners (mana chican llactacu-
napi yacharic runa; Fuentes 1997:94). The Kichwa to this day refer to the
Huaorani as not knowing anything, as killers, and as thieves (Fuentes
1997:36). This Kichwa image has been reproduced by others, introducing
Kichwa stereotyped norms to other systems in Figure 1 below. Paradoxi-
cally this Kichwa image is the opposite of Huaorani self-representation:
wao, written huao as a result of Kichwa phonetic transcription, means ‘hu-
man person’ (Costales, qtd. in Fuentes 1997:94); by contrast for the Hua-
orani, the rest of the world is cowudi, or cannibals.

Under Spanish colonialism the distance from the legitimate authority
and the power of the king, among other pragmatic factors, called for super-
vision of the natives by missionaries, colonizers, and the military. After
Ecuador’s independence, the national government functionally replaced
the structures of the Spanish colonial system with similar institutions. In
republican times, military officers and a new group of settlers (or colonos)
failed to control marginal populations. In 1953 Ecuadorian President Plaza
placed responsibility for the uncooperative native populations—the internal
Others—in the hands of a new set of missionaries, including SIL (Fuentes
1997:129-31). The Huaorani people were never part of the colonial history of
Ecuador, yet today they feel the persistence of colonialism in many ways.

The national government of Ecuador accepted the Kichwa stereo-
type of the Huaorani and imposed it on the national imaginary still in
force today (Fuentes 1997:55). The introduction of the Huaorani stereo-
type to national spheres began in the 1950s. Savages were counterpro-
ductive for the emergence of a modern nation. During the Cold War,
Ecuador was still a nation-state at the beginning of its modernization, and it
needed U.S. academic knowledge, scientific development, and international
recognition as a capitalist state. Moreover, Ecuador, like other nations,
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sought a homogenous and coherent cultural identity (Fuentes 1997:55).
Conversely it was in the interests of the United States to expand its influ-
ence in the Americas during the Cold War to avoid communist sympathies,
and native populations were particularly vulnerable to communism in North
American views. In this context the activities of SIL and other missionary
groups can be viewed as an extension of anti-communist controls in Latin
America (Stoll 1985:30-36, Rivas Toledo and Lara Ponce 2001:29).

After first operating in a somewhat ad hoc manner, in 1941 SIL came
under the sponsorship of the University of Oklahoma (www.sil.org/sil/
history.htm, accessed 17 July 2007). The university’s institutional backing
allowed SIL to be welcomed as a legitimate scientific and linguistic organi-
zation by the Ecuadorian government, as a partner in the modernization
project (Ziegler-Oetro 2004:52-55, Fuentes 1997:132), and as a representa-
tive of American capitalism. Cooperation with SIL seemed to hold the
promise that other groups would recognize the newly crafted Ecuadorian
identity.

On 10 April 1990 the government of Ecuador recognized 612,560
hectares as the legal property of the Huaorani, the largest indigenous terri-
tory in the country (Rival 2002:154; Rivas Toledo and Lara Ponce 2001:36).
The land had been occupied by the Huaorani for centuries, but it had been
mostly abandoned after 1974 when various Huaorani families moved into
Tihueno, a protectorate founded in 1969 by SIL to concentrate Huaorani
populations. However, the Huaorani began to repopulate the forest during
the 1980s and had never abandoned ownership of their land. Thus, they
fought for recognition during the period when other indigenous groups
were pressuring the government for territorial and cultural rights. In 1990
a massive indigenous march paralyzed the country for weeks, causing the
government to negotiate with indigenous communities. The government of
Ecuador issued a title of collective property of the indigenous reserve to the
Huaorani people as a placating measure. Despite the Huaorani’s legal
ownership of their land, however, they do not control the underground
rights of their territory, because their title reads, “the adjudicated will not
impede or make difficult the mineral and hydrocarbon exploration and/or
exploitation” (Narvéez, qtd. in Rivas Toledo and Lara Ponce 2001:37). As a
consequence the Huaorani cannot interfere with the oil exploitation in
their own territory.

By keeping the Huaorani as legal holders of title to the land but con-
trolling the rights to oil development, the Ecuadorian government ulti-



Translation of the Bible into Huao Terero 69

mately retains possession of Huaorani territory. According to Eric Cheyfitz,
a title is one essential aspect of the Western concept of property ownership
(1997:46), but the right of property ownership and the right of possession are
two distinct rights; moreover, “when to this double right the actual posses-
sion is also unified, then, and then only, is the title completely legal” (Black-
stone qtd. in Cheyfitz 1997:47; emphasis added). Thus, Huaorani popula-
tions have been dispossessed of their territory. Even their legal rights are not
always respected by other parties with interests that conflict with theirs.
Besides the dispossession of the wealth of their land, the Huaorani were also
assigned legal ownership of only a quarter of their original territory of more
than two million hectares. One might conclude that in practice the Ecua-
dorian paternalistic regime protects its “children” by controlling land use
and providing them with what the state as a father considers fair. Alter-
natively, one could say that the paternalistic government retains all rights as
legal guardian over its children and disposes of the children’s property. In
such circumstances legal title is merely nominal. The government’s pater-
nalism recognizes the territory solely as a nominal legal inheritance rather
than a legitimate patrimony to be fully enjoyed by the Huaorani.

The Ecuadorian government assigned the petroleum development
rights for Huaorani territory to foreign oil companies. The development
rights were distributed to incoming groups according to their place and
power in the bigger system considered in this study. In 1937 the govern-
ment assigned exploration and exploitation rights to the Royal Dutch Shell
company, and a Texaco-Gulf consortium soon followed (E-Shen 1999:15).
By 1969 the oil companies had become the de facto possessors of the Hua-
orani lands because oil development entailed exclusion of natives from lands
in operation. This political configuration echoes arrangements during the
period of Spanish colonialism when indigenous lands together with their
inhabitants were given to Spanish colonists to manage, resulting in a form
of indentured servitude of the native population. The Huaorani escaped
enslavement during the colonial period because of their auto-exclusion
from colonial society, but their auto-exclusion not only marginalized them
collectively during republican times, it also excluded them from the con-
struction of “official” history. Paradoxically, the lack of colonial experience
thus made the Huaorani vulnerable during the twentieth century in the
cultural systems of the Amazon, the nation, and the world.

A major factor to be considered in the Huaorani power struggles of
the 1950s and 1960s is SIL. SIL missionaries brought the gospel to remote
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corners of the planet by rendering the Bible into a plain, simple, and flow-
ing message that would function in indigenous languages. To the mission-
aries, translating the Bible into indigenous languages around the world
saved souls (Elliot 1958:23). At the same time they appeared to be con-
scious of the cultural damage they were causing; for instance, Peter Flem-
ing, a missionary who attempted contact with the Huaorani, wrote in his
diary, “It is easy to see how the availability of even so simple a tool as the
machete can profoundly alter a culture” (qtd. in Elliot 1958:157, emphasis
added). While SIL missionaries were trying to save people, they were also
aware of the cultural impact of their work, which raises questions about
their ethical stand.

Elisabeth Elliot’s Through Gates of Splendor (1958) gives an insider’s
perspective on the first missionary contact with the Huaorani via the so-
called Auca Mission. James Elliot, Elisabeth’s brother, was the first SIL
missionary to show an interest in contacting the Huaorani. He shared this
thought with his good friend Peter Fleming, who came along on the mission.
In 1952 the two missionaries spent some time in the Ecuadorian capital,
Quito, learning Spanish, reading the Spanish Bible, and analyzing how the
Bible had been translated. They also learned about the national perceptions
of Protestant missionaries (Elliot 1958:26). After mastering Spanish the mis-
sionaries moved to Amazonian Shandia, where they learned Kichwa. This
linguistic progression is fundamental for understanding the power gradi-
ents in the entire cultural system discussed in this essay: from the beginning
the SIL approach to Huaorani language and culture was doubly mediated,
first through Ecuadorian Spanish culture and language, then through the
culture and language of the Ecuadorian Kichwa.

Fleming summarized the evangelization process as having three
fundamental steps: to reduce Huao Terero to writing (Liefeld 1990:213); to
translate the Bible in a manner applicable to the lives of the Huaorani; and
to prepare teachers equipped with linguistic materials for literacy pro-
grams (Liefeld 1990:183). This process was first carried out on Amazonian
Kichwa populations in the early 1950s, a step which served as an anteced-
ent to the Huaorani project. The evangelization of the Kichwa spread closer
and closer to the Huaorani territory, an encircling motion already planned
by the missionaries in 1952 (Liefeld 1990:120). The Protestant Sunday ser-
vices were fully translated into Kichwa by 1956.

The linguistic aspects of the evangelization of the Kichwa served as a
preliminary exercise for Elliot and Fleming, but the Kichwa phase pro-
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vided more than linguistic information. From the Kichwa community, the
missionaries learned important details about Huaorani culture and social
structures. Such structures were initially understood only from the per-
spective of the Kichwa, outsiders to the Huaorani community. However, as
the evangelization progressed further east from Shandia, the missionaries
had an important breakthrough. They met Dayuma, a self-exiled Huaorani
woman who had escaped her group years before and who had worked for
Carlos Sevilla, owner of the farm El Capricho. Dayuma was central for
understanding Huaorani culture and their way of life.

In the 1950s the Kichwa of the Napo River (the Naporuna) contin-
ued as an indentured labor force, a legacy from the Spanish colonial sys-
tem. Dayuma, working on Sevilla’s farm among Kichwa workers, was taken
to be one of them. Once identified as a Huaorani, she became an essen-
tial source of ethnological information about her ancestral group, in-
forming the missionaries, for example, that the Huaorani did not experi-
ence family violence (Elliot 1958:102). By contrast family violence is a
characteristic cultural trait of Kichwa communities, which Dayuma had
witnessed. Another Huaorani cultural characteristic she identified was
that they never got drunk because their chicha, a manioc beverage, was
not fermented. By contrast most Kichwa communities ferment their
corn or manioc chicha with saliva, resulting in an alcoholic drink. Other
information included the fact that Huaorani families lived in clans of
approximately 30 people, that the women worked with manioc and cot-
ton while men shaped lances and sharp points, and that the Huaorani
could recognize human beings individually by the sound of their foot-
steps (Kane 1995).

Moreover, the missionaries learned that if they could create family ties
through affiliation with a Huaorani individual, they could reach the group
safely (Liefeld 1990:227). They also learned that the Shell Oil Company had
given the Huaorani gifts and had received a vine-woven basket in return as
a result of attempts at contact via airplanes (Elliot 1958:98). Dayuma also
told the missionaries about various Huaorani legends, including a story of
fire that fell from heaven and spread throughout the world, burning all the
trees (1958:103). These legends were later helpful in translating the Bible into
Huao Terero. As we will see, some biblical passages were replaced by Hua-
orani stories or adapted to their oral tradition in order to convert the
Huaorani to Christianity. Dayuma also taught James and Elisabeth Elliot
the basics of her language.
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While Kichwa was being reduced to writing, a similar method was
used with Jivaro, the language spoken by another Amazonian community.
Missionary Roger Younderian prepared visual dictionaries for the Jivaro
people, which included a column of drawings (mostly objects), a column
indicating the Jivaro sounds for these objects as transliterations in the Ro-
man alphabet, and a third column with isolated syllables that could be
learned by heart in the future (Elliot 1958:40). These primers constituted
the first textbooks for the alphabetization program, later also used among
the Huaorani (Elliot 1958:80). Younderian also worked with other resistant
communities; for instance, he flew 50 miles to the eastern Amazonian
jungle to meet the Atshuara peoples. The first contacts with these groups
followed the pattern used by Shell, namely airplane drops. Airplanes had
been a popular means of contact, and drops of goods had been perfected
by the military during the twentieth century, particularly during World
War II. Younderian had served in the U.S. Army Air Forces during
World War II, and it is possible he was trained in airdropping techniques.

The airplane drop method was chosen for the first Huaorani contacts.
In 1956 the Auca Mission began with gift drops that, according to Dayuma,
the Huaorani believed came from the stomachs of the airplanes wounded
by their lances (Elliot 1958:134). The flights did not always target the same
clans (Elliot 1958:137-42). The missionaries chose different Huaorani
malocas—oval houses typically found in the Amazon. Whatever the loca-
tion, the routine was always the same: on Sunday mornings the missionar-
ies flew low enough for the people to distinguish the airplane as the gifts
were dropped; then they would fly lower and scream Auca phrases through
loudspeakers; and finally even lower so that the Huaorani could see the
faces of the missionaries printed on enlarged pictures. The phrases were
simple: Biti miti punimupa, biti miti (I like you, I want to be your friend, I
like you). On succeeding trips the missionaries saw some people wearing
their gifts. Nate Saint recorded in his diary: “May the praise be His, and
may it be that some Auca, clothed in the righteousness of Jesus Christ, will
be with us as we lift our voices in praise before His throne” (qtd. in Elliot
1958:145). The gift-drop procedure was costly. The missionaries accelerated
the process by leaving the gifts in the treetops to force the Huaorani to chop
them down until a big enough clearing was formed for a landing area. Peter
Fleming wrote in his diary: “These fellows will be dressed like dudes before
we get to see them on the ground” (qtd. in Elliot 1958:164). The first landing
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day was scheduled. The Huaorani received an invitation in sign language
from the missionaries. The missionaries wore headdresses, placed small
airplanes on a landing area nicknamed Palm Beach, carried more gifts, and
spoke Huao Terero, the language of the Huaorani. In return, the Huaorani
killed all five missionaries. The Huaorani thought Roger Younderian, Jim
Elliot, Peter Fleming, Nate Saint, and Ed McCully were cannibals and
killed them out of fear (Liefeld 1990:13).

The self-styled martyrdom was an enormous success for SIL. It in-
creased SILs membership and contributions, channeled new sources of in-
come for the expansion of its activities, and secured free publicity, includ-
ing a ten-page illustrated article in Life Magazine. The martyrdom was an
essential catalyst for the translation of the Bible into Huao Terero because
the event inadvertently created a family tie that allowed for nonviolent con-
tact. Dayuma’s brother had been killed by Nate Saint at Palm Beach (Ki-
merling 1996:177).> We have seen that absent a secure family connection,
any stranger would be killed without warning. According to the Huaorani
definition of family structure, however, if two people killed each other, the
members of each family became immediately related. Therefore, Rachel,
Nate Saint’s sister, and Dayuma were “blood sisters” or sisters of “peace af-
ter revenge” (Rival 2002:158). Dayuma was free to return to her people at
any time, and she could bring her new sister along (Kimerling 1996:177).
Rachel Saint, trained by the Wycliffe Bible Translators (Kimerling 1996:176,
Kingsland 1980:36), became the leading translator in the first project to
translate the Bible into Huao Terero, the Gospel of St. Mark.

After the martyrdom the missionaries became culture heroes and
self-appointed authorities on the Huaorani in the wider world (Fuentes
1997:133). Various missionaries “translated” the Huaorani image to the out-
side world, propagating the view of the Huaorani as “ignorant savages,”
“primitive people,” and “stone age people” (Fuentes 1977:12). Regarding the
Huaorani people who had relocated to the town of Tihueno, Judith Kimer-
ling, for example, points out that Rachel Saint “spoke to the newcomers
about Christian love, but in conversations with [Rosemary] Kingsland, she
qualified them as ‘garbage’” (Kimerling 1996:181).% Olive F. Liefeld, widow
of Peter Fleming, wrote that she “couldn’t believe God would allow the sac-
rifice of five men for only fifty Indians” (1990:206). Thirty years after the
first encounter, Liefeld’s image of the Huaorani had not changed: they were
still just “Indians,” despite the fact that they were dressed, baptized, and
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their souls saved. One sees the depths of the missionaries’ stereotyping of
the Huaorani in such statements. These stereotypes clarify the ambivalent
missionary ideology, one stated in their daily work and a more hidden one
expressed in the slippages of their inner thoughts. This ideological contra-
diction highlights another ethical problem in this case study.

The martyrdom legitimized SILs “custody” of the Indians, and SIL
was given control of the Huaorani “protectorate” by the Ecuadorian
government. Access to the Huaorani by any other people was mediated by
Rachel Saint until she left the area in the late 1980s (Kane 1995:86). SIL
governance of the Aucas, aimed at “saving” them and “teaching them how
to live” (Rivas Toledo and Lara Ponce 2001:29), was later followed by the
oil companies doing business in Ecuador. SIL established a hierarchical
relationship in which the missionaries were dominant and the Huaorani
became dependent on a group of outsiders as suppliers, providers, bene-
factors, and gift givers. After the successful SIL mission, when oil com-
panies were able to undertake large-scale exploration and drilling in
Huaorani territory, the oil companies replicated the missionaries” function
as goods givers in a symbolic exchange for the land’s oil. The oil compa-
nies perceived the Huaorani through missionary lenses as “uncivilized
savages,” but most importantly as an obstacle to transnational economic
development in zones of “needed” high petroleum density (Rivas Toledo
and Lara Ponce 2001:26).

Prior to the SIL protectorate of the Huaorani, the natives had man-
aged to expel Royal Dutch Shell. In 1937 Shell was the first company
granted rights to prospect and drill for oil in the Ecuadorian Amazon. Ec-
uadorian soldiers and Naporuna workers, however, became increasingly
reluctant to serve Shell as they saw many co-workers killed by Huaorani
spears. Shell left in 1948. When Texaco began its operations in 1964, the
SIL mission had cleared the land of hostile natives, enabling petroleum
exploitation (Stoll 1985: 311). Significantly, it was revealed in the 1990s that
Texaco had directly funded SIL by means of “blank checks” and other re-
sources, including planes and facilities (Kimerling 1996:180, E-Shen
1999:15). In 1964 Texaco received exploitation rights to 1,413,450 hectares
of land from the Ecuadorian government (Rodriguez Guerrra 2002). Soon
afterwards Texaco started pumping oil from its first well, Lago-Agrio-1, at
arate of 2,640 barrels per day. The company’s role with respect to the Hua-
orani became that of father—a “giver”—who decides what its beneficiaries
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ought to need or receive. Like the Ecuadorian government and SIL, Texaco
adopted a paternalistic stance toward the Huaorani.

One might say that the Huaorani communities asked the company
to “give them” goods and services, and the foreigners who were the dis-
tributors of the goods became the de facto leaders of the people. In a sense
the forest as provider was replaced by the oil company as the source of life,
food, and shelter. Since the conversion of the Huaorani by SIL missionar-
ies, every incoming new system to that region of the Amazon—including
NGOs and ecological organizations—has interacted with the Huaorani as
benefactors. Consequently an acceptance of outside leaders has driven the
Huaorani into an identity crisis. Moreover, this permanent mediation has
resulted in a radical dissociation from the national population and govern-
ment (Rivas Toledo and Lara Ponce 2001:56). For example, as I discovered
from personal experience in the area, if an Ecuadorian mestiza such as
myself wants to interact with Huaorani people, she must acquire a permit
from the oil company in order to circulate in Huaorani territory; she must
also pay a fee to the Huaorani community (which rarely reaches actual
Huaorani families) and bring enough clothes and food to care for the
group for the duration of her stay.

The concessions of the Ecuadorian government to the oil companies
are not exploitative of the Huaorani alone. Since 1974 the national govern-
ment of Ecuador has received only 25 percent of Texaco’s income from
Huaorani oil despite the contracted partnership that granted 62 percent of
benefits to the government (Rivas Toledo and Lara Ponce 2001:49). Mean-
while, major pollution problems have resulted from the exploitation, in-
cluding those caused by routine airplane spills and the construction of the
Via Auca, a road built by Texaco during the 1970s to facilitate oil operations
and transportation. Joe Kane refers to this damage as the “worst case of toxic
contamination in the entire Amazon” and compares it to other oil disasters,
concluding that Texaco’s damage was “one and a half times as much oil as
the Exxon Valdez spilled off the coast of Alaska” (1995:5). According to Kane,
Texaco spilled 16.8 million gallons of raw crude oil on the 27 occasions its
pipeline broke, and 4.8 million gallons of untreated toxic waste went di-
rectly into the watershed every day from 1972 until 1989 (1995:70). In 1993
the Huaorani brought a collective suit against Texaco in federal court in
New York as a consequence of the pollution. The Second Circuit Court of
Appeals affirmed a five-billion-dollar judgment related to the pollution;
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Texaco by contrast had claimed that twelve million dollars would be enough
to clean up the Amazon (Kimerling 1996:190, Kane 1995:251). Moreover,
Texaco seems to have “forgotten” to take actions it had agreed upon; instead
the oil company covered the waste pits with dirt, created a canal connect-
ing cesspools directly to the river, and dug new holes to bury waste (Kane
1995:193).

Other groups have made their own additions to the image of the Hua-
orani. Elliot states that “the Aucas have constituted a hazard to explorers,
an embarrassment to the Republic of Ecuador, and a challenge to mission-
aries” (1958:96). These translations of the image of the Huaorani echo the
Kichwa perception of the Huaorani as savages. This image is clearly opera-
tive in the film End of the Spear (2005), where the Huaorani are portrayed
as stereotypical savages who attack the beautiful and kind-hearted mis-
sionaries. For the tourist industry, by contrast, the group’s “savage nature”
is a plus, an occasion for further exploitation. Tourist companies have made
enormous profits by selling the image of the Huaorani savage, packaging
tours for evangelical groups, anthropologists, adventurers, peace advocates,
and scientists (Rivas Toledo and Lara Ponce 2001:90). The image sold is the
one tourists pay to see. None of these companies is run by Huaorani entre-
preneurs. The benefits, once again, are diverted from Huaorani territory.
Kane describes tourist brochures promoting river trips to see the Aucas,
“naked savages” wearing only earrings (1995:16). However, the Huaorani
people he actually encountered did not resemble those pictured in the bro-
chures. The Huaorani in town were dressed, had shoes, and were undiffer-
entiated from the Naporuna or colonos from the coast.

The image of the Huaorani as savages also appeals to various West-
ern watch groups claiming to know what is best for the natives (Rivas To-
ledo and Lara Ponce 2001:30). Yasuni National Park authorities also con-
sider them an “aggregate value” to the ecological park. In 1979, after a long
study undertaken by the United Nations, this park was superposed on the
Huaorani ancestral territory. The study concludes that the park had
“4 types of forest, 621 species of birds, 173 species of mammals, 11 species
of amphibians, 107 species of reptiles, and 385 species of fish” (Rivas To-
ledo and Lara Ponce 2001:40), but does not mention the human populations
that live there. NGOs and scientific organizations, including CARE, Cul-
tural Survival, the Nature Conservancy, the Natural Resource Defense
Council, Wildlife Conservation International, the Sierra Club, the World
Wildlife Fund, and a dozen others, were or are involved in letter-writing
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campaigns, boycotts, lawsuits, and grants in the name of the Huaorani
(Kane 1995:10). These organizations act on behalf of the Huaorani for this
people’s “benefit.” Dichotomies such as oil vs. jungle, abundance vs. pov-
erty, and local vs. global continue to lure “guardian” organizations to be-
come involved with and speak on behalf of the Huaorani.

The opening of Huaorani territory as a result of evangelization has
also brought a new wave of colonos, generally Ecuadorian mestizos, who
have moved to the Amazon as new settlers. These settlers look for employ-
ment either in the oil fields or in agriculture, and lately they have organized
networks of lumber exploitation and drug dealing. Because they do not re-
ceive free land from the government as colonos had in the past, they have
married Huaorani individuals as a means of acquiring property (Ziegler-
Otero 2004:38), often unaware that the Huaorani land cannot be appropri-
ated because it is communal property. Other resources that have attracted
colonos are gold, which has motivated a migration trend since the 1980s,
and wood for the lumber industry, which deforests some 2,000 hectares of
Huaorani land each year with little profit for the natives (Rivas Toledo and
Lara Ponce 2001:86, Cleary 1990:1). Today, the deforestation has taken a
new twist, as forest has been replaced by cocaine plantations run by the
drug industry.

In this context it is not possible to give a comprehensive survey of all
the various interests, cultural groups, and cultural systems interacting
with the Huaorani people. Figure 1, however, gives an idea of the complex-
ity of the systemic interactions, and, from a Western standpoint, represents
a tentative hierarchy of those interacting cultural systems.

Contrary to what one might conclude from Figure 1, the relationship
between the Huaorani and other groups is not merely a top-down power
relationship. Rather there is a two-way flow; herein lies a hidden form of
translational resistance taking the form of silence and invisibility. It is a par-
ticularity of the Huaorani to silently resist outsider cultural impositions.
This practice is consistent with indigenous politics of difference elsewhere
that seek recognition apart from constructs that project illusory homo-
genous national identities. Indigenous groups in Peru, Bolivia, Ecuador,
and Guatemala, for example, claim to have survived culturally by keeping
the secrets of their ancestors from reaching outsiders despite their seeming
assimilation to Western cultural standards. This cultural strategy of sur-
vival through silence has been revealed to the world and become widely
known through the writing of Rigoberta Menchu about the descendants of
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Fig.1 Systems in interaction with the Huaorani from a Western perspective

the Mayans. Menchu believes that the hardships her people endure must be
overcome with the presence of their ancestors and that by hiding their true
identity, the people have resisted Westernization and obliteration for five
hundred years (Menchu 2005/1985:220, 245). The deep cultural transfor-
mations endured by the Huaorani have likewise taught them to keep their
secrets to themselves while superficially appearing to be whatever the ob-
server wants to make of them. Silence is the strongest Huaorani weapon to
resist encroachment, just as it has been for the descendants of the Mayans
now fighting under the motto “we are still here.”

While playing at being converts performing whiteness, the Huaorani
in fact use their position to get as many goods and services from outsiders
as possible, even as they organize to expel cultural Others in the near future
with the help of still other outsiders. The Huaorani disguise themselves to
conform to the perception of Others. In their “illiterate” culture, the body
is their text and temple; the sacred and the secret reside within themselves.
Here lies the difference between Huaorani covert and overt ideologies, the
one they hide and the one they perform. The Huaorani perform for the
Other in order to get what they have determined is needed in terms of their
inner symbolic values. Thus, they follow their own rules, resisting imposi-
tions from the outside world. Kane describes how Quemperi, one of the
founders of ONHAE (Organizacién Nacional de Huaorani Asociados del
Ecuador), perceived strangers in his land: “he spoke of killing Ecuadorian
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soldiers for their machetes, Peruvian soldiers for their boots, oil workers for
their food and T-shirts, Quichua for daring to cross the Napo River into
Huaorani land” (Kane 1995:35). Performing the role of pacified peoples,
they will not literally kill strangers, but by accepting their objects they are
symbolically killing them as their grandparents did in fact. The Huaorani
are not savages, but they act out of a different system of cultural logic in
situations of cultural interface. The problem is that no one in the groups
interacting with the Huaorani knows what form this covert ideology takes,
what their needs are, or who they are. This lack of transparency at the mo-
ment of interaction is yet another ethical problem to note in this case study.

Some echoes of their covert ideology have reached less marginal dis-
courses. For instance, some suggest that the Huaorani accept tourists and
marriage outside their kinship groups so as to gain independence from SIL
(Ziegler-Otero 2004:72), even though traditionally exogamy is perceived as a
“wild” marriage (Rival 2002:140). The Huaorani think the Kichwa are “pale
impostors” (Kane 1995:66) and yet they intermarry with them. They have
also learned the norms of Western culture and know that by wearing their
necklaces of jaguar teeth, their string bags, and their reed tubes filled with
blowgun darts, they can move closer to the center of the layered cultural
system that marginalizes them and thus win power in their own way. The
Huaorani exercise an absolute power by commanding the linguistic and se-
miotic environment. They manipulate language and symbols by releasing
themselves to the Others and resisting the Others with Huaorani logic and
axiology. In this sense the cultural hierarchy of the intricate interlocking
systems illustrated in Figure 1 fails. Instead, there is a deeper symbolic tri-
umph of the Huaorani, who in this light can be perceived as being at the
center of the system and manipulating the actions of outsiders. Although
economically the hierarchy prevails as diagrammed, the Huaorani cultural
victory is steady and silent. After long silence other postcolonial indigenous
groups gained relative independence and wide recognition in the late twen-
tieth century when conditions were ripe for organizing. I believe the Hua-
orani are following the same path.

Outsiders perceive reflections of their own images through many
Huaorani performances, but such performances are images of texts that
remain mistranslated or unverifiable. The Huaorani have displayed their
bodies as mirrors, not as subjects. Feathers, necklaces, spears, and nudity
can be used as a guise to fight corporate powers at the center of their own
power. Moi, a Huaorani witness in the lawsuit against Texaco and another
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founding leader of ONHAE, testified in a New York courtroom wearing
the most exotic outfit possible. He later told Kane, “your world wants me
to wear this” (Kane 1995:8). This is an example of silent subversion. What
at first seems to be consensual subjugation is instead the enactment of “es-
caping the social dominant order without leaving it” (Gentzler 1996:124).
The Huaorani adhere simultaneously to two sets of contemporary cultural
norms.

Research on the Huaorani thus far seemingly presents diverse view-
points reflecting different cultural positions, but it is an illusory unmasking
of “the” Huaorani image. Moreover, work thus far has failed to present an
inside Huaorani response to the different systems interacting with theirs.
Even if the diachronic axis of the cultural systems being investigated has
certainly changed, a presupposed victory of Western culture over the ances-
tral Huaorani system seems hasty. We can see a change in the diachronic
axis of Huaorani society in terms of cultural forms adapted to the West.
Nonetheless the cultural focus remains unknown and some dare say even
“untouched” Frances Herkovitz asserts that the missionaries “did not man-
age to definitely alter [the Huaorani’s] cultural focus but only their cultural
forms” (qtd. in Fuentes 1997:39).

Their cultural focus has been kept secret within the Huaorani people,
producing a cultural silence for outsiders. To remain culturally alive, many
indigenous populations like the Huaorani have opted to hide their habitus,
defined by Pierre Bourdieu as a “system of durable, transposable disposi-
tions, structured structures predisposed to function as structuring struc-
tures, that is, as principles which generate and organize practices and
representations” (1990:53). In this sense, there is a secret way of passing on
values, cultural practices, and representations. More important, the habitus
implies “the system of dispositions—a present past that tends to perpetuate
itself into the future by reactivation in similar structured practices . .. —is
the principle of the continuity and regularity” (1992:54). In other words,
Huaorani cultural survival is a continuity that comes from the past to the
present and future and that needs to be kept secret, while superficially the
body operates in the ways the outsiders expect it to operate, not at the levels
of dispositions, but at that of behaviors. Cultural forms (behaviors) and foci
(dispositions) can thus be effectively distinct. This is why a leader of the
Huaorani and the people in general “had learned to play all the angles:
ONHAE, the church, the Company, cowode like me” (Kane 1995:92) in an
attempt to protect ancestral cultural continuity.
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In investigating translations of the image of the Huaorani—and we
cannot deal with the image of the cowudi translated by the Huaorani be-
cause we have no voices to express that side of the equation—we encounter a
problem of representation already addressed by Gayatri Chakravorty
Spivak in “Can the Subaltern Speak?” (1988). Analyzing Marxist rhetoric,
Spivak underscores a problem of representation as having two different
levels: a level of representation as “speaking for” that I associate in the
present study with the unrepresented, untranslated, and unvertreten (‘non-
substituted”) voice of the Huaorani; and a level of representation as “re-
presentation” that I associate with the represented, translated, and darstellt
(‘translated” as represented, depicted, pictured, and allegorized) superficial
image of the Huaorani (1988:275). The superficial image of the Huaorani has
been interpreted in a variety of ways, as each system interacting with them
has desired. This image has been constructed artistically and philosophi-
cally, but the Huaorani dispositions are unattainable.

The silence of the Huaorani is an overt form of resistance. It can also
be seen as located at the center of the system of systems we are exploring
here. They are the ones who have the power to remain “untouched” by
Western culture. The Huaorani weapon of resistance is the ambivalence
between “self” and “Other.” Such a hypothesis dismembers the diagram in
Figure 1 of the system of cultural systems. From this viewpoint the power
is either in Huaorani hands or it has not yet been realized and seized. I
suggest that a single center does not exist. Some important questions fol-
low from this perspective. How do the Huaorani hold onto their power
while giving away their land, their resources, and their cultural forms?
How can we consider their image or text as untranslated?

One hint at answers to these questions with their paradoxes of power
can be found in an examination of the process that produced the transla-
tion of the Bible into Huao Terero as it has been described by Kimerling
(1996) and Kingsland (1980). They indicate that the translating took place
in groups, a common practice in Bible translation, enlisting the aid of na-
tive speakers. Catherine Peeke, a Wycliffe translator, guided most of the
Huao Terero rendering of the New Testament with the help of Tamanta,
the son of one of the Huaorani men who Kkilled the five missionaries in
1956. Most of the translation process was conducted orally. The missionar-
ies told Bible stories and changed them in response to the reaction of the
Huaorani listeners. For example, after telling a Bible story, the SIL mis-
sionaries asked if the Huaorani had heard of something similar. If a match
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was found, the missionary replaced the Bible story with the Huaorani tale
(Kingsland 1980:122). Such a method circumvented having an intolerably
high information load which results from telling a new story (cf. Tymoczko
1999:47). Ironically in this process the SIL linguists appear to be subordi-
nate to the Huaorani voice that interpellated them.

We see here the hybridization of the Bible, the emergence of literary
postcolonialism through the interaction of a “signifier of authority” and the
originality of native cultural response (cf. Bhabha 1994:105). The missionar-
ies” attempt at fixation of meaning establishes their position as authorities in
presence and creation, a transparency disturbed by the visibility of differ-
ence (Bhabha 1994:111). This ambivalence leaves room for subversion in the
act of undecidability, an empty space that calls authority into question, be-
cause symmetry between colonizer and colonized has been broken (Bhabha
1994:117). In this act of translation the Tagaeri, a group of dissident Hua-
orani people still self-exiled in the deeper jungle, were formed. They did not
return to a pre-contact Huaorani way of life, but re-presented themselves as
the hybrid text, the Huao Bible, phantoms of colonialism, reminders of dif-
ference. Here the source text (the Bible) in a sense became less than an echo:
rather, biblical remembrances are echoed in Huaorani stories told by Hua-
orani people. This process of intralingual translation is more a process of
selection and edition of Huaorani stories with an introduction of Christian
elements to them than a translation of a source text into a target language.
Christian concepts were also assimilated to Huaorani concepts. For exam-
ple, the concepts Heaven and Paradise were rendered as ‘the Forest’, a gener-
ous place that will feed future generations (Kimerling 1996:175). “Happi-
ness” was translated as “another serving of Chicha and we laugh” (Kimerling
1996:176).

The extreme level of dynamic equivalence in this translation process
compels the “translation” to be so culturally evident to the target audience
that the source message itself disappears. It is important to note that the ap-
proach of the SIL translators constitutes a limiting case of Eugene Nida’s
(1964) translation theory of dynamic equivalence. For Nida translation hap-
pens at the level of the image and not at the level of the text (1964:147). He
stresses the importance of the target language and its connection to the
original through a particular subject (empathy) while reading the words and
body language of all the characters as “mimicry” of the author (1964:151).
When Peeke told Bible stories, she was looking at the words and body lan-
guage of her audience. She was looking for “centrifugal” meanings for her
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stories, that is, meanings for the audience in the margins of or even outside
the written source text (cf. Nida 1964:147). Those marginal meanings could
potentially even be different from or opposite to more central meanings in
the Greek and Hebrew biblical stories.

In terms of understanding the message of the Bible, this method of
generating a target text poses a theoretical problem for Bible interpretation
by further generations of Huaorani or even for a synchronic perception of
the Bible by Huaorani communities that were not part of this initial oral
process. The translation method explained above is based on what W. V. O.
Quine calls occasion sentences (1959:150).* The group of Huaorani that SIL
worked with orally explored its own myths and “assented” to a meaning that
was successful in replacing a certain passage of the Bible, but this assent was
possible only in the particular context in which it was elicited by the mis-
sionaries. Nevertheless, that assent was generalized by the translators as
standing sentences rather than as occasion or contextually bound utterances.
Moreover, the Bible translators adopted a different form of language,
namely written language, for enshrining the translations. This method pre-
supposes a future “assent” from people in different temporal and contextual
circumstances, not to mention simultaneous assent from other Huaorani
groups that were not part of the translation process, thus further shifting
the translation from the occasion sentences to presumed standing sen-
tences. Although Huaorani myths are standing sentences within the Hua-
orani communities, the acquired biblical connotations are contextual and
occasional, associated with the translation process. Potentially the occasion
sentences could even displace the standing meanings of the Huaorani myths
after an initial assent as a result of usage of the Bible translation. In fact it is
possible—and this was probably the translators’ hope—that after time had
elapsed and the Christian paradigm had become ubiquitous, Huaorani
myths could be fully displaced, not only in their meaning but altogether as
narratives.

Such a conspicuous form of dynamic equivalence implies a commit-
ted but cursory attempt at assimilation. Although meaning was extracted
from an ad hoc group of Huaorani participants, the missionaries assigned a
permanence to those meanings for biblical passages by writing them down
in a canonized, valorized form. The Huaorani were thus incorporated into
a collective Christian structure, but the process was fast and superficial.
Here Paul de Man’s observations are relevant; he asserts that characteristics
of reality do not respond to “a question of ontology, of things as they are,
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but of authority” (1978:19). A meaning generated in a specific context and
a Bible translation generated by occasion utterances were imposed on the
rest of the Huaorani population, thus asserting the authority of the mission-
aries and constituting the words of the missionaries as an absolute truth for
the native communities (cf. Fuentes 1997:132). By translating the Bible into
traditional stories belonging to the specific Huaorani community that SIL
worked with, the missionaries created a text in which new information is
scarce and redundancy is abundant. The critical spirit of translation as a
way that newness enters the world as metaphors, as Homi Bhabha (1994)
observes, a spirit one might expect particularly in the case of translating
sacred texts, vanishes completely in a common-sense use of signs in this
translation process. The missionaries attempted to insert the new text in
the receiving culture without eliciting any type of resistance. The native
groups could then embrace Christianity as natural, assimilating its religion
and ways of life rapidly, albeit superficially.

Norman Fairclough’s (1989) analysis of discourse is pertinent to this
matter. Discourse is not ideology-free; in fact, ideology in discourse plays
an active role in achieving consent or acceptance of new information by an
audience, for “ideology is most effective when its workings are least visible”
(Fairclough 1989:85). The translation method used by SIL to generate the
Huao Terero Bible is a case of the immersion of missionary ideology using
the common-sense notions of the Huaorani system as a vehicle for becom-
ing a legitimate power, emptying their own linguistic actions of conspicu-
ous ideology. Fairclough argues that “invisibility is achieved when ideolo-
gies are brought to discourse not as explicit elements of the text, but as the
background assumptions” (1989:85). The missionaries’ ideology is invisible
in that it remains shielded behind Huaorani mythologies, with the latter
conspicuous as elements of the discourse. Nonetheless, the textualization
of the myths with Christian connotations delineates the interpretation of
the text in the future. This translation method is a subversive way to inject
Western, Christian ideology into Huaorani communities. Despite the use of
the Other’s imagery, it is a form of “ontological legerdemain,” to invoke Paul
de Man’s terminology (1978:25), that allows SIL missionaries to strengthen
their own image and authority and to violently impose their axiology on
remote communities throughout the world.

Huaorani ideology is also invisible and at play in hidden ways in
this translation process. Appearing to comply with missionary requests
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about Christian ways of life, the people are silent about their intentions,
interpretations, and dispositions, and their covert ideology is even more
invisible than that of missionaries. Thus, according to Fairclough’s thesis,
the Huaorani ideology is more effective. In fact, this sort of strategy has
been successful in the survival of indigenous populations since colonial
times, as we have seen. The long-range power of the Huaorani hidden
ideology remains to be seen with time.

At the same time the translation itself is not a case of Huaorani resis-
tance. Huaorani resistance resides in the group’s ability to manage silence.
The written and the spoken word can be lenient to violent Western imposi-
tions. In fact, Western imposition can take over all the superficial domains
it pleases. But the Huaorani will not allow the cowudi to represent them by
substitution, but only by recreation. Moreover, we must ask about the status
of the translation itself. If the Bible rendering in Huao Terero is not a ren-
dering of the Bible, then what is it? This gray zone where ideologies interact
in a language game of translation remains to be explored in the future.

In terms of translation and resistance, it is important to consider the
active role of the target culture members, as the Huaorani reassert their
own image—this time themselves as subjects—into the Others’ framework.
They use the disguise desired by the other, they even at times objectify
themselves as a joke, mocking the other. This is why the asymmetrical re-
lationship between the Huaorani and the missionaries—asymmetrical in
terms of the disparate identity of the hermeneutical imagery of both par-
ties involved in this case—cannot be considered a unilateral imposition by
SIL upon the poor savages. We have in front of us an agony of systems and
a fight for power.

This study of the translation of the Bible into Huao Terero exhibits
distinct translation strategies of different texts. In the Ecuadorian Ama-
zon, Huaorani people create a visual text of their bodies that lacks mean-
ing. Huaorani meaning is protected in the depths of silence, waiting for
the right time to emerge culturally from the margins, as other indigenous
groups have done since the second half of the twentieth century. Transna-
tional native silence remains latent until possibilities arise that allow resis-
tance to be overt again. By contrast SIL missionaries from the (white)
United States created a text from Huaorani stories to slowly shift the axi-
ological elements of Huaorani sacred beliefs. From oral to written, from
myths to Bible, Huaorani communities seem to have passively accepted
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Western cultural impositions. What we are witnessing is a severe case of
miscommunication, where neither party is willing to engage in meaning-
ful conversations, but where ethics and ideology are at stake.

One must not celebrate indigenous victory too rapidly in this in-
teraction. Huaorani leaders are highly fragmented and dispersed, which
makes organizing the people a difficult enterprise. Moreover, the Hua-
orani still have to discover technologies that might enable them to join a
transnational and global indigenous fight. For example, Chiapas indige-
nous communities benefited tremendously from globalization and tech-
nology networks that enabled them to take off in an international field.
Technology and watch groups have maintained the Chiapas in the inter-
national community awareness, while nation-states have increasingly be-
come weaker in the context of globalization. The Huaorani plight has the
potential to forge a direct link with the global, bypassing the national, in
part because the Huaorani have always been excluded from national life
and politics in Ecuador but also because at present the so-called glocal is
more effective than the national in terms of funneling and organizing
resources.’

By 1965 the translation of the Gospel of St. Mark was completed
(Kingsland 1980:122). By 1981 some 20 percent of the Huaorani protector-
ate was able to read this Gospel (Rival 2002:210). The SIL translation of the
Old Testament into Huao Terero was almost finished by 1989, a year before
SIL left Ecuador. Some young Huaorani people still live in sin. Oil is still
exploited and the forest is endangered more than ever. National society in
Ecuador in general ignores the continued use of translation to further ex-
ploit the Huaorani people, which is why the study of translation and resis-
tance takes on such urgent importance in this case.

Coda

The research for this study derives from secondary sources. I have made re-
peated attempts to engage in dialogue with SIL, but they have refused to give
me any useful information about the translation of the Bible into Huao Terero.
In the winter of 2006, therefore, I began to learn Huao Terero and went to
Huaorani territory in order to find the SIL Bible in use. I spent several weeks
in a maloca with a Huaorani clan to learn more about these issues. In the
Amazon community I visited, the Huao Terero Bible had never been heard
of; only Spanish Bibles were in use.
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After returning to the United States, I contacted SIL for help again
in vain. After I contacted a lower-level worker at the information desk, the
employee took up the task of finding this text that was nowhere to be found.
In December 2008 I was given the name of a researcher who had worked
with the Huaorani at the time the New Testament translation was com-
pleted who still had a couple of copies of the work. I continue to wait for a
copy which the researcher said would be forthcoming, so as to look at specific
linguistic details, translation strategies, and basic information about publi-
cation and date of completion. My research about the SIL translation of the
Bible into Huao Terero is thus an ongoing project and it is far from being
concluded.

I continue to have ethical questions as well. To what extent were the
Bibles translated by SIL actually published for indigenous target audiences
or even produced for indigenous use as SIL leaders claimed in their 1981 an-
nual performance report? Was the translation of the Bible into Huao Terero
a cover to get oil companies into the impenetrable land of the Huaorani? Is
the conspicuous absence of Huao Bibles in Amazon communities typical of
SIL practices? After SIL left Ecuador at the end of the 1980s, who decided to
use Spanish material in church services and schools instead of the material
purportedly prepared in the native language? These questions suggest that
comparative study of Bible translation during the years of the Cold War
throughout Latin America and the world would be a promising enterprise.

Notes

1. This group, also known as Quichua, uses international conventions for its
alphabet. According to DINEIB (Direccién nacional de educacién intercultural bil-
ingtie), there is a debate among indigenous scholars about whether dominant spelling
conventions, proposed by Paul Rivet in the 1920s, are fully accurate and whether they
simplify alphabetization. Here I follow current preferred indigenous spellings.

2. Apparently the Huaorani sent three people as bait for the missionaries. The
missionaries welcomed two Huaorani women and a man, while other Huaorani re-
mained hidden and armed in the jungle. When the missionaries realized they were in
an ambush, one of them shot his pistol, wounding Nampa, brother of Dayuma, who
was hiding in the jungle. Nampa died soon after (Rival 2002:158).

3. Rosemary Kingsland is the British author of A Saint among Savages (1980),
the story of Rachel Saint among the Huaorani.

4. Quine (1959) makes the distinction between various types of sentences, two
of which are particularly relevant here. Occasion sentences are those that have mean-
ing in a specific context and assert something about a present situation or condition.
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By contrast standing sentences are sentences that are true independent of contingent
circumstances.

5. On the “glocal” as opposed to the “local” or “global” see Escobar (2008). The
glocal can be characterized as contested spaces in which the ethnic and the corporate
compete, aided by networks that are neither solely local nor solely global.
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Ne‘e Papa I Ke O Mau:
Language as an Indicator of Hawaiian
Resistance and Power

<«

NE‘E papa i ke 6 mau” is the theme of the annual ‘Aha Pinana
Leo fundraiser dinner. The ‘Aha Panana Leo is the organization that started
the Hawaiian language immersion schools movement in the late 1970s.
“Ne‘e papa i ke 6 mau” means to move forward as one, which suggests that
the donors and Hawaiian speakers in the room are moving forward as one
to revive the Hawaiian language. This is true, but the image that “ne‘e papa”
conveys, and that it is meant to convey, is that of lava moving inexorably to
the sea or of a phalanx of soldiers eating up any resistance on the way to
their goal. “Ne‘e papa i ke 6 mau” is meant to convey the inevitable return
tide of the Hawaiian language and with it Hawaiian cultural values and
practices. The image reverses the idea of using language as a means of resis-
tance and suggests that resisting the surge toward Hawaiian practices, in-
cluding resisting the use of the language, is the less powerful stance.

Hawaiians have resisted the complete translation of their language
and their culture into something more accessible to Westerners since the
“discovery” of the Sandwich Islands in 1778. Like the Irish who were simi-
larly colonized, most Hawaiians speak English as their first language in
large part because children were forbidden to speak the language in school
for decades.! Also as with the Irish, the language of Hawaiians has become
hybridized in both directions. Hawaiian pidgin is the most obvious exam-
ple, but more subtle uses of key Hawaiian concepts, such as pono, kuleana,
aina, and malama, used in schools and in public discussions and debates
undermine “the presence of colonialist authority, creating. .. ‘objects of

89
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epistemological or moral contemplation’”
Bhabha 1994:156-57).

This article examines translation—or rather the refusal to translate—
as a form of resistance to colonial authority in Hawai‘i, as well as a way of
re-imaging what resistance means. As in the example above, Hawaiian is
often only partially translated. Many Hawaiian words have multiple
meanings, and Hawaiian phrases are meant to carry several layers of mean-
ing. Hawaiian speakers often only translate at the first, most literal level.
In this essay I look briefly at the importance of land in structuring some
deeper metaphors in the Hawaiian language and the Hawaiian sense of
self, and at how those metaphors become manifest in public testimonies
about land use but remain untranslated. Then I briefly discuss the use
of Hawaiian in public speaking events. The first example is the testimony of
Hawaiians at the Kaho‘olawe Island Conveyance Commission hearings
held in 1990. The second is the reaction to the Ninth Circuit Court ruling
against the policy of the Kamehameha Schools giving preference to stu-

(Tymoczko 2003b:36, quoting

dents of Hawaiian ancestry.

A Brief History of the Colonization of Hawai‘i

When Captain Cook “discovered” Hawai‘i in 1778, each island was a sepa-
rate kingdom. Kamehameha I, who later united all of the Hawaiian is-
lands, was an adolescent living with his uncle, Kalaniopu‘u, ruler of
Hawai‘i Island. By 1819, the year of Kamehameha’s death, the islands had
been united into one kingdom, and Hawai‘i had become a central trading
post for whalers and for the sandalwood industry. After Kamehameha’s
death, his queen regent abolished the kapu system, effectively abolishing
the Hawaiian state religion and to a large degree the basis for Hawaiian
social mores (Sahlins 1981).> A year later Protestant missionaries arrived
in Hawai‘i. In 1848 missionary advisers convinced Kamehameha III to
divide his land and distribute it in fee to the chiefs and commoners. This is
called the Mahele, the great land “sharing” in which the M6 shared title
to all the Hawaiian land among himself, the chiefs, and the commoners.
The Mahele still has repercussions for land use policy in Hawai‘i today.

By the time King Kalakaua was elected to the throne in 1874, signal-
ing the end of the Kamehameha dynasty, the U.S. missionaries were well
established and chafing against the monarchy. They convinced Kalakaua
to pass the “Bayonet Constitution” which took away most of the rights of
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Native Hawaiians. His sister, Queen Lili‘uokalani, ascended the throne in
1891 after his death in San Francisco. She had a stormy relationship with
the U.S. sugar barons and worked to restore a constitution more favorable
to the native population. Lili‘uokalani was overthrown by the U.S. sugar
barons with the help of U.S. Marines in 1893. A provisional government
was established under the assumption that the United States would quickly
annex Hawai‘i. However, when it became apparent that annexation would
not happen rapidly, the Republic of Hawai‘i was founded, essentially as a
means of governing the Hawaiian Islands and protecting the interests of
the U.S. sugar barons until the political climate in the United States changed
(Dawes 1968, Cooper and Dawes 1987, McGregor 1990, and Osorio 2002).
By 1900 Hawai‘i was a territory of the United States. It became the fiftieth
state on 21 August 1959.

The Hawaiian language was widely spoken until 1896 when schools
that taught in Hawaiian were closed by the Republic of Hawai‘i. Within a
generation almost no native speakers of the Hawaiian language remained.
For almost two generations Hawaiians neither spoke their language nor
were they able to fully practice their culture within a Western political,
economic, and educational framework (Kame‘eleihiwa 1992). It wasn’t un-
til the 1920s that Hawaiian was taught at the University of Hawai‘i.

Separating Hawaiians from the Land: Violation
of a Central Hawaiian Cognitive Metaphor

One of the many violent acts that colonizers perpetrate is to separate a
people from their language. This can be done in different ways, but is usually
done by proscribing the use of the language or abolishing the language
altogether. For Hawaiians it was also accomplished by removing meaning
from the central cognitive metaphors of Hawaiian existence, the separa-
tion of ‘ike, thought or meaning, from ‘lelo, the word. The clearest and
most lasting way this was done was to separate Hawaiians from the land
which provided the central metaphors for their existence.’

Lilikala Kame‘eleihiwa has documented both the Hawaiian loss of
aina (land) and the loss of structural metaphors connected to ‘aina. She
analyzes cultural structures that allowed Hawaiians to give away their land
to foreigners and how this led to the subsequent separation of ‘ike, or the
way Hawaiians think about the land, from actual land and cultural prac-
tices. Kame‘eleihiwa documents how these losses of central Hawaiian
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metaphors mirror the physical and political decline of the Hawaiian
people in the 1800s.

Communal access to the Land, or ‘Aina (lit., that from which one eats),
meant easy access to the source of food and implied a certain generosity
in the sharing of resources. Conversely, private, individual ownership of
‘Aina must, by its legal nature, mean a certain denial of access to the
source of food to anyone not specifically designated as the Land’s rightful
owner. To Hawaiians the latter behavior is stingy and anti-social, and
continues to be problematic even today, 140 years after the establishment
of Western-style Land tenure. (1992:9)

A culture in which shared land was the norm and in which the bounty of
the land was a reflection of the king’s mana, or right to rule, assumes that
all people will work for the greater good of their godlike king. No doubt
the haole settlers in Hawai‘i found this assumption ridiculous, especially
within Protestant frameworks that promoted individual wealth as a sign
of one’s personal godliness. The loss of their land meant that Hawaiians
had to find new ways to define themselves and their relationships to each
other. In many ways Hawaiians are still translating what it means to be
Hawaiian in a modern world, and refusing to translate into English is one
way to resist assimilation.

Writing about the imposition of the 1887 Bayonet Constitution on
the Hawaiian Kingdom, Jon Osorio (2002) extends Kame‘eleihiwa’s analy-
sis in his documentation of the loss of Hawaiian control over the Hawaiian
Kingdom’s legislature and the corresponding loss of the MoT’s status. He
discusses the changes that Hawaiians went through in a mere fifty years
after 1837 that made the concept of the Bayonet Constitution possible. He
asks how Hawaiians had changed from believing that their kings were de-
scendants of gods to believing that their chiefs could be elected. He empha-
sizes, moveover, that the land ownership and monetary requirements for
suffrage under the Bayonet Constitution effectively barred most Hawai-
ians from participating in elections. The latter development marks the final
breakdown of Hawaiians’ ability to communicate effectively within their
own structural and conceptual metaphors because they no longer had
political or legal control over the land of their ancestors.

“Good government” (that is, government guided by a firm white hand)
had finally been achieved. The instruments that had made it possible were
the drastic changes to the power of the king, the transformation of the
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legislative assembly into a body that represented the business community,
and equally far-reaching change in the definition ... of the electorate.
However, it also came as the result of tremendous loss of Native confi-
dence in themselves and a very real confusion of what it meant to be Na-
tive. (Osorio 2000:246, 248)

At this point government no longer supported the Hawaiians’ view of them-
selves or of their place in the world. Leadership of the Hawaiian Islands had
passed from Hawaiian hands. With that lack of leadership went control over
the use of the land and all connection between the land and the people who
had lived on it for centuries.* The mana of the land was gone, because those
who imbued it with meaning no longer tended the land. But that doesn’t
mean that the land had lost its meaning for Hawaiians.

Ironically the Hawaiian language survived these changes. Hawaiian-
language newspapers were still being published. Hawaiian songs were still
being composed and disseminated. In fact, after Queen Lili‘uokalani was
deposed for trying to restore power and dignity to the Native Hawaiians,
her followers used songs published in Loyalist newspapers, such as Ka
Maka'‘ainana, to keep her abreast of their activities. Furthermore, when her
supporters staged a counterrevolution, their activities were captured in
songs and later published in a book called Buke Mele Lahui ho'omakaukau,
hoakoakoa a ho‘oponoponiia mai na mele ho‘opukaia ma ka nipepa “Ka
Maka'aginana” a me kahi mau niipepa e a'e (Book of National Songs Prepared,
Collected, Assembled, and Corrected from the Songs Published in the
Newspaper Ka Maka‘dinana and Other Newspapers). Amy Stillman (1989a)
analyzes these songs, showing they are optimistic despite the fact that the
counterrevolution was doomed before it began. During this time the lan-
guage itself supported the resistance to Western rule. Although ‘ike and
‘Olelo had not yet been separated, Hawaiian metaphors were changing
slightly because Hawaiians were redefining themselves in opposition to
those who had taken over the land and the government.

Unfortunately, once the Hawaiian language was banned from the
schools in 1896, its decline was swift. Within one generation almost no one
spoke Hawaiian outside of the home and within two generations few people
could speak the language with any fluency. Hawai‘i was a land without its
‘olelo and, therefore, the connection to ‘ike was tentative. It meant so little to
be Hawaiian in the 1950s and 1960s that many Hawaiians did not even put
“Hawaiian” on their children’s birth certificates. This loss of self has ramifi-
cations in today’s world because federal and state law provide different
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entitlements to Hawaiians based on blood quantum. Lacking notification of
race on an ancestor’s birth certificate can preclude access to certain state and
federal entitlements and to the Kamehameha Schools, which require proof
of Hawaiian ancestry.

Struggling for Survival: The Metaphorical
Seeds of the Culture Remain

Despite the physical loss of the land and subsequent loss of sovereignty,
many of the same structural patterns in and assumptions about the rela-
tionships between Hawaiians and their land and government can still be
found in testimonies and petitions to the United States government re-
garding land use and government responsibility today. In other words when
Hawaiians talk about ‘aina today, they still talk about it in terms of their
traditional relationship to it (Aiu 1997). Osorio has noted that sometimes
Hawaiians are talking more to each other in public hearings than to the
officials present (2002:255). This means that despite the fact that colonizers
create their own metaphors to describe the native peoples and their histo-
ries, traces of the native structures remain in the metaphorical landscape
in much the same way that archaeological structures remain in the physi-
cal landscape. These traces need the right triggers or the right information
to be seen and understood and therefore usually go untranslated.

For example, I have argued elsewhere that Hawaiians think of the
land in terms of ‘ohana, or family, and the metaphor ‘ohana structures the
way that Hawaiians talk about the land and the way that they think about
it (Aiu 1997). When land is family, it has a different value from land that is
thought of in purely economic terms. This relationship to the land is very
deep-seated in most Hawaiians and forms a fundamental belief about who
they are. For this reason Kame'eleihiwa uses the term ‘dina rather than land
in her writings, because it enables her to quickly use the code of a deeply felt
metaphorical gestalt. Tymoczko indicates that this use of “code words” con-
stitutes a form of double language among a colonized people and that it
“destabilizes traditional rules of recognition and communicates a coded
message to an initiated community” (2003b:38-39). I would argue that while
Hawaiians may not all be bilingual, most do have the capability to under-
stand Hawaiian “double language” when they hear or read culturally charged
references to terms like ‘@ina, pono, ‘ohana, or even Hawai‘i. The use of cul-
turally laden Hawaiian terms and phrases can shift the tone of a testimony
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or speech because not only do the words signify their literal English trans-
lations but they are also code for native Hawaiian meanings, signifying
what Hawaiians no longer have. Spoken by a Native Hawaiian, the words
land, righteousness, and family do not merely signify the dominant con-
cepts associated with the English terms; they are different and incomplete
until reunited with Hawaiian practices and signifiers in the Hawaiian lan-
guage, in this case ‘d@ina, pono, and ‘ohana.

Shifts in the use of these metaphors and gestalts when moving from
references based on a Western worldview to a more Hawaiian worldview
are not uncommon. Following Frantz Fanon, Tymoczko suggests that such
discrepancies can sometimes lead to madness (2003b:39). I would like to
suggest that it can also lead to brilliance and action as Hawaiians try to put
themselves back together again. Hawaiian metaphorical gestalts help Ha-
waiians to ‘ike Hawai‘i even if they cannot ‘6lelo Hawai‘i, and this refram-
ing can lead to action, albeit action undertaken in English.

These deeply rooted metaphorical framings are aided by the elements
of Hawaiian language and culture that remain firmly entrenched in com-
mon Hawaiian practices. For example, although the hula changed over time,
the missionaries were never able to eradicate it completely. Hula continued
to be practiced out of sight, particularly in rural areas, until its public per-
formance was reinstated by Kalakaua at his coronation in 1883. Hawaiian
songs accompanying the hula used Hawaiian words, even during the height
of the hapa-haole craze in the 1950s and early 1960s.” Older Hawaiian songs,
written in Hawaiian and transposed musically for the guitar and ukulele,
remained popular among Hawaiians and others. My childhood was filled
with songs sung in Hawaiian, even though I did not ‘6lelo Hawai‘i. Songs
were able to keep the sound of Hawaiian alive, even if the musicians or lis-
teners didn’t always understand what they were singing (Stillman 1989b).
Anthems like “Kaulana na Pua” (Famous are the Flowers), written after the
overthrow of Queen Lili‘uokalani, have also become rallying points
through time, with Hawaiians attributing different levels of meaning to the
song as times and musical tastes change (Stillman 1999).°

The missionaries also helped to keep the language alive through
their translations of the Bible into Hawaiian and through their training of
Hawaiian missionaries in the Hawaiian language.” They also translated
Christian hymns into Hawaiian. These hymns were incorporated into
the services of the Hawaiian Church (Congregational) and spread to non-
Congregational communities as well. Today Hawaiian church music is
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much beloved by Hawaiians of all faiths. Until very recently Kawaiaha'o
Church in Honolulu, founded and attended by Hawaiian ali‘i in the nine-
teenth century, had at least one service every Sunday in Hawaiian. This
service was broadcast over KCCN, the only Hawaiian AM radio station in
Honolulu. The practice has stopped because the church was not able to find
a pastor who suited their needs and also spoke Hawaiian. Again, although
many of the traditional metaphors remain embedded in both the Hawai-
ian language and English as spoken by Native Hawaiians, the relationships
described by the language between Hawaiians and their god(s) is changing
as the language moves into new arenas.

Hawaiians in rural areas have also retained many of their Hawaiian
practices and Hawaiian ways even though Honolulu and Lahaina, the
capitals, have changed drastically (McGregor 1989). It is from these rural
areas that university-educated Hawaiians sought traditional knowledge
during the Hawaiian renaissance in the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury. Fortunately, when the Hawaiian renaissance finally came, there were
still enough Hawaiians who had sufficient knowledge of old practices to
build a base for the foundation of a renewed lahui that could put ‘ike and
‘Olelo together again. In many cases these people had kept the old relation-
ships with the land, but had translated those relationships into English or
pidgin.

In the 1970s as Hawaiian culture enjoyed a renaissance, many Ha-
waiians went back to school to learn their language. The State of Hawai‘i
became officially bilingual in 1978. Although Hawai‘i is a bilingual state
and although bilingual education had been ongoing since 1975, it wasn’t
until 1983 that the first Hawaiian language immersion preschool program
was opened on Ni‘ihau. Ni‘ihau is a small, privately owned island north of
Kaua'i, which has a permanent population of about 250 pure Hawaiians
who still speak Hawaiian as their first language. Two years later Hawaiian
language immersion preschools opened in Honolulu and Hilo. In 1987 the
State Board of Education opened two immersion kindergartens and began
to develop more extensive elementary curricula in Hawaiian. These schools
do more than teach the Hawaiian language; they also attempt to teach
elements of a Hawaiian worldview. Laiana Wong, a Hawaiian language
instructor at the University of Hawai‘i and one of the initial advocates for
Hawaiian immersion schools, pointed out in a recent newspaper interview
that “we don’t want to . . . just offer an English curriculum using the Hawai-
ian language. We want the worldview to be Hawaiian as well” (Honolulu
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Advertiser, 7 November 2005:A6). In other words he would like ‘ike and
‘0lelo to reconnect.

Resistance at Kaho‘olawe: Re-placing Metaphors of ‘Aina

The island of Kaho‘olawe was claimed for the Navy in 1953 by Executive
Order 10436 issued by President Dwight Eisenhower. The island was used
as a live fire bombing target throughout World War I and the Korean and
Vietnam Wars. In 1970, during the period of the Hawaiian renaissance
and as an expression of the Hawaiian sovereignty movement, Kaho‘olawe
was occupied by Hawaiians who redefined the island not as dead but as the
sacred lands of Kanaloa, Hawaiian god of the sea.

According to the historian Tom Coffman, for the Hawaiian sover-
eignty movement Kaho‘olawe “was the really transforming event. Kaho‘olawe
was different. Kaho‘olawe was special. It was such a desolate place, so dam-
aged, and such a Hawaiian place beneath its surface that it became a meta-
phor” (qtd. by Gordon Pang, Honolulu Advertiser, 30 January 2007). Nine
people landed on Kaho'olawe initially on 4 May 1976; although seven were
immediately picked up by military police, two remained on the island for
two days. They hid from the Navy and explored the island before turning
themselves in to authorities. According to Walter Ritte, one of the two men
who stayed on the island, “It was the island that shared herself with us. It was
the island that told me, ‘Hey, 'm dying.’ So, after that one trip, it was a total
commitment not to allow that island to die” (Honolulu Advertiser, 30 Janu-
ary 2007). This “occupation” of Kaho'olawe led to a series of similar confron-
tations with the United States military. Ultimately the movement resulted in
a Consent Decree with the United States Navy in 1980, allowing Hawaiians
to have access to the island for one weekend a month.®

In 1990 President George H. W. Bush established the Kaho‘olawe
Island Conveyance Commission and ordered the live bombing stopped
while the Commission took testimony to decide what to do. Elsewhere I
(1997) have analyzed at length the metaphors of Kaho‘olawe and the 20-
year struggle to get the island back into Hawaiian hands. This was achieved
in 1993 when the island was land-banked for the future Hawaiian nation
and the U.S. Navy was ordered to clean it of ordnance. The return of
Kaho'olawe provides a land base where the metaphors that connect ‘ike
and ‘Olelo can be re-placed. Those metaphors and the use of Hawaiian in
the testimony heard by the Kaho‘olawe Island Conveyance Commission
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played an important role in the struggle to get the island back into Hawai-
ian hands.

One can characterize the testimony of the Kaho‘olawe Island Convey-
ance hearings as a struggle between competing metaphors of the land, with
dominant English metaphors on one side and Native Hawaiian ones on the
other (Aiu 1997). However, for the Hawaiian metaphors to be heard, either
one must enter into a Hawaiian worldview or the speaker has to be able to
convey the deeply held connection between Hawaiians and the land. Both
are very difficult because there are so few who understand the full implica-
tions of the Hawaiian metaphors, much less the Hawaiian language.

Initially at the first hearing of the Commission, held on Moloka‘i
(9 April 1991), the issue of translators never came up. However, at the second
hearing in Hilo, on 17 April 1991, no translators were provided, making
participation impossible for speakers who wanted to testify in Hawaiian. It
is significant that a number of people wished to speak in Hawaiian even
though they were fluent in English. As a result of the lack of translators
and the inability of the Commission members to understand Hawaiian,
one witness left the meetings rather than testify in English and several
others in the audience also departed. The incident brings into question the
commitment of the Commission to actually listen to Hawaiians.

Part of what is interesting about this incident is the refusal of Hawai-
ians to translate themselves. Although all the speakers who wished to testify
were fluent English speakers, with English their language of schooling, they
chose to assert their affiliation to Hawaiian values by speaking in the Hawai-
ian language and demanding to be translated. The demand for translation
was tantamount to a demand for cultural recognition and official acknow-
ledgment of cultural difference and legitimacy. As a condition of participa-
tion in the hearings, the resistance movement insisted on official govern-
ment translation into English rather than the self-translation that had been
required of Hawaiians for more than a century. As a result the Commission
was forced to hold another hearing in Hilo on 8 May 1991 to give Hawaiian-
language speakers a chance to testify with a translator present.

Colonized people often feel they must self-translate or they will not
be heard. Certainly when Hawaiians refuse to translate, they often in fact
are not heard. In the case at hand, I believe that the woman who left the
first Hilo meeting never attended the second, because the list of attendees
was not the same. We’ll never know what she meant to say.
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Despite the communication paradox inherent in the speaker’s
choices—either to speak a language no one could hear and understand or
not to speak at all—I would argue that speaking in Hawaiian in this context
was important for two reasons. First, it allowed speakers to maintain their
own worldview and forced the commissioners to enter the Hawaiian world-
view, rather than the other way around. Second, by forcing a Hawaiian
worldview on the listeners, especially in the setting of a Hawaiian hearing,
the speaker indicated that he or she refused to be translated into something
more comprehensible and perhaps more palatable to English speakers. The
structure of language helps to structure the world and refusing self-
translation is an indication that one refuses to allow one’s own structural
metaphors to be replaced. The issue of language, its deep meanings, and its
importance for the individual and the community are all forced to the
forefront.

Even when speaking in English, speakers sprinkled Hawaiian through-
out their testimony. For example, at the O‘ahu hearings (25 April 1991),
‘Ekela Kaniaupio testified in Hawaiian first and then in English; even in the
English portion of her testimony she cited Harry Mitchell telling her “ka
waiwai ‘o ka ‘aina, ka waiwai ‘o na kupuna” (Aiu 1997:133). Literally the
quote means “the wealth of the land, the wealth of the kupuna,” but it means
more than that. First of all, the reference to Uncle Harry Mitchell indicates
he was a kupuna, literally a grandparent, but the term means a respected
elder. Hawaiian familial terms don’t differentiate absolutely between one’s
nuclear family and one’s extended family. In this speech the reference to
Uncle Harry Mitchell serves in itself as a metaphor or gestalt for the
Kaho'olawe movement and evokes an important type of relationship for the
people who knew him, learned from him, and loved him. Those people
were able to hear the quote in his voice and reframe it within the worldview
that he taught them. Second, waiwai, the Hawaiian word for wealth, liter-
ally means ‘waterwater’. In a Hawaiian sense wealth and land cannot be
separated, for water is what makes a land rich and fruitful. The way Hawai-
ian water was distributed and cultivated is symbolic of the relationships of
Hawaiian people to each other and their M61. For those who could hear,
Ms. Kaniaupio was emphatically stating that she wanted the land valued in
a way not measured by money. If one is familiar with a Hawaiian lo‘, or
taro patch, one knows that it is an oasis for sharing food, sharing stories,
and sharing time. These are the things that comprise one’s wealth. One
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cannot say all that succinctly in English, but when Ms. Kaniaupio said it in
Hawaiian, she brought all that meaning to the fore and re-placed the wealth
of a military nation with the wai that brings wealth to the ‘aina. Thus, even
when witnesses testified to the Commission in English, the use of Hawaiian
words and Hawaiian worldviews within English-language testimony served
to resist the dissociation of the Hawaiian land not only from the metaphors
used to connect the land to the people but also from the Hawaiian people
themselves.

Today, 33 years after the Kaho'olawe Nine landed on Kaho‘olawe, the
military has spent more than 400 million dollars to clear the island of un-
exploded ordnance. The Kaho‘olawe Island Commission, which oversees
the cleanup and access to the island, is chaired by Dr. Emmet Aluli, one of
the Kaho‘olawe Nine. Ironically, because of the ordnance on the island, it
will never be developed, which is how most people would like it to stay.

A Rising Tide: Can Hawaiian Metaphors
Take Root in Cultivated Soil?

The Kamehameha Schools were founded in 1887, the same year that sugar
interests passed the Bayonet Constitution allowing any Caucasian male to
vote in Hawaiian elections, thus eroding native political power (see Osorio
2002 and above).” The schools were created by the will of Princess Bernice
Pauahi Bishop and funded through the income generated by her vast es-
tates. As the last of Kamehameha’s direct line, Pauahi inherited more than
375,000 acres of land from various Hawaiian ali‘i. The haole trustees of her
estate established a Hawaiian preference policy for the schools, which has
meant that with few exceptions only students of Hawaiian ancestry have
attended the schools since their inception 120 years ago. In the past ten
years, the Hawaiian preference policy has been challenged in court, and in
August 2005 the Ninth Circuit Court declared the schools’ Hawaiian pref-
erence policy unconstitutional (John Doe v. Kamehameha). A successful
appeal for an en banc review by the 15 Ninth Circuit judges resulted in an
8-7 decision in favor of Kamehameha on 5 December 2006. The plaintiffs
appealed to the United States Supreme Court, but all parties arrived at a
settlement on 15 May 2007.

Although the point of this essay is not to delve into the history of legal
challenges to the schools, it is worth making a brief foray into the atmo-
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sphere in which a series of lawsuits could eventually make Kamehameha’s
unique status as a Hawaiian school obsolete. The Hawaiian preference pol-
icy has been challenged in the past and was upheld by the Internal Revenue
Service because children of all nationalities and ethnicities were admitted to
the schools as long as they were also part Hawaiian. At present, however,
there is a trend in the United States to challenge affirmative action laws, in-
cluding those designed to address Native Hawaiians. Hawaiian entitlements
have been the target of a series of lawsuits against the Office of Hawaiian Af-
fairs (Rice v. Cayetano), the Department of Hawaiian Homelands (Arakaki v.
Cayetano; Arakaki v. Lingle) and the Kamehameha Schools (Mohica-
Cummings v. Kamehameha Schools, settled out of court; John Doe v.
Kamehameha Schools). Although local names appear on the lawsuits, the
suits are part of a larger movement by groups like the Heritage Foundation
and the Society for a Colorblind America which are dedicated to the defeat
of affirmative action and opposed to the expansion of native and minority
rights in the United States.'’ Both organizations filed amicus briefs in the
Rice v. Cayetano case and are believed to help fund the legal effort to destroy
Hawaiian entitlement programs.

In addition to the schools’ policy being the target of a concerted na-
tional effort to rid the United States of affirmative action programs, there
were other motives for the Kamehameha suits. Hawai‘i is a very expensive
place to live; it also has a dismal public education system and a long history
of very good private schools. For a long time Kamehameha was a trade school,
but in the 1960s it began to put more of its students on a college-bound
track and today sends about 90 percent of its students to college. It is a large
school with a wealth of resources, and tuition is far less than the nearly
$15,000 per year charged by other top private schools in Hawai‘i. Those
who support the lawsuit feel that all of the children of Hawai‘i regardless of
race should have access to Kamehameha’s heavily subsidized educational
programs.

Kamehameha, however, is not merely an educational institution; it is
a source of Hawaiian pride and a keeper and perpetuator of some aspects
of Hawaiian culture. It is also one of the state’s largest landowners. Thus,
each of the campuses has the potential to put ‘ike and ‘6lelo together again.
Over the years Kamehameha has moved toward a more Hawaiian curricu-
lum. The school has installed Ke Ala Pono, or the right path, which uses
Hawaiian concepts such as madlama (to care for) and lokahi (unity or
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harmony) as the means to becoming the “virtuous men and women” that
Bernice Pauahi Bishop specifically articulated as a goal in her endowment
of the Kamehameha Schools. More important, in many of the classes, the
students and teachers refer in Hawaiian to Ke Ala Pono concepts as part of
their discussions, leading to a more Hawaiian way of thinking about place.
Thus, a discussion in geography class will not only talk about the location
of the school in terms of longitude and lattitude, but will also include a
discussion of the ahupua‘a, or Hawaiian land division, in which the school
is located. A science class will focus on laulima, the importance of work-
ing together, and the students use these words as a kind of double language
which functions within the framework of a Western learning environment
but ties them back to their Hawaiian cultural roots. Today, you can hear
Hawaiian spoken on the Kamehameha campuses every day, which is sym-
bolic of the extent to which the language has revived since the schools
were first founded.

Moreover, the institution televises an annual song contest every year
in which the four high school classes compete in singing Hawaiian choral
music. Its Concert Glee Club, Hawaiian Ensemble, and marching band take
Hawaiian music and dance throughout the nation and the world. The
schools have also produced many of today’s Hawaiian leaders including
Senator Daniel Akaka, former Maui Mayor James Apana, Olympic Swim-
mer Duke Kahanamoku, and scholars Lilikala Kame‘eleihiwa and Hau-
nani Kay Trask, as well as a long list of Hawaiian musicians.

In response to the Ninth Circuit Court’s initial decision against the
Hawaiian preference policy, a rally was held on 27 August 2005 on the
grounds of the Tolani Palace in downtown Honolulu. At that rally several
speakers were invited to talk about the impact of the John Doe v. Kame-
hameha decision on Hawai‘i and Hawaiians. Lilikala Kame‘eleihiwa and
Hina Wong spoke in Hawaiian. Both are graduates of the schools.
Kame'eleihiwa is the former Chair of the Center for Hawaiian Studies at
the University of Hawai‘i. Hina Wong is a teacher at Halau Lokahi New
Century Charter School. Other speakers included Trustees Diane Plotts,
Douglas Ing, and Nainoa Thompson, who spoke in English. Robbie Alm, a
kama'aina non-Hawaiian business leader spoke on how the decision vio-
lated his right to have aloha for the Hawaiians. Texts of the trustees’
speeches are available on the Kamehameha website (www.ksbe.edu/
lawsuit.php) and the testimony of Mr. Alm was published in the Honolulu
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Adbvertiser. However, I have been unable to find the texts of the Hawaiian
speakers’ speeches in English or Hawaiian.

Why give a speech or testify in Hawaiian, especially at a rally where
most of the people are Hawaiian but don’t ‘0lelo Hawai‘i and where the text
might not be translated or even recorded? Because both Hawaiian speakers
in fact also translated what they said, speaking in Hawaiian first and En-
glish second must send an important message. Osorio asks, “How do we
protect our lahui, our kinship with one another? Do we conform our responses
within the framework of the American political system, hoping we might
bring new benefits to our children thereby, or do we insist on clinging to ev-
ery tradition that we can recover, insisting on our separateness, our distinct-
ness, from a society that seemingly regards such distinction as anachronistic
and dangerous?” (2002:255). Speaking in Hawaiian first, I would argue, is
code for keeping traditions, for indicating that one is working on putting ‘ike
and ‘Olelo together again, even in the face of crowds who do not understand
and even on behalf of a powerful mainstream institution that was itself part
of the colonization of Hawai‘i."! Ironically, speaking Hawaiian at a rally for
the Kamehameha Schools is an indication that the Hawaiian language has
come full circle, because the rally was attended by many mainstream non-
Hawaiians, including the governor, who publicly support the school’s mis-
sion. In this case Hawaiian is not only a language of resistance against anyone
who might pass judgment on this special institution; it symbolizes the unique-
ness of Hawai‘i as opposed to the rest of the United States and puts that
difference foremost as one of the reasons for the schools’ policies.

Furthermore, the majority of those who did understand the Hawai-
ian parts of the speech were more than likely of the Gpio generation—teens
attending Kamehameha, one of the Hawaiian-based charter schools, or one
of the immersion schools, as well as students at the University of Hawai‘i.
In other words those who understand Hawaiian are tomorrow’s leaders and
the message being sent was to them. Speaking in Hawaiian is an ‘ike Hawai‘i
moment and helps Hawaiians focus on their kinship and Hawaiian iden-
tity, which Osorio (2002:255) says are two of the few things that we have left
with which to rebuild a nation. Even though the Kamehameha Schools can
rally many people to its cause, speaking in Hawaiian redefines resistance to
the legal decisions as not being restricted to the schools. Speaking in Ha-
waiian suggests that the schools are in part about being Hawaiian, having a
Hawaiian place, and being able to define one’s own cultural metaphors.
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Many non-Hawaiians accept these perspectives because Hawaiians and
their relationships to the land make Hawai‘i unique.

Conclusion: Ne‘e Papa I Ke O Mau—Moving
Forward as One

In a world where most people do not understand the metaphors and
worldview of Hawaiians, how can Hawaiians get their meaning across to
non-Hawaiian speakers? The choice of whether or not to translate one’s
language is a tricky one for colonized cultures. I have argued here that
Hawaiians often choose not to translate because refusal to translate al-
lows Hawaiian speakers to keep the context of their language intact. For
example, as we saw earlier, using the term waiwai allows a speaker to main-
tain the connection between wealth, water, and land, which disappears
when only the term wealth is used. Maintaining these connections keeps
intact an important tie between ‘ike, the thought, and ‘6lelo, the word. Say-
ing “the wealth of the land is in the kupuna” is meaningless in English.
The terms waiwai and kupuna emphasize the importance of both water
and the knowledge that the kupuna as respected elders have about water
in a particular land area. This knowledge of the land is also a kind of wealth.
In a real sense, the saying cannot be translated without losing meaning
and value.

Choosing to speak in Hawaiian first at a rally makes a similar state-
ment about the importance of the Hawaiian worldview. At the rally for the
Kamehameha Schools, speaking in Hawaiian first established Hawaiian
rights of primacy in this fight. It asserted that resistance to the lawsuit was
not just about equal rights to education but also about the uniqueness of
Hawaiians and their right to teach their children about keeping ‘ike and
‘Olelo linked in the modern world. At the same time, because it was impor-
tant for the gist of the argument to be heard and understood by everyone,
those who spoke in Hawaiian at the Kamehameha rally also chose to
translate their speeches into English.

Resistance to translation can also take the form of choosing not to
speak at all if one can’t speak in one’s own language. Because the United
States and Hawai‘i in particular require translation assistance as part of a
person’s right to free speech, not allowing native speakers to be heard
through translators raises serious constitutional questions about the valid-
ity of any public hearing. These factors notwithstanding, Hawaiian speak-
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ers are often overlooked and translation is often seen as unnecessary by
public officials. The insistence on official translation and the refusal to self-
translate in such situations forces public recognition of Hawai‘i’s autono-
mous language and culture.

In Hawai‘i knowledge of some key Hawaiian words is essential be-
cause Hawaiian is the host culture of the state. Therefore the survival of
the language at some level is important. A recent ho‘okuleana (be respon-
sible) campaign initiated by the State Department of Land and Natural
Resources taps into Hawaiians’ deep-seated sense of responsibility to the
land and to the fact that environmentalists in Hawai‘i have been touting
everyone’s kuleana to take care of the land. Although I have reservations
about this sort of use of the Hawaiian language because it uses ‘0lelo with-
out ‘ike, the appeal of the campaign shows that people are learning to use
the language and metaphors of Hawai‘i, largely because those metaphors
still evoke powerful feelings about the land. Even for non-speakers of Ha-
waiian, there are certain terms that demonstrate that ‘ike and ‘olelo re-
main connected.

In relation to translation, resistance can take different forms, depend-
ing on one’s desired outcome. In the case of the ‘Aha Pinana Leo, the choice
not to translate its theme “Ne'e papa i ke 6 mau” may have resulted from a
sense that translation was unnecessary, as dictionaries are readily available.
It may also have been left untranslated because it was seen as a matter of
politeness or even an inside joke. Ultimately, however, the choice not to
translate strengthens the position of the Hawaiian language. Since you can-
not understand Hawaiian without understanding a Hawaiian worldview,
perceptions about land and culture are forced to change. When this hap-
pens, how we think and speak—‘ike and ‘6lelo—also change to accommo-
date the worldview that goes with the Hawaiian language. While this
change is slow, over time there is a definite shift. Like the movement of a
tsunami or a phalanx of soldiers, changes in worldview are subtle, patient,
and inevitable.

I have used the word “ironic” several times in this essay because Ha-
waiians’ sense of irony is heightened, I think, by having to live in two dif-
ferent gestalts simultaneously. Hawaiian is also a multilayered language,
one in which the phrase “Ne‘e papa i ke 6 mau” is both a call for unity when
translated and a rallying cry for a Hawaiian worldview when untranslated.
The irony is that in this situation both translation and non-translation
work to empower Hawaiians.
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Glossary of Hawaiian Terms

dina: land

ahupua‘a: land division, usually running from the mountain to the
sea, encompassing all resources necessary for living.

ali‘i: person of chiefly rank

aloha: Hawaiian greeting; love

haole: white person, American, Englishman

hapa-haole: half white

hula: Hawaiian dance accompanied by music. There are two forms
of hula, the kahiko,or old style hula, and the auana or modern
hula. Most people are more familiar with hula auana.

‘ike: knowledge or sight

kama'aina: native born. Used to refer to people who are born and
raised in Hawai‘i.

kapu: taboo, prohibition

kuleana: right, privilege, concern, responsibility

kupuna: elder; grandparent

lahui: nation

laulima: to work together, as a group

loi: irrigated terrace, especially for taro

lokahi: unity, agreement, accord

makadinana: commoner, citizen

malama: to take care of, tend

mana: supernatural or divine power, spiritual essence

moT: king, sovereign, monarch

‘Olelo: word, language

pono: goodness, uprightness, morality

waiwai: wealth; lit. waterwater

Notes

1. See Tymoczko 1994, 1999, 2000b, 2003b on the effects of colonization on the
Irish and its implications for language and translation.

2. The kapu system was a set of religious and sumptuary laws ruling the lives of
Hawaiians. The most noted aspect of this law was the ‘ai kapu, which among other things
forbade women and men eating together. Ka'ahumanu and Keopuo6lani, high-ranking
wives of Kamehameha, signaled the destruction of the kapu by eating with Liholiho (Ka-
mehameha IT), Kamehameha’s heir, soon after the death of the king. See Sahlins 1981.
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3. See Lakoff and Johnson (1980) on the importance of metaphorical gestalts
and cognitive metaphors.

4. See Kame‘eleihiwa (1992) for a thorough discussion of the connection be-
tween land, culture, and language in Hawaiian society.

5. Hapa-haole music is mostly in English with some Hawaiian words, and the
music usually emphasizes romance and the exotic elements of Hawai‘i. Songs like
“Waikiki,” “Sweet Leilani,” and “I Want to Go Back to My Little Grass Shack” embody
the music from this era.

6. For example, Stillman (1999) suggests that “Kaulana na Pua” was also per-
formed as a hula in the days after the counter-revolution mentioned above, but today
it is considered a sacred song that should not be accompanied by a hula.

7. See also the essay by Carcelen-Estrada in this volume for a discussion of im-
pact of missionary activity and Bible translation on indigenous language, land use,
economics, and sovereignty among the Amazonian tribes in Ecuador.

8. For many years the Hawaiian sovereignty movement was relatively small. To-
day it is far more organized, although there are still different groups advocating for dif-
ferent aspects of sovereignty. For example, Ka Lahui Hawai‘i advocates a nation-within-
a-nation, using a model developed by the United Nations. The Nation of Hawai'i
advocates restoration of the Nation of Hawai‘i and complete secession from the United
States. By contrast, the Kingdom of Hawai‘i advocates a return of the monarchy. Despite
these differences, all the groups remain united over the return of Kaho‘olawe.

9. The institution of the Kamehameha Schools is referred to in the plural for a
number of reasons. Originally there was a Kamehameha School for Boys and a Kame-
hameha School for Girls. When the schools became co-educational, the plural name
was retained, in part because there were at that point also a Kamehameha Elementary
School, a Kamehameha Middle School, and a Kamehameha High School. All of these
were located at the Kapalama Campus in Honolulu, O‘ahu. Today, there are three cam-
puses, each offering K-12 education, one on Maui, one on Hawai‘i, and one on O‘ahu at
the original Kapalama campus.

10. See www.heritage.org/Research/Legallssues/wmHawaii.cfm.

11. Like other schools, Kamehameha participated in assimilating Hawaiian
children into Western culture.



DENISE MERKLE

Secret Literary Societies in
Late Victorian England

D URING the second half of Queen Victoria’s reign, social frag-
mentation was being generated by antagonistic social and political forces,
creating what Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe have referred to as a “fis-
sure” of ideological constructs in need of being “filled up” (1985:7). Not
surprisingly this was also a period of intense translation activity, one re-
sponse to the sociopolitical context. At least at the outset, the 1880s were a
period of optimism; writers and thinkers believed that the time was ripe for
greater scientific curiosity and literary openness to heretofore taboo sub-
jects after more than a century of predominant puritan values, with duty and
self-control the watchwords of public decorum.! Attempts were made to im-
port texts that communicated alternative worldviews and innovative ideas
about sex and sexuality in an effort to renew British literature and culture;
during the period translation appears as a force for cultural (trans)for-
mation (Gentzler 2001:194) or as a reaction to a perceived “intellectual/
cultural lack” (Ellis and Oakley-Brown 2001:5). At the same time, when
texts contested the overarching patriarchal worldview of the British Empire
during this period of (sociological) tensions at home and (colonial) contes-
tations abroad, they were often perceived as threats to the preservation of
the Victorian status quo, and socially sanctioned presses continued to re-
fuse to publish them.

In view of these constraints, it is reasonable to expect that all foreign
texts would have been subjected to close censorial scrutiny. In fact such was
not the case. Untranslated foreign texts circulated freely in Britain (Speirs
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2003:85), but the same cannot be said for translated foreign texts. Writers
such as André Theuriet and Octave Feuillet, whose novels had won moral-
ity prizes in France (Portebois 2003:66), were approved by British moral
authorities. But novels that did not serve as innocent entertainment or that
were socially disruptive and sexually explicit were condemned. Those who
wished to publish the latter did so at the risk of being prosecuted.

One alternative available to translators was clandestine publishing, at
times financed completely or in part through the creation of a secret literary
society made up of the publication’s subscribers. Emile Zola’s writings which
were censored in translation were published by such a society in the 1890s;
similarly, Eastern sex manuals as well as two unexpurgated translations of
the Arabian Nights were published by such societies in the 1880s. In this es-
say I explore whether translators who had their translations published in
connection with Victorian secret literary societies were resisting the con-
straints imposed by the cultural hegemony of Victorian England and, if so,
to what degree. Two figures are closely tied to these secret societies: the im-
perialist adventurer and explorer Richard Burton (associated with the Ka-
mashastra Society of London and Benares), and the publisher of pornogra-
phy Leonard Smithers (associated with the Erotika Biblion Society of Athens
and the Lutetian Society). The questions that underpin this study are the fol-
lowing. Were Burton and Smithers “submissive translators,” to use the ter-
minology of Theo Hermans (1999:134), simply reinforcing Victorian norms
by dominating through translation the imperial rival (France) and the colo-
nized Other (the Orient)? Were they instead “self-conscious resistant” and
subversive translators (Hermans 1999:134), actively trying to renew their
culture and to fill a gap by freeing the readers of their translations “from the
cultural constraints that ordinarily govern their reading and writing” (Venuti
1995:305)? Or were they perhaps both submissive and resistant translators
responding to the coexistence of dominant and emergent cultural transfor-
mations associated with the complex sociocultural dynamic of which they
were products and in which they worked? Before examining their respective
translation projects, let us consider the social and discursive constraints fac-
ing the translators.

Victorian Control of Discourse and Obscenity

Victorian England permitted the free circulation of a great deal of foreign
literature, for example, Zola’s so-called pornographic novels and Henrik
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Ibsen’s revolutionary plays, as well as Greek and Latin erotic—often
homoerotic—classics, without the threat of legal prosecution, provided that
the works were not translated.? Translations, however, were subject to pros-
ecution, for, as Dorothy Speirs explains, “those who were sufficiently cul-
tured to read [foreign books] were less likely to suffer moral damage than
were the less well-educated, who could read only a translation” (2003:85).
The authorities sought to ensure that pernicious literature was kept out of
the hands of women, young readers, and the middle classes, who could not
be trusted to read such books “critically”; rather they were to read litera-
ture that was morally uplifting with characters (ideally from the upper
classes) that gave good examples of moral conduct in keeping with the En-
glish “teach and delight” tradition (Decker 1952:31). Generally speaking,
literary works that did not provide examples of good moral conduct were
considered obscene, which explains the British establishment’s condem-
nation of French naturalist (e.g., Zola’s Assommoir) and realist (e.g., Flau-
bert’s Madame Bovary) literature, as well as of Ibsen’s plays (e.g., Nora,
also called A Doll’s House).

Obscenity was regulated by means of so-called obscene libel laws
which had been passed to control publishers of books for the general pub-
lic. Whereas books made available to the public could be cause for prose-
cution, privately printed books could not. The Obscene Publications Act of
1857 gave the courts and the police increased powers primarily to keep the
low-end pornography trade out of the hands of the middle classes. The term
pornography “began to enter the language of international moral cam-
paigners in the early 1880s. . .. In England, however, the first public liter-
ary debate about pornography emerged over Burton’s translation of the
Arabian Nights” (Colligan 2002:117-18), largely in response to a section of
his “Terminal Essay” bearing the title “Pornography” (Burton 1885-
86:10.63-302; see esp. pp. 203-5). Both aristocratic collectors of erotica
and supporters of the purity movements agreed that, like objectionable
translations, “pornographic literature should be kept out of the hands of
the young and ignorant who . .. could only focus on its sexual/immoral
content, whereas the educated had the capacity to enjoy its aesthetic and
intellectual . .. content as well. Works of a pornographic nature . .. were
not an offense before the law so long as they were not available to the
young and the uneducated” (Nelson 2000:357n55).

Scientific curiosity about sex and sexuality had grown over the cen-
tury, ostensibly a natural consequence of puritanical repression, and had
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culminated in the emergence of the private printing of uncensored transla-
tions of Eastern sex manuals, considered obscene literature, during the latter
decades of the century. The original languages of these manuals were not
mastered by many Britons, even the well educated, so there was a manifest
need for these works in translation, aimed primarily at upper-class men.* In
what Colette Colligan (2002) refers to as a flourishing clandestine industry,
obscene works were published for specialized markets. Included in the
grouping “obscene” was literature designed to educate (sex manuals) as well
as literature designed to titillate. “Titillating” literature of primary interest
to male readers included both male/female and male/male pornography.
Reading randy Greek and Latin classics at private school solidified strong
“homosocial bonds” among the sons of privilege, and “the boys’ club” was
also a gentleman’s reaction against the turbulence created by the New
Woman, a rebellious working class, and middle-class dandies (Middleton
2003:136-37). Much of nineteenth-century pornography was clearly miso-
gynic; women were vilified and objectified, often to an abject degree, par-
ticularly later in the century (Kabbani 1986). Moreover, as Byrne Fone has
ably argued, the pornography industry can be at its most “effulgent” when
the official discourse is puritan (1995:117).

During the 1880s the social purity movements gathered momentum
to protect traditional family values by fighting against prostitution; at the
same time various avant-garde ideas pertaining to Victorian feminism,
homosexuality, and sexual libertarianism were also on the rise, supported
by associated social movements. The extremism of the morality leagues,
however, buttressed by the Criminal Law Amendment Act of 1885, severely
curtailed liberty of expression. In fact, any book that “call[ed] the mantling
blush to the maiden cheek” (Decker 1952:9), i.e., any book that was not
listed by the circulating libraries, ran the risk of being attacked by conser-
vative criticism and prosecuted, if it was not relegated to the private domain
of secret literary societies and private presses. Secret literary societies were
ephemeral and composed of relatively few members (usually between 100
and 1,000 subscribers), essentially upper-class men. A number of these
societies—including the Kamashastra, Villon, Athenian, and Lutetian—
published for distribution to their members texts such as unexpurgated
translations of Greek plays, realistic French novels, decadent French po-
etry, and erotic Latin verse.

Although secret societies are usually considered to be subversive, gen-
erally playing a part in revolts against the existing social order by buttressing
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openly subversive movements (Webster 1936:3), the status of Victorian secret
literary societies is less clear. These societies were perpetuating—perhaps in-
advertently so—the existing order by limiting access to unexpurgated books
to the upper classes, principally men. A reversal of what are traditionally con-
sidered to be the male and female spheres of activity, this situation appears to
contradict Pierre Bourdieu’s conception of social dominance. In his view, the
private, silent, and censured realm is reserved for the dominated: women,
workers, children (1980:227). Curiously, in Victorian England it appears that
it was the powerful group who was relegated to the private domain. Yet, it
must be recalled that censorial mechanisms were at play at the time and, as
Bourdieu explains, when censorship imposes recourse to unofficial forms of
power (1982:169), alternative strategies for the accumulation of symbolic cap-
ital will be found by the socially and politically adept. Richard Burton and
Leonard Smithers managed to sell their translations and avoid legal prosecu-
tion by creating unofficial (i.e., invisible) literary societies and by printing
privately. Thus, the question remains to be answered: were their activities
those of self-conscious, resistant translators, or did they also surreptitiously
collude with the moral authorities and dominant norms of their society?

The Kamashastra Society of London and Benares
and The Thousand Nights and a Night

Founded by Richard Francis Burton and Forster Fitzgerald Arbuthnot, the
Kamashastra Society is best known for its publication in 1885-86 of Bur-
ton’s eroticized translation of the Alf Layla wa Layla, issued as A Plain and
Literal Translation of the Arabian Nights’ Entertainments, now Entituled
[sic] The Book of the Thousand Nights and a Night, with Introduction, Ex-
planatory Notes on the Manners and Customs of Moslem Men and a Termi-
nal Essay upon the History of The Nights. Also called the Kama Shastra
Society, the society identified its imprints as being published in Benares, in
London and Benares, or occasionally in Cosmopoli. Burton and Arbuth-
not are the names associated with the highly secretive society, which was
formed in order to print limited editions of various Eastern works, chiefly
of an erotic nature, including the Kama Sutra of Vatsyayana (1883), the
Ananga-ranga . . . or, The Hindu Art of Love (1885), and The Perfumed Gar-
den of the Cheikh Nefzaoui (1886). The translations are generally attributed
to Burton, to Arbuthnot, or to both men, but the translators’ names were
suppressed, though in some cases inverted initials were used. All but The



Secret Literary Societies in Late Victorian England 113

Thousand Nights and a Night appear to have been relegated in the Library
of the British Museum to the depository for morally objectionable publica-
tions, the private case, “inaugurated in the tradition of keeping wanton
books as a preserve of a small circle of privileged men of letters, rich ama-
teurs, and dilettanti” (Fryer 1966:50). The so-called society existed from
1883 until 1890, the year of Burton’s death (Penzer 1967:12). Very little, if
any, documentation of its activities has survived. Burton’s wife, Isabel,
later estimated that it was only the foreign Benares location that had saved
the Burtons from prosecution for having published The Thousand Nights
and a Night in particular (quoted in Nelson 2000:15).

Richard Francis Burton (1821-90) was born into a military family. A
freethinking nineteenth-century explorer and wanderer, most notably
throughout Arabia, Burton was also a linguist, translator, travel writer, and
scholar. Those who sought greater freedom of sexual expression and who
rebelled against puritan values could leave the British Isles, thanks to impe-
rialist expansion. The “Orientalist-cum-imperial-agent” (Said 1978:196)
looked to the Orient for exotic sexual experiences unobtainable in England
and wrote about them. Rana Kabbani has suggested that Burton’s obsessive
curiosity sought out manifestations of sexual activity that differed signifi-
cantly from what was considered acceptable at home, sharing an interest in
sexual deviancy with his friend Richard Monckton Milnes, who kept the
largest known collection of pornography in his day (1986:55) and who none-
theless became a trustee of the British Museum in 1881 (Fryer 1966:50). Bur-
ton, however, was also to some degree a sexual reformer, ridiculing what he
considered to be the mock modesty of Victorian women. Although he
seems to have found himself frequently in conflict with authority figures,
he nonetheless reproduced the patriarchal perspective of Victorian atti-
tudes in his writings and translations. In keeping with his apparent pro-
clivity for contradiction, in 1861 Burton married Isabel Arundell (1831-96),
a staunch Catholic, who often accompanied him on his travels. Believing
her husband to be one of the great men of their age, she did all in her power
to present a public image of him as noble and morally upright.

In the 1880s Europe’s imperial interest in Africa grew rapidly along
with an interest in anthropology, often a euphemism for scientific racism
at the time. Egypt and the Suez Canal were under British “protection.”
Imperialist Britons seeking military careers were motivated to learn Arabic
and as much as possible about Islamic culture. Studying a “classic” of Ara-
bic literature in translation was considered an excellent initiation to the
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linguistic and cultural alterity of the Arabs. Recognized as one of the most
knowledgeable Orientalists of his day, Richard Burton had hoped for an
appointment in an Arab colony, but coveted posts were withheld from him
and official recognition denied (until his wife finally managed to garner
him a knighthood in 1886). Burton had been effectively marginalized as a
result of his scandalous language and behavior, which kept him in Trieste
where he had held a consulship since 1872. From this outpost he collabo-
rated on translation projects from Arabic, as well as other languages.

The traditional Victorian marriage-cum-partnership (in appearance
at least) of Richard and Isabel Burton could not be more revealing of the
Victorian moral double standard in the publishing industry. Richard Bur-
ton published eroticized translations with the collaboration of his wife.
While he was a sexual libertarian who sought freedom of expression, writ-
ing from Trieste, “I don’t live in England and don’t care a damn for the
Public Opinion” (Wright 1906/1968:2.42-43), she sided with the purity
movements that supported censorship. Nonetheless, she sent out 34,000
circulars to potential male subscribers of the Nights, though not before hav-
ing sought legal counsel about the Obscene Publications Act through the
criminal lawyer George Lewis, who had worked for the National Vigilance
Association (Colligan 2002:119). Burton’s Nights was published in 1,000
limited edition sets of ten volumes. His seven-volume Supplemental Nights
was published between 1886 and 1888. The seventeen volumes were fully
subscribed and “netted a hefty initial profit of £10,000, followed by royal-
ties from the library edition,” for which Isabel later sold the rights (Phillips
1999:249). Burton’s unexpurgated verse translation was well on its way to
dethroning Edward Lane’s (1839-41) expurgated translation aimed at a
mass readership.*

In July 1885 the flamboyant adventurer distributed the first volume of
his limited edition to subscribers who had paid the hefty fee of one guinea
per volume. He eroticized his Arabian Nights in defiance of Victorian moral
norms and of his wife (or so it would appear), discoursing on exotic sexual
behavior in his translation, while making a tidy fortune through the enter-
prise. Isabel by contrast began shortly thereafter to publish a severely bowd-
lerized version of the book in six volumes dedicated to “the Women of En-
gland™ Lady Burton’s Edition of her Husband’s Arabian Nights: Translated
Literally from the Arabic. Prepared for Household Reading by Justin Huntly
McCarthy, M.P. (1886-88). It appears therefore, in keeping with Victorian
social roles and their “conventional marriage,” that Richard Burton wrote
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for the “gentleman’s club” by publishing “in private” and Isabel Burton for
the “angel in the house” by publishing for the public.®

In fact, on 15 August 1885 Burton wrote to The Academy to empha-
size the limited accessibility of his translation: “One of my principal objects
in making the work so expensive . . . is to keep it from the general public.
For this reason I have no publisher. The translation is printed by myself for
the use of select personal friends; and nothing could be more repugnant to
my feelings than the idea of a book of the kind being placed in a publisher’s
hands, and sold over the counter” (quoted in Colligan 2002:199). Yet, de-
spite his “best efforts,” it appears that some of his translations did indeed
make their way into women’s bedrooms. In a letter sent to the newspaper
The Echo after her husband’s death, Isabel Burton wrote that were her hus-
band still alive, “He would have been surrounded by friends to whom he
could have explained any objections or controversies, and would have
done everything to guard against the incalculable harm of his purchasers
lending [his work] to their women friends and to their boyish acquain-
tances” (quoted in Wright 1906/1968:265).

To better understand what is meant by an “eroticized translation”
prepared for “students and scholars” (and printed by a private press) versus
a text prepared for “household reading” or for British women (and printed by
a socially sanctioned press), two excerpts have been reproduced below
from the story of King Shahrayar and his brother, the misogynic frame
tale that sets the scene for Shahrazad’s storytelling and that opens the Ara-
bian Nights. Two versions are given following Richard Burton’s text to
provide a standard of comparison: the “bowdlerized Burton” edited by Is-
abel Burton and McCarthy and a modern scholarly translation by Husain
Haddawy (1990). Passages excised by Isabel Burton and McCarthy are em-
phasized in Richard Burton’s translation, and words added or changed
by Isabel Burton and McCarthy are emphasized in the passage from their
edition.

... so he returned privily and entered his apartments, where he found the
Queen, his wife, asleep on his own carpet-bed, embracing with both arms a
black cook of loathsome aspect and foul with kitchen grease and grime. . ..
he said, “If such case happen while I am yet within sight of the city what
will be the doings of this damned whore during my long absence at my
brother’s court?” So he drew his scymitar and, cutting the two in four
pieces with a single blow, left them on the carpet ... (Richard Burton
1885-86:1.4)
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... so he returned privily and entered his apartments, where he found the
Queen, his wife, asleep and gazing at her a black cook of loathsome aspect
and foul with kitchen grease and grime. . . . he said, “If such case happen
while I am yet within sight of the city what will be the doings of this woman
during my long absence at my brother’s court?” So he drew his scymitar
and, cutting the two in four pieces with a single blow, left them ... (1.
Burton and McCarthy 1886-88:1.4)

But when he entered the palace, he found his wife lying in the arms of one
of the kitchen boys. ... he said to himself, “I am still here, and this is
what she had done when I was barely outside the city. How will it be and
what will happen behind my back when I go to visit my brother in India?
No. Women are not to be trusted.” He got exceedingly angry, adding, “By
God, I am king and sovereign in Samarkand, yet my wife has betrayed me
and has inflicted this on me.” As his anger boiled, he drew his sword and
struck both his wife and the cook. Then he dragged them by the heels
and threw them from the top of the palace to the trench below. (Haddawy
1990:3-4)°

Richard Burton’s version refers to a wife as being asleep in the marriage
bed with her arms wrapped around her lover. The cuckold calls his wife a
“damned whore” and, after killing the illicit couple, leaves the corpses in
the bed where he found them. A number of Victorian taboos have been
broken in this short passage and the rewritten version points them out. In
the rewriting by Isabel Burton and McCarthy, the wife’s lover does not
share her bed; she does not touch him, rather she is the object of his gaze.
“Damned whore” has been replaced with “woman” and the final reference
to the “carpet [bed]” has been suppressed. Haddawy’s translation indicates
some of Richard Burton’s shifts: the wife is more passive than Burton con-
structs her, and one sees Burton’s additions pertaining to prejudices of
race (“black,” “loathsome aspect”) and class (“foul with kitchen grease and
grime”).

A second passage from the frame story is also illustrative of the
translation strategies of the Burtons.

... the Queen, who was left alone, presently cried out in a loud voice,
“Here to me, O my lord Saeed!” and then sprang with a drop-leap from
one of the trees a big slobbering blackamoor with rolling eyes which
showed the whites, a truly hideous sight. He walked boldly up to her and
threw his arms round her neck while she embraced him as warmly; then he
bussed her and winding his legs round hers, as a button-loop clasps a but-
ton, he threw her and enjoyed her. On like wise did the other slaves with
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the girls till all had satisfied their passions, and they ceased not from kiss-
ing and clipping, coupling and carousing till day began to wane; when the
Mamelukes rose from the damsels’ bosoms and the blackamoor slave dis-
mounted from the Queen’s breast; the men resumed their disguises. ..
(Richard Burton 1885-86:1.6)

... the Queen, who was left alone, presently cried out in a loud voice, “Here
to me, O my lord Saeed!” and there sprang with a drop-leap from one of the
trees a ... blackamoor. . . . He walked boldly up to her and threw his arms
round her neck. On like wise did the other slaves with the girls, and they
ceased not from conversing and carousing till day began to wane; when the
men resumed their disguises . . . (I. Burton and McCarthy 1886-88:1.5-6)

... the lady called, “Mas’ud, Mas’ud!” and a black slave jumped from the
tree to the ground, rushed to her, and, raising her legs, went between her
thighs and made love to her. Mas’ud topped the lady, while the ten slaves
topped the ten girls, and they carried on till noon. When they were done
with their business, they got up and washed themselves. Then the ten
slaves put on the same clothes again . . . (Haddawy 1990:5)

The racism of Richard Burton’s translation is clear in both passages, espe-
cially so in the footnote that he adds to this second episode: “Debauched
women prefer negroes on account of the size of their parts. I measured one
man in Somali-land who, when quiescent, numbered nearly six inches.
This is characteristic of the negro race and of African animals; e.g the
horse; whereas the pure Arab, man and beast, is below the average of Eu-
rope; one of the best proofs by the by, that the Egyptian is not an Asiatic,
but a negro partially white-washed” (Burton 1885-86:1.6n1). This is one of
the most severely criticized among a long list of “questionable” footnotes
Burton adds to his text. It is clear that certain racist stereotypes are un-
hesitatingly reproduced by Isabel Burton and McCarthy, provided they are
devoid of explicit sexual content. Haddawy’s translation illustrates that
the Arabian Nights is bawdy, but his translation reveals that the eroticism
is more controlled than that in Richard Burton’s version. An additional
significant element is to be noted in the Haddawy text: after the men and
women have had sex, they wash themselves. Neither version by the Bur-
tons makes reference to this significant attention to hygiene, which is curi-
ous given Victorian England’s obsession with cleanliness, a suppression
that fits with the racist overtones of the translations.

Clearly Richard Burton did not transcend the racist and class preju-
dices of his time; rather, he actively participated in constructing them, and
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this weakness has rightly come under attack (Said 1978; Kabbani 1986;
Shamma 2005). Nevertheless, in his time and in the context of his exten-
sively annotated translation, he was considered by many to be a knowl-
edgeable and sound scholar who was importing alterity to his culture with
the aim of improving understanding of cultural Others, specifically the
understanding of Egyptians and Egypt. Yet, the crudity of his translation
and his notes was also criticized even by his contemporaries, and he was
labeled a pornographer by some. Tarek Shamma argues that Richard Bur-
ton’s “proclivity to the sensational and the grotesque . . . damaged the seri-
ousness that could have been accorded his writings” (2005:52).

In response to criticism directed at its sexual content, Burton actively
defended his translation and its paratextual materials in “The Biography of
the Book and Its Reviewers Reviewed,” published in volume 7 of the Sup-
plemental Nights (1886-88:6.385-454), an essay that is perhaps as signifi-
cant as his infamous “Terminal Essay” in volume 10. Writing the same year
that the final volume of Isabel Burton’s expurgated version appeared, Rich-
ard Burton apparently did not feel compelled to defend the racism, clas-
sism, or sexism of his version, but indicated that his translation could con-
tribute to freeing his readers from the discursive constraints imposed
by Victorian puritanism and reproduced by his wife in her version of The
Nights.

The England of our day would fain bring up both sexes and keep all ages
in profound ignorance of sexual and intersexual relations. . . . How often
do we hear women in Society lamenting that they have absolutely no
knowledge of their own physiology . .. [?] Shall we ever understand that
ignorance is not innocence? What an absurdum is a veteran officer who
has spent a quarter of a century in the East without knowing that all Mos-
lem women are circumcised . . . (1888:6.437-38)”

Richard Burton considered himself to be a rebel against the establishment
complacency of Victorian puritanism that his wife in many ways repre-
sented. In fact, he drew on Arabic culture and Orientalism to criticize En-
glish prudery. Ironically, his resistance to the cultural constraints of his
society was deeply imbricated in his larger allegiance to British imperial-
ism: they cannot be disentangled (Said 1978, Kabbani 1986). Yet the co-
existence of both dominant and emergent sociocultural discourses is not
unexpected in a context of social antagonisms and fragmentation (Laclau
and Mouffe 1985).
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Burton’s position on women’s access to sexual knowledge may have
been unconventional, but he was a rather conventional scholar in terms of
the form of his translation, for example his recourse to the copious notes
“that he seems to have enjoyed writing most” (Bassnett 1998:33).8 Edward
Lane’s annotated and expurgated illustrated edition of The Thousand and
One Nights, Commonly Called, in England, The Arabian Nights’ Entertain-
ments had been published in 1839-41 by Charles Knight and Co. and was
aimed at a mass readership, unlike the translations of John Payne (1882-
84) and Burton (1885-86). Lane’s expurgated translation and reprints had
sold in the thousands of copies. The following passages from the transla-
tions of Lane, Richard Burton, Isabel Burton and McCarthy, and Haddawy
illustrate differences in the erotic quality of the texts. The passage is from
“The Story of the Porter and the Three Ladies.” Again I have emphasized
relevant differences.

... the forms of her bosom resembled two pomegranates of equal size. . .
(Lane 1839-41:1.137)

Her throat recalled the antelope’s and her breasts, like two pomegranates
of even size, stood at bay as it were; her body rose and fell in waves below
her dress like the rolls of a piece of brocade, and her navel would hold an
ounce of benzoin ointment. (Richard Burton 1885-86:1.84)

...her throat recalled the antelope’s...(I. Burton and McCarthy
1886-86:1.76)

She was all charm . . . with a neck like a cake for a king, bosom like a foun-
tain, breasts like a pair of big pomegranates resembling a rabbit with up-
lifted ears, and belly with a navel like a cup that holds a pound of benzoin
ointment. (Haddawy 1990:68)

Lane’s translation is a curious blend of literal and expurgated, omitting the
sensuousness of the Arabic original. Burton, by contrast, consistently pushes
the boundaries of British propriety even as he asserts his domination over
foreign knowledge through his notes. Here Burton adds two characteristic
comments: first “The ‘high-bosomed” damsel, with breasts firm as a cube, is
a favourite with Arab tale-tellers. Fanno baruffa is the Italian term for hard
breasts pointing outwards”; and second, “A large hollow navel is looked upon
not only as a beauty, but in children it is held a promise of good growth.”
Isabel Burton and McCarthy clearly resist Richard Burton’s outspoken
bawdiness through expurgation, bowdlerizing the passage so that it is even
less erotic than Lane’s version.
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Richard Burton associated with dissolute aristocrats and may have
added his detailed notes for their entertainment, yet the notes also provided
new, albeit often questionable, information on cultural and sexual matters
to which Victorian readers did not have ready access. A sign of Burton’s
resistance to the puritanical norms of his time is his “daring” section on
homosexuality titled “Pederasty” in the “Terminal Essay” (1885-86:10.203—-
54).° Curiously, although Burton’s emphasis on eroticism was designed to
appeal to Victorian tastes, he felt that he had compromised scholarship for
“marketability,” writing, “I translate a doubtful book in my old age, and I
immediately make sixteen thousand guineas. Now that I know the tastes of
England we [Richard and Isabel Burton] need never be without money”
(qtd. in Kabbani 1986:95).

Because Isabel burned her husband’s diaries and many of his letters,
it is virtually impossible to ascertain whether or not Burton’s misgivings
were sincere and it is equally difficult to know how much Isabel was com-
plicit in his project of challenging Victorian mores. The books published
by Isabel Burton about her husband all portray him in the most socially
acceptable light possible; they are not objective accounts. It is, neverthe-
less, certain that books dealing with sexuality were much in demand. In
fact Burton’s translation of the Arabian Nights is known less for the origi-
nality of the translation or the quality of its scholarship “than for the eroti-
cism of its footnotes and its “Terminal Essay’” (Phillips 1999:243, Colligan
2002). Burton attempted to bring a version of Cairo to England, writing in
the introduction that his purpose was to produce a “full, complete, unvar-
nished, uncastrated copy of the great original” (Burton 1885-86:1.ix), yet
he appended copious notes that were meant to appeal to Victorian pruri-
ence or to shock prudish sensibility (Colligan 2002). Allen’s Indian Mail of
17 January 1887 notes that Sir Richard Burton’s translation, “valuable and
sound as it was, possessed the demerit that the indelicacy of the original
text appeared in all their [sic] glaring hideousness” (qtd. in I. Burton and
McCarthy 1886-88:6.466).

Nonetheless, the critical reception of Burton’s poetic translation of
the Arabian Nights was generally positive. In a letter to the editor of the Pall
Mall Gazette of 12 September 1885, an Anglo-Egyptian writes, “‘stu-
dents’. .. will buy Captain Burton’s translation as the only literal one,
needing it to help them in what has become necessary to many—a masterly
knowledge of Egyptian Arabic. ... [The translation] is not coarser than
the classics in which we soak all our boys’ minds at school” (quoted in I.
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Burton and McCarthy 1886-88:6.430). Repeatedly critics wrote to the ef-
fect that Sir Richard Burton’s “literal” Arabian Nights (as well as his wife’s
rewriting for household reading) was a valuable educational document. A
letter published in the Gazette of 18 December 1886 claims:

under the guidance of this omniscient Professor [readers] may know the
East. .. much better, than if they journeyed thither and trusted to their
own eyes . .. the time has come for dethronement, and Lane must yield to
a scholar of wide research, to an Orientalist who, during one part of his
career, lived as a veritable Moslem . . . Lane’s idea was to give but a portion
of the “Nights,” to please himself and his printer and publisher as to what
should be selected, what omitted. If a story resembled another story, he
rejected it on the score that it might prove wearisome. . .. These are but
indications of Lane’s arbitrary method, and people have submitted be-
cause quite unconscious they have been defrauded, and that treasures
have been withheld. ... Sir Richard Burton does not pick and choose.
(quoted in I. Burton and McCarthy 1886-88:6.462)

The British reader who needed to learn quickly as much as possible
about Arabic and the Arab world, specifically Egypt, for the reasons out-
lined above, trusted Burton’s scholarship and appreciated having access to
the “integral” Arabian Nights. This segment of the population did not con-
done preventive censorship on the part of the translator or the official pub-
lishing industry.

Translation and Secret Literary Societies

In an essay of this length, it is not possible to do a full survey of the use
of translations by secret literary societies to promote domestic ideological
agendas in Britain. On a partial list of societies involved in such enter-
prises, one would have to include the following: Richard Burton’s Kama-
shastra Society of London and Benares, as we have seen; John Payne’s Vil-
lon Society; Charles Carrington’s Athenian Society; and Leonard Smithers’s
Erotika Biblion Society of Athens, as well as his Lutetian Society."

In this list the Erotika Biblion Society of Athens and the Lutetian Soci-
ety stand out because they were created by Smithers, a young solicitor work-
ing in Sheflield, who had subscribed to Burton’s The Book of a Thousand
Nights and a Night. Smithers began a correspondence with Burton while the
latter was the somewhat despondent British consul in drab Trieste, building
a friendship that would culminate in the collaborative erudite translation of
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the famous collection of erotic Latin verses to Priapus, Priapeia sive diverso-
rum poetarum in Priapum lusus, an anonymous collection of bawdy epi-
grams to the phallic garden god Priapus. The translation was published by
Smithers as Priapeia or the Sportive Epigrams of Divers Poets on Priapus: The
Latin Text now for the First Time Englished in Verse and Prose (the Metrical
Version by “Outidanos”) [Good for Nothing] with Introduction, Notes Ex-
planatory and Illustrative, and Excursus, by “Neaniskos” [A Young Man].
Outidanos was Burton and Neaniskos, Smithers. Smithers also published
Burton’s translation of the poetry of Catullus, infamous for its erotic and
homoerotic themes, which appeared posthumously in 1894 as The Carmina
of Caius Valerius Catullus, Now First Completely Englished into Verse and
Prose; the Metrical Part by Capt. Sir Richard F. Burton, R.C.M.G., FR.G.S.,
etc., etc., etc., and the Prose Portion, Introduction, and Notes Explanatory
and Illustrative by Leonard C. Smithers.!

Smithers and Harry S. Nichols, a printer and rare-book dealer, mod-
eled the Erotika Biblion Society of Athens, their venture into high-class
pornography, on Burton’s Kamashastra Society of London and Benares, the
so-called publisher of the infamous Arabian Nights. Smithers was much
impressed with the considerable financial success of the private edition of
Burton’s Thousand Nights and a Night and subsequently decided to follow in
Burton’s footsteps, printing books that the socially sanctioned presses re-
fused to print and dedicating his career to publishing works that contested
Victorian public values. His law studies had led to a solid reading ability in
Latin and the education to circumvent legal problems with astute agility.

Smithers’s predilections set him apart from the conformist main-
stream publishers who produced bowdlerized three-deckers for the read-
ing classes that borrowed books from the circulating libraries. Much more
so than Mudie’s Select Library, Smithers’s interests were directed to a very
select market: people who were well educated, moneyed, and male. His
limited runs (usually fewer than 500 copies) were printed privately and
meant to become scarce relatively quickly, which made them attractive
collectors’ items. Many of these books were translations of upscale erotica
that circulated freely in the original, whereas the translations, if they ex-
isted at all, remained underground (Manton 1984:7).!2

In 1891 Smithers and Nichols moved from Sheffield to London to open
arare book shop and a printing business, Nichols and Co., just within Soho’s
boundaries, Soho being the center of London’s pornography trade (Colligan
2002:15). The pinnacle of the Smithers-Nichols partnership was the produc-
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tion of a “handsome, well annotated new edition of Burton’s Nights” in 1894
(Nelson 2000:3-4), edited in collaboration with Isabel Burton. Smithers and
Nichols issued four editions of Burton’s Nights, ultimately restoring more
than four-fifths of the passages that had been bowdlerized by Isabel Burton
for her family edition (Nelson 2000:40). Smithers went on to open his own
bookshop and then to become the most celebrated publisher in London: “his
audacious and keen instinct” made him “willing and eager to publish the
new, the dubious and even the outrageous,” and after 1895 he was the only
publisher who would touch the works of Oscar Wilde (Flower and Maas
1967:264). For his part, Wilde considered Smithers “the most learned eroto-
maniac in Europe” (qtd. in Flower and Maas 1967:264).

Through his secret literary societies, Smithers published retranslations
of six novels by Zola (1894-95), Samuel Smith’s translation of Aristophanes’
Lysistrata (1896) lavishly illustrated by Aubrey Beardsley, and Ernest Dow-
son’s translation of Choderlos de Laclos’s Les Liaisons dangereuses (1898),
Voltaire’s La Pucelle d’Orléans as The Maid of Orleans (1899), and Balzac’s
La Fille aux yeux d'or as The Girl with the Golden Eyes (1896)."* Desmond
Flower and Henry Maas indicate that the most original younger writers and
artists of the 1890s joined Smithers’s circle, including Arthur Symons, Au-
brey Beardsley, Ernest Dowson, Charles Conder, and W. B. Yeats, as well as
Havelock Ellis, whose writings on sexuality had been banned (1967:265). In
various ways Smithers struggled against Victorian puritanical norms, mak-
ing common cause with early feminists, the Aesthetes, the Decadents, and
the emergent gay community. The trajectory of Smithers’s career demon-
strates the connection between the translation projects of the secret literary
societies and the resistant ideologies of the avant-garde literary movements
in late nineteenth-century Britain.

Secret Societies: Submission and Resistance

The complexity of the translation situations and the ambivalence of the
translators, demonstrable in the case of Richard Burton, indicate that the
either/or opposition of submission or resistance falls into the trap of what
Hugh Osborne calls Venuti’s “simplistic” binary opposition of foreignizing
versus domesticating translation that “cannot accommodate other modes
of translation” in the nineteenth-century British context (2001:154). Human
beings are complex creatures and translators are human beings. Although

the translations considered here did clearly challenge some presuppositions
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and norms of English culture, they also served to rationalize certain imperi-
alist attitudes, as well as other racial, class, and gender biases. In other words
the translation products both conformed to and contested Victorian cultural
norms. Their translators were resistant to some aspects of British imperial
and cultural ideology and submitted to other aspects seemingly without
question.

Burton’s text on pederasty included in the “Terminal Essay” ap-
pended to volume 10 of his Arabian Nights is an interesting example of such
ambivalence. When Burton published the essay, writing about homosexu-
ality was dangerous business, and Burton’s was the first history of the subject
published in English, as we have seen. Nonetheless, his use of the theory of
the “Sotadic Zone,” namely that homosexuality was “geographical and cli-
matic,” though not widely adopted, “may have confirmed the opinion of
many British readers that homosexuality was essentially a foreign vice”
(Hunnicutt 2004). Thus, although Burton dared to broach a taboo topic in
one of his paratexts accompanying his translation (an example of resistance
in translation), his work did not serve to free his countrymen from Orien-
talist and imperialist preconceptions about homosexuality (a case of sub-
mission to or collusion with dominant norms).

In “The Exotic Dimension of Foreignizing Strategies,” Shamma argues
that translation “must be seen as the outcome of a complexity of circum-
stances that comprise the intervention of the translator and the choices that
he or she makes, the larger context of reception, and the relation of the trans-
lation text to other texts in its cultural environment” (2005:66). The present
case study goes a step further by examining the translating subject’s often
intricate negotiations involving both resistance and submission with a com-
plex publishing system and sometimes contradictory target culture norms.
To begin to appreciate the translation products considered here, at the very
least the following factors must be considered: the two-tier publishing in-
dustry, Burton’s penchant for scandalous behavior, his exile, his personal
ambitions, the lack of official recognition for his achievements, his curious
relationship with his apparently ultra-conventional wife, his homosocial
bonds with the sexually curious and even with the sexually deviant, Smith-
ers’s legal training, and the Smithers-Nichols partnership. And this list is far
from the complete inventory required to comprehend fully the translation
strategies deployed. The question of resistance in translation relates to all
of these factors. What is also interesting in the study of translations issuing
from nineteenth-century secret literary societies in Britain is to see how
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resistance to the highly rigid and restrictive sexual norms of the domi-
nant culture is at the same time inscribed within larger pre-existing regres-
sive frameworks of class, race, and empire that the translators consciously
support.

On the surface, late-Victorian morality was puritanical. There were
attempts (ranging from social movements to laws) to ensure that the general
public read only what would make them into “better” British citizens. The
general public was not “erudite” and thereby was seen as unable, from the
establishment’s point of view, to integrate positively into the desired British
worldview “principles and doctrines” that differed from what they had been
taught. To protect the public, French naturalist novels had been banned and
writings dealing with homosexual and sexual libertarian themes were re-
jected by the socially sanctioned presses. Indeed in 1888 and 1889 the two
trials of Henry Vizetelly made a public example of a small publisher of unex-
purgated naturalist novels in translation, for Vizetelly had made available to
the general public novels that dealt with three themes that in the minds of
British authorities warranted burying: subversion of the throne, subversion
of religion, and obscenity (Fryer 1966:52, Merkle 2009).

Beneath the surface, however, under cover of secret literary societies
and private presses, naturalist novels (such as those by Zola), homoerotic
poetry (including the work of Catullus), and sexually explicit texts (such as
Burton’s Arabian Nights and his Priapeia) were all published in unexpur-
gated English translations. Many of the translations were designed to fill
gaps that existed in the British literary and cultural systems, in terms both
of controlled or suppressed texts and of forbidden content. They were pub-
lished for “homosocial” gentlemen who had gone to the right schools,
having learned there how to read “viril” texts critically. While socially cen-
sured and considered “scandalous outspokenness” (Bourdieu 1982:169, my
translation), the publications of the Kamashastra Society of London and
Benares, the Erotika Biblion Society, and the Lutetian Society were not cen-
sored. In fact, it can be argued that the translators were playing into the
hands of an institutionalized two-tier publishing system, thereby reinforc-
ing norms having to do with gender and class.

This case study presents an interesting paradox relating to the transla-
tor’s visibility and invisibility (Venuti 1995). Public publishing was above the
surface and private presses beneath the surface. The only translation pub-
lished by the Kamashastra Society that was not anonymous was Burton’s
Nights, although the identity of the translators was an open secret among
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the society’s friends and subscribers. The two-tier publishing field ensured
that printing privately for members of a secret—or learned—literary society
made the translators and their translations untouchable from a legal stand-
point, much to the consternation of the moralists. Paradoxically, thanks to
their invisibility, these translators and their translations were protected
from prosecution while they were being read in secret by socially powerful
readers who often exerted visible, political, and official influence. Within
this elite circle the identity of the translators was known.

Finally, this study of nineteenth-century secret literary societies is also
an example of how resistance in translation is often associated with a larger
matrix of resistance in society, through loose affiliation with people involved
in progressive social movements (Tymoczko 2000a). Burton wished to pub-
lish texts on foreign mores and customs, especially regarding sexual mat-
ters, that no publisher, not even the Anthropological Society, would accept
to print. From the perspective of the twenty-first century, his works clearly
reproduce the class, gender, and racist stereotypes of his day, yet they were
considered scandalously outspoken by many of his contemporaries. For his
part Smithers wished to publish avant-garde writers and to collaborate with
Burton on integral translations of Greek and Latin erotic classics. Conscious
of the constraints imposed by the British publishing system, Burton and
Smithers manipulated the rules in place in order to achieve a degree of sym-
bolic domination. Through collusion with the publishing and legal systems,
they achieved visibility among the members of society to whom their trans-
lations were directed. In doing so they were players in a broader social
movement of resistance against the confines of Victorian morality.

Notes

1. Free-thinkers (e.g., secularists) and the “morally loose” (e.g., libertarians
from all social classes) added to the complexity of Victorian culture.

2. Although Zola was labeled a pornographer by moralists in France and En-
gland, he did not meet the definition: “The writer of real pornography is aiming . . . to
make the reader as randy as possible as often as possible. The reader is seeking a sub-
stitute for sexual experience, or for sexual experience of a certain kind which he may
be unable, or unwilling, to secure” (Fryer 1966:95).

3. “Respectable” women—in fact, “the majority of British women”—had little if
any “sexual feeling,” it was assumed, so there was no need to make information on
sexuality available to them. This was not only in their best interest, but also in the best
interest of society (William Acton, quoted in Fryer 1966:17). Yet, the New Woman,
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who was the antithesis of the Victorian ideal of the “angel in the house,” was eager to
challenge the cult of female domesticity and to read about foreign ideas, especially
those regarding sex and sexuality.

4. According to Haddawy (1990:xv-xvi), “Lane based his translation on the
Bulag, the first Calcutta, and the Breslau editions; [John] Payne on the second Cal-
cutta and the Breslau; and Burton on the Bulag, the second Calcutta, and the Breslau.
These translators did not . . . compare the various editions to establish an accurate text
for their translations. . .; instead they deleted and added at random . . . to piece to-
gether a text that suited their individual purposes: in the case of Lane, a detailed but
expurgated version; in the case of Payne and Burton, versions that are as full and com-
plete as possible.” Wright analyzes Payne as having combined the Calcutta, Macnagh-
ten, Bulag, and Breslau texts, and Burton as having paraphrased Payne’s translation
(Wright 1906/1968:2.37 and 2:105-20 for a full discussion). In fact Burton wrote to
Payne on 9 September 1884, “As you have been chary of notes my version must by way
of raison d’etre (amongst others) abound in esoteric lore” (Wright 1906/1968:2.54).

5. Nelson (2000:37) notes that Burton severely criticized his wife’s six-volume
bowdlerized edition of the Nights, threatening to publish everything his wife had cut
in his “Black Book of the Arabian Nights.” Burton’s translations were ostensibly aimed
at a male readership, especially scholars, but “he once sarcastically said that he knew
that his Nights once published would quickly find its way into every woman’s bed-
room” (Nelson 2000:355n30).

6. Haddawy (1990) explains in his introduction that the textual history of The
Nights is very complex. He based his translation on a fourteenth-century Syrian man-
uscript, a different source from those used by Lane, Payne, and Burton. Thus, the
translations cannot necessarily be compared word for word; nonetheless, Haddawy
gives us a modern scholarly baseline for our assessments of the Victorian translations.
Haddawy credits Burton with “an admirable command of Arabic diction, grammar,
and syntax” (1990:xvi).

7. Ironically, according to Rana Kabbani, “Clitoridictimies [sic] and ovary-
removals were two operations carried out with disturbing frequency in Victorian
England, in an attempt to render women ‘tractable, orderly, industrious and cleanly’.
The medical profession supported the values of patriarchy, and sought to aid in the
enforcement of the acceptable image of woman, a creature who was pious, passive and
passionless, an image for which Victorian women were forced to pay very dearly”
(1986:61-62; see also sources cited).

8. Jorge Luis Borges has written that one of the secret aims of Burton’s work was
the annihilation of the work of Edward Lane, for Lane’s translation had supplanted
that of Antoine Galland (Borges 2000:34). Borges goes on to observe that Burton’s
conventional and “inconvenient precursor” had already provided copious notes on
“the manners and customs of Moslem men,” but had scrupulously avoided the erotic;
Burton would fill the gap (Borges 2000:40).

9. Burton provides a short history of the subject and promotes a geographical
theory of homosexuality. He concludes with a condemnation of bowdlerizing (homo)
eroticism and chastises literary critics who attack his work.

10. On these societies see O Cuilleandin (2004), Nelson (2000), Merkle (2003),
and Manton (1984).
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11. This translation was published only after it had been expurgated by Lady
Isabel Burton and Burton’s manuscript destroyed, much to Smithers’s consternation
(Nelson 2000:26).

12. According to Colligan, compiling a history of English obscenity, though
difficult, is possible thanks to the scholars, collectors, and librarians who consigned
books to the private case housed in the Library of the British Museum (2002:25). Col-
ligan adds that “the study of literary obscenity has largely been limited to upper-class
publications because the prints and magazines sold in the streets have not survived
the test of time” (2002:26).

13. See Nelson (2000:311-52) for more information about the books Smithers
published under the Erotika Biblion Society and the Lutetian Society imprints.
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Reclaiming the Erotic: Hebrew Translations
from 1930 to 1980

IN January 2004 a new publishing house called Katom (Orange) was
launched in Tel Aviv, announcing the publication of a new series of porno-
graphic novels, all written by women. The news was acclaimed in the elec-
High time,” “Porno-
graphy and in Hebrew!” As though finally retrieving what had been for men
only, young women reacted enthusiastically to the exclusive female-writers

» «

tronic media with exclamations such as: “Well done,

aspect; only one female reader, obviously unaware of the historic promi-
nence of male writers in the genre, protested: “What about men-writers!”
Somewhat earlier, in February 2003, a high-court decision overruled the
2002 prohibition of the Playboy channel on Israeli cable TV. The prohibition
was a direct result of the strengthening of the right-wing coalition between
the national Likud party and the Orthodox parties which had issued in
a 2002 parliamentary law canceling pornographic channels on Israeli TV.
Presiding over a panel of eleven judges, Chief Justice Michael Heshin justi-
fied the decision by evoking the principle of freedom of speech, concluding
with the remark that the historic decision to ban D. H. Lawrence’s Lady
Chatterley’s Lover would nowadays be shrugged off with a smile. Welcome
as they may be, these two incidents stand out in twenty-first-century so-called
liberal Israeli society and should be viewed in their historical and cultural
contexts; they are minor illustrations of the ongoing discourses concerning
erotic literary material and the freedom of speech.

This essay indicates how ideological mobilization can explain the pu-
ritanical tendencies in modern Hebrew literature and in literary translations

129
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into Hebrew in one of its most critical formative periods, 1930-80, but it in-
dicates as well the subversion of and resistance to that ideology. The essay
covers a long stretch of time, allowing for synchronic and diachronic analy-
sis, through risking generalizations. Two milestones in this period are the
1936 adoption in pre-state Israel of the Mandatory British Obscenity Law
and the 1977 political upheaval that ended the long rule of the Israeli Labor
party. The tendencies exposed in the half century covered by this essay lie
behind current discourses about pornography in Israel illustrated above.

Research in semiotics and translation studies has provided insight
into the mechanisms of ideological manipulation, making it possible to
understand what an influential and effective vehicle of ideological manipu-
lation translated literature can be within a national literature (Even-Zohar
1990, Tymoczko 1999, Gentzler 2002). My research on issues pertaining to
the formation of national identity in what I call “mobilized” translations of
historical novels (Ben-Ari 1997, 2006b) and on the censorious manipula-
tion of religious, particularly Christian, elements related to the formation
of Self and Other in Hebrew translation (Ben-Ari 2002) has motivated me
to look further into moral censorship. Puritanical trends in Hebrew litera-
ture offer insights into the processes that helped construct the valorized
representation of the puritanical native-born Israeli, called the sabra. Within
this large context the role of translation is doubly interesting. Mobilized
within canonical culture, it led to censorship of the most effective type, that
is, self-censorship. Mobilized within the margins, it had a completely dif-
ferent role, that of initiating and canonizing erotic models.

Two remarks before I proceed. In this essay I use terms like obscenity
or pornography as descriptive terms rather than evaluative ones. I do not
attempt to define pornography or to supply a historical overview of the vari-
ous definitions the word has been given. The only (non) definition I adopt
is a semiotic view of obscenity as writing about sex or eliminative functions
that past or present officials or influential groups have suppressed or tried
to suppress on the grounds that they were morally corrupting or degrading
(Loth 1961:8). It seems impossible in a post-Foucauldian era to view sexual-
ity in any cultural context without considering power relations and their
role in the shaping of personal as well as national identity.?

Moreover, terms like puritanism and Zionism are obviously much
more complex and diverse than can be discussed adequately in a short
study. Like many other broad terms, they are place- and time-dependent.
Modern studies of Victorian puritanism (Marcus 1966, Morgan 1966, Gay
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1998) have undermined customary notions about Victorian prudery. Re-
search has demonstrated the many faces of puritanism within different
social classes, as well as how different New England puritanism was from
its English counterpart. What I term sabra puritanism is shorthand for a
complex set of values that constitute the pure moral image attributed to
the sabra or required of him. The term puritanism is not used accidentally
because, as will be shown below, the ethos in fact began to pervade He-
brew culture during the period of the British rule of Palestine.? Studies of
Zionism have likewise refuted notions of ideological homogeneity at any
given time related to moral orientations among others.* Indeed research
on hegemony has stressed the necessity of expecting and accepting the
coexistence of both dominant and emergent cultural formations, particu-
larly during periods of change and crises of identity.”

In the very early stages of its revival, especially with a new cultural
center established in Israel, modern Hebrew literature acknowledged the
importance of translation as the basis for any new cultural infrastructure.
As is to be expected, the selection of what to translate, which prestigious
source cultures to draw from, and what ideological lines to follow were in
the hands of culture shapers. In the 1930s and 1940s, respectable publish-
ers pre-selected texts, genres, writers, and possible source cultures, favor-
ing either classical or social realist material for translation (Shavit 1998,
Toury 1977:123). Before the establishment of the state of Israel, love and
sex were considered irrelevant to the pioneering nationalist agenda, if not
altogether depraved. This tendency was intensified when socialist publish-
ers became predominant in the 1940s and 1950s, helping to maintain a
puritanical approach to literature well into the 1980s.

Judaism has historically not preached abstinence or asceticism; in fact
its basic attitude regarding sexual matters has always been positive and
pragmatic, as can be illustrated by the detailed rabbinical literature on every-
day sexual issues. Yet at the same time some puritanical attitudes have deep
roots in Jewish culture; there is a long tradition in rabbinical literature of
using euphemisms rather than calling sexual acts or body parts by name. In
addition there have always been sects or individuals who promoted partial
or total sexual abstinence for the sake of “higher” goals, such as absolute
dedication to the study of the Torah. Moreover, in certain communities in
Eastern Europe, child marriages associated with early and traumatic sexual
encounters may have driven many young men to join the strictly male en-
tourage around a rabbi or a Chassidic leader (see Biale 1997/1992:127-29).
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The Enlightenment brought new dilemmas: the old image of the ghetto Jew
had to be replaced with that of the new masculine and muscular Hebrew
(Shapira 1997).6 The new emancipated woman, evoking admiration in some,
also provoked unease and fear of an as yet unknown being, the sexually lib-
erated woman (Feiner 1998:253-303).

Victorian puritanism, which had invaded Europe and America in the
nineteenth century, could thus find an echo in Jewish culture, if not in the
fear of the new erotic liberation then in ancient strands of asceticism. Nick-
named “the Golden Age of Puritanism and the Golden Age of Pornogra-
phy,” the nineteenth century in England was heralded by the establishment
of the “Society for the Suppression of Vice” in 1802, and it culminated in
Chief Justice Alexander Cockburn’s notorious obscenity law in 1868.” Judge
Cockburn’s definition of pornography resulted in the banning of erotic
books for a century until the ban was lifted as a result of a series of book
trials in England beginning in the 1930s and culminating in the 1960s, tri-
als that reverberated throughout the Western world. Cockburn’s definition
of pornography was so broad that it encompassed all material written with
the intention of corrupting the minds of those open to such influences and
into whose hands such material might fall (see Greenawalt 1995:99). The
result was the banning of countless books, many of which later came to be
considered masterpieces of modernism.?

In various manifestations puritanism swept through most of Europe
and the United States during the nineteenth century. It was acclaimed in
Boston, where the first trial of a book took place as early as 1821; the book
was John Cleland’s Fanny Hill: Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure, and, un-
der the reign of terror of Anthony Comstock, who initiated the Society for
the Suppression of Vice and began a crusade to abolish pornography, puri-
tanical norms were imposed on all aspects of life. One of Comstock’s early
achievements was persuading the United States Congress to adopt Lord
Cockburn’s obscenity law, not merely as part of Anglo-American common
law but in the form of federal statutes, thereby granting the postal and
customs authorities the power to implement the standards.’

Puritanism infiltrated Israel, then part of the Ottoman Empire, at the
turn of the twentieth century, with the first waves of Jewish immigration
from Eastern and Central Europe. When the League of Nations invested
the British Empire with the mandate to rule Palestine, however, puritan
thought and law made its official and formal entrance into Hebrew culture.
Before the 1948 establishment of the state of Israel, the thirty years of the
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British Mandate enhanced the spread of puritanism, especially in conse-
quence of the insertion of the British obscenity laws into Israeli Mandatory
Law in 1936. Simultaneously in pre-state Israel, puritanism encountered a
second seemingly different ideology, namely the ideal of sexual freedom and
the equality of the sexes borrowed from the Bolshevik revolution. On the
face of it, the promise of freedom and equality was anti-puritanical, but Bol-
shevik ideology soon undermined the erotic, ultimately regarding sex and
marriage as capitalist, bourgeois notions that had to be abolished (Kon
1995:51-66). This Bolshevik ideology permeated the early Jewish settle-
ments and became a major factor in the shaping of Israeli culture.

Thus, Zionism started with the promise of being, among other
things, an erotic revolution, preaching equality and sexual freedom (Biale
1997/1992:176). In fact it succeeded in maintaining this myth for decades,
and the “woman question” was one of the key ideological issues discussed
in the first stages of this Jewish cultural revolution. In 1897, for example, the
first Zionist Congress assembled in Basel, formally laying the foundation
of Zionism; it granted women the right to vote, but because of opposition
from Orthodox sectors, this right was not implemented in Israel until
1926. Even after the establishment of the state of Israel, however, marital
rights were kept in the hands of the Orthodox rabbinate. Women who had
joined the radical movement with the hope of virtual and real gain found
they had been pushed aside (see Safir 1991).

The Jewish cultural revolution assumed a more “virile” character as it
grew more nationalistic. As George Mosse (1985) points out, the nationalist
movements of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries tended to be pre-
dominantly “virile”; they had to confront accusations of Jews being ef-
feminate and neurotic, including those of Sigmund Freud and his follow-
ers, such as Otto Weininger (Gilman 1993).!° Growing violence and tension
in the late 1930s and impending war with the Arab population in the
1940s intensified the need for a more virile image of the New Jew, now
called the sabra, a term including youths born in Israel or raised there, as
we have seen (see Almog 1997:341). Utopian communes advocating free
love, no couples, and no marriage created much controversy, but they soon
died away, faced with the small number of (reluctant) women and material
difficulties. Communal education, such as that undertaken in the kibbut-
zim, mobilized all its efforts to create what Melford Spiro (1965) calls “the
puritan sabra™ it stripped sex of its mystery with methods of coeducation
and cohabitation, only tolerating couples as long as they did not interfere
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with community life. The Freudian slogan “sublimation without repres-
sion” was heralded with enthusiasm by youth movements, psychologists,
and educators.!! The new principles of “sabra purity” were formed, and they
were all-encompassing: purity of thought, word, and deed. The tenth com-
mandment of the popular youth movement called Ha’shomer-Ha'tzair
(The Young Guard) required the sabra not to smoke, not to drink, and to
maintain sexual purity (Biale 1997/1992:195).!2

Growing violence and wars (both actual and impending) functioned
to remove the “woman question” from the national agenda. The Israeli war
of independence, closely following the establishment of the state of Israel, is
a prime example. War was a man’s affair and woman was a distant image
back home to long for and dream about (Rattok 2002:287-88). The palmach,
the young volunteer fighters who preceded the establishment of the regular
Israeli army, were said to be so puritanical that it is estimated that 99 percent
of the soldiers who died in battle were virgins (Ben-Yehuda 1981:266)."

In the 1950s, when violence ceased to be the dominant issue in Israel,
the country turned to the unequivocal demands of a melting-pot ideology.
With the 1948-53 waves of massive immigration (especially from Arab coun-
tries), the image of the sabra was firmly established in opposition to the
Other: the new immigrant, the speaker of Yiddish who refused to promptly
sever his ties with the diaspora, the “Oriental” Jew who would not give up
his past traditions to be remodeled in this radical secular mold. The latter
retained an overtly erotic association, negatively connected with a Levan-
tine culture of cards, cafés, and brothels. Much like the image of the Arab,
the Levantine male immigrant was suspected and feared for his sexuality;
unlike the Arab, however, he had a rightful claim on whatever female the
sabra considered his own, which made him a bigger menace (Laor 1995:88-
93). Despite the end of massive immigration and the prospect of relative
normalization, in 1973 the Yom Kippur War threw the country and its cul-
ture into yet another traumatic period of reassessment of national values."
Original Israeli literature promulgated this strain of ideological indoctrina-
tion, maintaining until the 1970s a Zionist, “male,” ascetic narrative, re-
flecting an almost Oedipal break with the fathers’ generation. After the first
settlers had turned their backs on the Old World in the 1880s, generations
of male Israeli writers pursued this Oedipal revolt, and it is significant, even
symbolic, that women writers should have eventually put an end to this
streak in Israeli culture in the 1980s.
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Translated literature could well have introduced changes in this at-
mosphere of erotic suppression, because translation can import other mod-
els of writing without necessarily being attacked for violation of the laws or
norms. Yet in Israel translation also adhered to the general puritanical
norms and was used to further the national mobilization, through careful
selection of texts and the manipulation of texts and genres to screen out
erotica. Self-censorship more than fear of legal action motivated cultural
agents to forfeit the innovative and possibly subversive function of transla-
tion in favor of mainstream doctrines. True, publishers had to contend with
the 1936 obscenity law, an adaptation of the 1868 Cockburn law adopted as
common law during the Mandatory British rule of Palestine (1922-48). It
was, in fact, made even stricter in 1960, when an Israeli law decreed that the
penalty for obscenity would be increased to three years imprisonment,
which was more than the three months in the Mandatory law and the two-
year maximal penalty in British law (Cohen 1973:82-86).

Only one member of parliament, Uri Avneri of the extreme left, pro-
tested against this increased measure (Gluska 1979:63). In 1968 the Vitkon
Committee recommended that Israeli obscenity law be reviewed or can-
celed, but these recommendations never had any legislative follow-up. The
obscenity law was strictly enforced in the theater and the cinema, where a
precensorship committee determined the fate of every single play or film.
Literature was spared, because there was no formal precensorship for lit-
erature, and very few cases of obscene literature were brought to court.

Yet, although literature was spared, it functioned as if it had been sub-
jected to censorship. No attempt was made by a respectable publishing house
to publish notorious modernist banned books; no public outcry was raised
against this suppression. Furthermore, in 1963 an initiative of the Ministry
of Education, by Dr. Yossef Michman-Melkmann, established a voluntary
precensorship committee, calling for the “gentlemanly” participation of all
respectable publishers, with the aim of cleansing obscene literary works. Sub-
mission of material to the committee was voluntary, and the committee had
neither legal nor effective power, so its sanctions were more symbolic than
anything else. But nothing further was needed: self-censorship was more ef-
fective than any formal measures. A small, single voice of protest against the
obscenity law was raised in 1966, when the leftist Hebrew writer and journal-
ist Dan Omer published his scandalously pornographic Ba’derech (On the
Way) and went through all appeal procedures to attempt to overturn a ban
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on the book. From the judge’s final verdict, it is obvious that Omer’s virulent
attacks on sacred national images and on Orthodox religion were the under-
lying reasons for the enforcement of the obscenity law in this case, not the
“pornography” in his text.'> Even when the ban on “obscene” books had been
lifted in most of the Western world, such books were slow to penetrate the
self-inflicted Hebrew puritanism. Some, such as the notorious masterpieces
of D. H. Lawrence, Henry Miller, and Vladimir Nabokov, were translated or
retranslated in full by prestigious publishers in the 1970s and 1980s; some,
such as the sadomasochistic, eighteenth-century French libertine novels
or risqué twentieth-century works by Guillaume Apollinaire and Georges
Bataille, have had to wait until the twenty-first century; still others were
doomed to oblivion.

A literary system, like any other cultural system, must be stratified
lest it stagnate. Thus, erotic literature also found its own outlet in Israeli
culture. Typical of puritanical cultures, erotica flourished on the periphery,
taking three main channels: (1) erotica read in the original source language
or in non-Hebrew translations, (2) erotic pulp fiction, and (3) pseudo-medical
sexual handbooks. The periphery was the “natural” outlet for these subver-
sive genres to escape to, but it was also the right place for them to be chan-
neled to. There they could be supervised and, if necessary, controlled; there
they could also be labeled “obscene,” “perverted,” and “dirty,” a matter no
less vital for the culture shapers. The rare surveys of reading habits in Israel
after 1948 that did inquire about the habits of the “pulp” readership found
almost no readers of erotica: people were reluctant to admit to such non-
normative behavior.

Some form of passive resistance to the puritanical sabra norms could
be observed in the habits of the majority of newcomers who formed their
own native-language libraries and newspapers, and who could read erot-
ica in languages other than Hebrew. Yet the option of reading literature in
the original, though quite widespread in reality, remained ideologically
marginal and was relatively short-lived, for it undermined the melting-pot
ethos of Israeli culture. It was also rejected by the chauvinistic Israeli-born
offspring of immigrants, as were newspapers and theaters in languages
other than Hebrew.

Hebrew literature that developed outside the canon defied censor-
ship and, on the face of it, self-censorship also. In spite of its tremendous
commercial success, this second option for accessing erotica, namely pulp
fiction, was considered “shameful” and “depraved” by culture shapers and
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eventually by the general public. Culture shapers, aware of the need for
popular culture, were adamant in their attempts to impose a “proper”
popular culture on the masses and, in fact, succeeded in creating so-called
folk music, folk songs, folk dances, theaters, and libraries for the working
classes. Side by side with this mobilized effort, a spontaneous popular culture
evolved in apparent protest against institutionalized sanitized culture.
Pulp literature was a form of protest and resistance insofar as it followed
the much despised Yiddish tradition of Schund (trash) chapbooks at the
very period when the sabra were breaking with Yiddish as the epitome of
the diaspora and “the Old Jew.” This is not surprising in a period of multi-
plicity and change, when identities were threatened, to use the terms of the
hegemony theory of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe (1985), or when
minorities do not see a potential gain in assuming the dominant culture, to
use the terms of the theory of maintaining cultural entities developed by
Itamar Even-Zohar (2005). At the same time pulp fiction included transla-
tions of some of the prestigious banned books, that is, “higher” forms of
literature. Together with “cheap” pulp fiction, banned books were driven un-
der the counter. They were brought out in inexpensive editions, published by
ephemeral printing establishments with a minimal investment in produc-
tion, and sold in kiosks or newspaper stands. Kiosks had cheap pulp stacked
in piles, with porn underneath the counter. Distribution to kiosks was in
different hands, and prices were significantly lower than in conventional
bookstores, thus ensuring broad circulation of the erotica. Serialization,
typical of kiosk publications, also increased circulation. Books and booklets
sold in this way included both “high” and “low” literature indiscriminately:
D. H. Lawrence and Henry Miller, Agatha Christie and John Cleland all
figured together as pulp.

No precise data exist regarding the scope of this subversive produc-
tion, but it was obviously quite large. The 1950s and 1960s were the peak of
this production, motivated by the proliferation of the double standard.
Pornographic literature anywhere is hard to trace and this case is no excep-
tion. The translated banned books were printed in pirated editions which
reveal considerable effort to erase any traces that could lead to the printers.
Names of the translators, as of the authors of originals of pulp erotica, were
usually fictitious. Printing firms appeared and closed overnight. Even if a
few publishers could retrospectively quote sales numbers, their data were
based on memory and concerned principally their bestsellers. According to
one of the publishers, for example, five thousand copies of the serial Captive
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from Tel Aviv were sold in the late 1930s (Eshed 2002:234). These numbers,
however big for their time, do not represent the vast scope of hand-to-hand
distribution that is typical of underground material of this sort.

Yet this form of resistance, as brazen as it may seem, was less daring
than could have been expected. As is often the case in a clash with main-
stream ideology, the minor erotic genres looked to the canon for legitima-
tion. The names of the translators and editors involved in the production of
these books recur, and investigation of the persons behind the many pseud-
onyms confirms that a relatively small group of people was engaged in
this activity.'® This group consisted of young writers, journalists, soldiers,
and students who had higher literary aspirations but who wrote or trans-
lated erotica as their secondary jobs. Years later, when they became promi-
nent as writers, translators, or journalists, they openly admitted to and
even boasted of writing this “trash”—now considered collectors’ items—
for money.

The seemingly paradoxical efforts to gain legitimation for the banned
books in translation consisted of (1) quoting positive recommendations
from critics in the source culture, (2) “cleansing” the book of excessive eroti-
cism, and (3) embellishing the language so as to emphasize that the book
was high art. Language was often of high and pompous register; style had to
be elevated and “literary,” using old turns of phrases, binomial nouns, and
rare vocabulary. It was an old-fashioned Enlightenment norm, and the re-
sult was what Rachel Weissbrod calls the mock-epic style (1999:245-49). In
the process of legitimating the texts, specific terms for sexual body parts and
acts were euphemized, and older biblical and Talmudic terms were em-
ployed instead of slang Hebrew terms in general use in the spoken vernacu-
lar. Slang expressions (such as those in Henry Miller’s books, for instance)
would occasionally but boldly be replaced with Hebrew equivalents, only to
be embedded in a highly correct and normative prose style. One must remem-
ber that because the Hebrew language developed anormally over the centu-
ries, it was conservative in adapting to modern demands regarding the use
of colloquial and slang lexemes in written texts, even when representing dia-
logue. Modern Hebrew maintained didactic as well as linguistic inhibitions
against introducing spoken dialogue into literary texts; only in the late 1970s
did a normalization of sorts take place. At the same time, over-literariness in
the translated banned books was not encouraged either; even in the non-
canonical production of erotica, excessive literary modernisms were not
tolerated and were replaced with worn-out “safe” clichés.
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Rather naive by today’s standards, pulp pornography was even less
specific in terminology than the banned books from other languages, for
pornography tends to prefer the lewd allusion to the outspoken. Surpris-
ingly or not, it too looked to “higher” genres for valorization, disdained
slang, and adopted literary (though epigonic) models of style. What was
deemed “literary” style was strewn with clichés, similes, and binomial col-
locations; the result was almost a chapbook formula. For example, pome-
granates figuring in lieu of breasts would always be hard and bulging, at
risk of bursting from a tight blouse. Masquerading as translations granted
some of these pulp erotic books some small prestige, and publishers did not
hesitate to adorn the covers with profuse words of praise from authoritative
figures in the “source” culture.!” Because these pornographic pseudotrans-
lations of the 1940s and later were an entirely new production, their models
had to be adopted from abroad, yet even the most daring were relatively
subdued.

The magazine Gamad (Dwarf), a cheap imitation of the 1937 British
(later American) Lilliput, was a collection of jokes, most of them not even
“dirty,” strewn with lewd illustrations; La-Gever (For the Man) was some-
what more risqué in content but it, too, stressed visuals, which were mostly
photographs of half-nude women. Models for Yiddish pulp novels, the
damsels-in-distress type such as Regine or Sabine, themselves translated
or adapted from French and German chapbooks, enjoyed much popular-
ity; they used equivalent Hebrew girl-names for titles, such as Tamar and
Smadar, or Hashvuya mi’tel aviv (The Captive from Tel Aviv). The 1964 pulp
translation of Fanny Hill*® inspired dozens of “sequels” in Hebrew, such as
Hadar ha’mitot shel Fanny Hill (Fanny Hill’s Bedroom) and Bita ha’tzeira
shel Fanny Hill (Fanny Hill’s Youngest Daughter), both published in 1964
and both among the most blatant pseudotranslations.'® A controversial
daring variation, the so-called Stalag series, using Nazi concentration
camps as the background and pretense for sadomasochistic elements, was
the acme of explicitness in its sexual repertory, yet it remained just as al-
lusive in its lexical repertory and specific elements. It also was the most
popular of the pulp publications; the prototype Stalag 13 (modeled on
Billy Wilder’s Stalag 17 and written by “Mike Baden,” alias Eli Kedar) sold
over 25,000 copies when it appeared in the early 1960s, an enormous com-
mercial success in terms of both past and present standards.

The third option for obtaining erotica took the form of reading litera-
ture about sex that was legitimate, though just as marginal. It consisted of a
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variety of pseudoscientific sex handbooks. The translation into Hebrew in
the 1930s of Auguste Forel’s famous turn-of-the-century handbook titled
The Sexual Question launched a vogue for translating Central European
textbooks, mostly with a Freudian bent. British and American texts, in-
cluding Havelock Ellis’s Studies in the Psychology of Sex (in seven volumes,
1897-1910) and, later, the Kinsey reports, Sexual Behavior in the Human
Male (1948) and Sexual Behavior in the Human Female (1953), were either
not translated into Hebrew (the case with Ellis’s work) or only partially
translated (the case of Sexual Behavior in the Human Female, in 1954).%

It is true that many translators came from Central Europe and were
familiar with Freud’s theories, but the disparity in the works chosen for
translation probably reflects mainly a preoccupation with sublimation.
Otherwise it is hard to explain why the study of the individual would carry
such weight in a society preaching sacrifice of the individual for the sake of
the community. Sublimation became an integral part of Zionist ideology,
both reinforcing the puritanical character of the movement and reverberat-
ing with echoes of the past. Although it professed to aim at severing all
connections with the past, in fact Zionism continued to subscribe to the
suppression of the erotic for the sake of “higher goals.” Sex was channeled
to “safe” and “free” clinical discourse, where it could be verbalized, regu-
lated, and surveyed. And where, most important, it could be explained and
“taught” as seen fit by the shapers of culture (Foucault 1976:1.26; Dworkin
1981/1979:xxxiii).

Together with translated literature of a Freudian nature, a Hebrew
equivalent evolved. A prominent figure in sex education was Shmuel Golan,
coauthor of the pedagogically oriented Sexual Education (1941) mentioned
above, a leader in kibbutz education, a prolific writer of sex education
guides, and a man who exerted much influence over the general public as
well. He represents a line of kibbutz educators who advocated the then-
popular “Marx and Freud” ideological combination favored by philoso-
phers such as Herbert Marcuse.!

It is not surprising, therefore, that although the numerous translated
texts and Hebrew textbooks differ in detail, they share several basic fea-
tures. First, their approach to sex was ambivalent: they all waged war against
prejudice and ignorance, yet underlying a discourse of modern tolerance,
there still lurked a preoccupation with moral questions, with hygiene and,
as mentioned, with sublimation. All the publications continued to instill a
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fear of prostitution and disease. The 1962 Hebrew translation of Dr. Fritz
Kahn’s Unser Geschlechtsleben (Our Sex Life, 1937) begins with the phrase,
“Sefer ze nichtav mitoch shnei gormim: nisayon ve’shutfut le’sevel” (This
book was written with two motives: experience of and sympathy for suf-
fering).”? Not only was the research of Havelock Ellis missing in Hebrew
translation, his spirit of “enthusiasm” for sex was also absent.??

Second, the style of these sex manuals is a rather confusing combi-
nation of German terminology, Hebrew innovations, and biblical and Tal-
mudic archaisms. The founding fathers of the Hebrew-language revival
had avoided erotic terminology, thus leaving amateurs to deal with the la-
cunae in the lexical repertory; this gap is immediately obvious in the lan-
guage of the books we are considering. Shunning the spoken vernacular,
the translators choose a register that is overall high in stylistic and linguis-
tic markers, as we have seen. Moreover, because authors and translators
alike lavishly quote classic poetic sources, the style is, to a certain degree,
“literary.” This odd combination characterized sexual textbooks until the
1970s, when the Hebrew translation of Dr. David Reuben’s Everything You
Always Wanted to Know about Sex (Kol ma sh’etamid ratzita la’daat al
ha’min) broke with this tradition, a fact that may have accounted for its
immense popularity. Part of the growing Americanization of Hebrew cul-
ture as a whole, the book also announced a transition to American sources,
showing a marked leaning toward “the joy of sex” and the influence of the
sexual revolution sweeping Western countries.

Except for the use of elements such as statistics or diagrams, in many
ways the production of pseudoscientific sex handbooks did not differ cat-
egorically in style from the erotica that took the form of pulp fiction or
translations of banned books, and in fact sex guides, encyclopedias, and
pamphlets also must have served as a source of erotic excitement. Some of
these handbooks even went to the trouble of warning readers not to use
them as such. In the introduction to his handbook called Chayey ha’'min
shel ha'adam (Human Sexual Life, 1938), written originally in Hebrew,
Dr. A. B. Talmon warns somewhat disingenuously, “This book is absolutely
scientific and it is written on a purely scientific basis. Seekers of sexual
stimulation will kindly not search it for piquanteria to stimulate their sick
urges” (1983:1). Erica Jong describes a similar experience in the puritani-
cal America of her youth: “It was impossible to obtain a copy of John Cle-
land’s Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure outside the rare-book room of a
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college library or a private erotica dealer. (I tried.) Henry Miller’s Tropics
and D. H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover could not be purchased at
your local bookstore. The raciest sex manual available to the panting ado-
lescent was Love Without Fear by Eustace Chesser, MD” (quoted in De St
Jorre 1994:125).

This basically self-inflicted restraint even in marginal literature over
such an extended period of time had far-reaching consequences for Israeli
culture. A principal effect was the continual dwindling of the erotic reper-
tory. A spoken slang vernacular in Hebrew developed independently, mostly
borrowing lexical items from foreign languages, usually words with nega-
tive connotations. This lexicon had hardly any impact on the literary rep-
ertory, which developed with marked disdain for spoken Hebrew until well
into the 1970s. While great translators, authors, linguists, and innovators
used translation as laboratories for reviving the Hebrew language, they
did not see fit to deal with “obscene” material, and a whole stratum of the
language remained neglected. The petrified literary repertory did not offer
any creative Hebrew alternatives either. Solutions to terminological prob-
lems were left in the hands of writers and translators of marginal litera-
ture, rather than professional lexicographers.

When prominent Hebrew writers finally attempted to find a private,
intimate tone for their works in the 1970s and 1980s, they had hardly any
modern erotic repertory to fall back on, and their love scenes always were at
risk of becoming farce. Faced with the choice of old-fashioned petrified
Hebrew terms, scientific German-sounding ones, or the slang street vernacu-
lar (mostly foreign), writers usually chose to avoid explicit descriptions of
sexual or erotic aspects of life, which in turn was not productive for the de-
velopment of the culture. S. Yizhar, one of Israel’s most important writers,
has refrained from overt descriptions of sex scenes, and his most intimate
and passionate erotic moment is that between a common flower and a bum-
blebee pollinating it (1998:110-11). Novelist Amos Oz, renowned and re-
spected, almost became a laughingstock when he attempted an explicit love
scene in Menucha nechona (A Perfect Peace, 1982), where the vocabulary of
“thrashing” and “plowing” echoes past traditions of sublimating sexual acts
into metaphors associated with the conquest and fertilization of the land
(1982:282-84).** By contrast, David Shahar, a subversive in his revisionist,
right-wing political affiliation, provides rather conscious, tongue-in-cheek,
and amusing literary renditions of pulp pornography, particularly in his
1979 novel titled Sochen hod malchuto (His Majesty’s Agent). Retrospectively
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this seemingly playful “high porn” must be read as a form of resistance to
the puritan mainstream.

The dwindling and eventual stagnation of erotic repertories are not
restricted to Hebrew alone. Similar cases have been described in formerly
communist regimes, which had for prolonged periods banned love and sex-
uality as “capitalistic,” or in countries like Japan, where contacts with the
West necessitated first euphemizing, then reevaluating erotic vocabulary. In
these cases new vocabulary also had to be coined when old-fashioned termi-
nology was found lacking or was judged to be implicitly “negative.” This was
the case, for example, in the new Japanese translation of Our Bodies Our-
selves: A Book by and for Women. When a group of 23 translators and 25 edi-
tors set out to prepare a full translation of the book in 1988, they found that
the old terms for women’s body parts used in the 1974 Japanese translation
had been negatively marked and would have to be replaced (Buckley
1997:202; Wakabayashi 2000:72). As opposed to Japan, however, where prior
to its Westernization, the culture had known rich and stratified forms of
erotica, in Hebrew culture there was no previous repertory of the erotic to
fall back on.

Israeli authors Yonat and Alexander Sened represent this frustrating
lacuna in terminology in their 1974 novel Tandem. When attempting to
imagine and depict what the neighbors are doing on the other side of the
wall, the narrators lack words, sentences, models (1974:73-74):

“He entered her.” “I would appreciate a description of the whole act.”
Bless D. H. Lawrence. Well, he entered her. But if you want to be consis-
tent, this too is a romantic roundabout way to say it. So, one more mo-
ment of courage, one more step forward: he put his sex organ into her sex
organ and his body ... his body. .. Just a minute. Don’t we have a name
for this simple body part in our Hebrew language? We have a hand, an
eye, a forehead, even a belly, and we have a sex organ. No one would ever
imagine calling the hand a work organ or a writing organ. This is a trick
of original sin. But that idea doesn’t even belong to us. Ten-year-olds
jump on every new dictionary to see if the words they hear appear in
them. . .. Our neighbor the flute player is again immersed in a passionate
storm. End of chapter or double space or a series of hyphens open to the
imagination. The movie camera shifting from the bodies that are—
making love? Sleeping with each other? Immersed in . . . why immersed?
Having intercourse, procreation, insemination. . . . So, the penis is going
into the vulva, nearly Latin, pin and pot, very charming, like names you
give your two doggies.?®
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Only in the 1980s and 1990s did Israeli literature emerge from this
self-inflicted puritanism. Translation introduced belated innovations such
as feminist writing, gender studies, and queer literature, as well as mod-
ernist and postmodernist literary works and criticism. Translation of such
works necessitated a reevaluation of the existing literary repertory and in
due course supplied material for the renewal of literature composed in
Hebrew. For historical reasons mentioned above, Israel seems to have missed
feminism, in part because the myth of the Israeli “liberated woman” must
have made feminism appear irrelevant. Many of the basic feminist texts
have still not been translated and others were translated quite late. For
example, only the first part of Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex
(1949) has been translated into Hebrew, and that translation appeared as
late as 2001.

Nonetheless feminist trends, if not directly responsible for the re-
vival of literature written by Israeli women, certainly helped young women
writers develop a modern erotic voice of their own. The last two decades
have witnessed both the vigorous growth of women’s writing and a refresh-
ing change of norms altogether. But the gap, a whole stratum of language
and literature, has not been closed, so that the mere mention of a porno-
graphic series for and by women provokes exclamatory reactions, as we
saw at the beginning of this essay in the enthusiastic voices supporting the
launching of the pornographic publishing house Katom. The belated es-
tablishment of an erotic series written entirely by women, its provocative
promotion strategies, and the enthusiasm it evoked all indicate that real
normalization is still to come. Ironically because Katom was a subsidiary
of a more mainstream publishing house, the first three books issued by
Katom Publishing were also the last.

In mainstream Israeli culture (non) translation of erotica helped es-
tablish a new identity for the sabra: youthful, pure, shunning obscenity of
any kind, and sublimating personal passion for the communal good. At the
same time translation helped define the non-sabra, the new immigrant, the
speaker of Yiddish, the consumer of foreign pornographic chapbooks, and
especially the Oriental Jew as the significant Other who was obscurely men-
acing in his sexuality. Adopting the sabra values led to a well-traveled route:
agricultural school, the youth movement, the palmach, service in the Israeli
army, and party affiliation that guaranteed promotion to the right jobs and
the right sociocultural positions. Being different did not grant any advan-
tage, not even membership in the avant-garde.
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In the light of post-Foucauldian and postcolonial theory, censorship
has come to be understood as one of the most influential elements in the
formation of cultural and national identity (Greenblatt 1992, Malena 2002,
Wolf 2002, Sturge 2002, Ben-Ari 2000, Wakabayashi 2000). Moral censor-
ship in particular involves crucial elements pertaining to the definition of
the sexual self. At the same time sexual issues are at the core of national
and cultural identity, just as they are at the core of modern subjectivity.?®
Overt censorship may create antagonism and lead to resistance. By con-
trast, self-censorship of the kind practiced by Hebrew culture shapers re-
sults in an inventory of much subtler manipulations—and much better
results—than any formal, imposed dictates. In Israel people bought into
the censorship in part because they shared the need to belong to the new
representative Israeli self; they were therefore ready to adhere to the norms
dictated by a very small minority as to what was proper and what was not,
and literature supplied them with “proper” representations of behavior.
The marginalization of the erotic gave it negative associations that took
generations to erase and that produced long-lasting effects on language
and culture alike. The process in Israel was similar to the fervent censori-
ous puritanical forces operating in New England when the New Jerusalem
was being built and a new identity was being shaped in North America.
The virginal land, referred to in female terms, absorbed all passion. A new
cultural identity had to be imposed on all newcomers, excluding Others,
establishing a hierarchy of old-comers versus new arrivals, and pioneers
versus immigrants.*’

Nonetheless, the extent of the productivity in the margins of the
Hebrew literary system indicates a subversive vitality of great force. The
small contributions of divergent models—intimate, sexual, erotic, and
overtly pornographic—had an indirect but invigorating effect on canoni-
cal literature, however much it went without acknowledgment. This re-
sistance prevented total stagnation of the literary system. Actual under-
ground translations ranging from pornography and modernist classics
to medical manuals played their part. Masquerading as translations,
erotic novels found a large albeit peripheral market. Unknown amateur
translators and authors working with ephemeral racy printing houses
could experiment with colloquial terminology and offer more daring
solutions to the gaps in Modern Hebrew simply because they did not
count. In the face of the large market for these varied types of publi-
cations, even prominent publishers, moved principally by commercial
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considerations, gradually began to relax their norms. Mainline news-
papers began to mention erotic novels in their literary reviews, and even if
the tendency was to cut them to pieces, mere reference in a central news
organ meant institutional recognition. Meanwhile, literary journals and
academic publications established in the 1970s began to take an interest
in marginal literature as well, changing translation norms and introduc-
ing greater claims for adequacy in the representation of the source texts.
In a culture that was somewhat more sure of itself, a normative puritani-
cal Israeli identity began to give way to pluralism. Resistant translations
of erotic texts had a significant role in all these changes that allowed the
erotic to be reclaimed in Israel.

Notes

1. “Sichot Maariv” [Maariv Conversations], Maariv. Accessed 2 February 2004.
All translations are my own, unless otherwise noted.

2. See Foucault (1976), particularly volume 1.

3. The term “puritan sabra” has been borrowed from Melford Spiro’s (1965) re-
search on the behavior of kibbutz children.

4. Ben-Ari, Suppression of the Erotic in Modern Hebrew Literature (2006¢), pro-
vides a more diversified overview and analysis. A Hebrew version of the book (Ben-
Ari 2006a) is also available. An abbreviated version of this essay was presented at the
meetings of the American Translation Studies Association in March 2004 in Am-
herst, MA.

5. See, for example, Laclau and Mouffe (1985).

6. See also Ben-Ari (1997:234-41 and 2006b) for the image of the New Jew/ess
in the very first Jewish novels, namely nineteenth-century German-Jewish historical
novels.

7. For a historical overview of puritanism in literature see Loth (1961:47-116).
The history of the “banned books” is discussed in Greenawalt (1995). D. H. Lawrence’s
view of puritanism as a product of the Victorian age is interesting; see Lawrence (1961
[1929]:60-85).

8. The Delvin-Hart controversy in London in the 1960s (Rubinstein 1975:43-53,
Nattrass 1993) aroused a great deal of interest in Israel: it demonstrated that the old di-
lemma of whether governments should be responsible for the enforcement of morality
was still unsolved. First, it suggested that it is problematic to determine any moral stan-
dard, let alone one that is shared by all. Establishing a moral standard on the judgment
of the “reasonable man,” as suggested by Lord Delvin, is even more problematic, for
many of these norms have no “reasonable” basis and are a residue of age-old religious
intolerance and deeply rooted taboos. In the final analysis the so-called reasonable man
may have to lean on his feelings, that is, on emotional considerations. At the same time
Lord Delvin’s perception of norms is much too static; society’s tolerance of deviations
from moral standards varies from generation to generation, and the standards usually
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change faster than the laws, a fact that legislative authorities must take into consider-
ation as well.

9. For the Comstock Crusade and the Comstock Law, see Lefkowitz Horowitz
(2002:358-403).

10. Weininger published his (self) deprecating work Geschlecht und Charakter
(Sex and Character) in 1903, accusing Jews of lacking intellectual or cultural charac-
teristics, thus being like women (i.e., animals).

11. See, for example, the textbook by Zohar and Golan, Ha'chinuch ha’mini
(Sexual Education; 1941:24, 61).

12. Spiro (1965:331) discusses the aversion of the puritanical sabra to “dirty
jokes.”

13. Netiva Ben-Yehuda (1981), a member of the palmach youth, supplies invalu-
able information concerning the puritanical codes of the movement, including shying
away from sex, foul language, and dirty jokes, all of which are unusual for armed
forces. Her memoirs also expose the way the palmach appropriated a male image,
underplaying the role of women soldiers.

14. For this periodization, see Miron (1993) and Schwartz (1995).

15. Omer initiated a translation of a then-revolutionary collection of poetry of
the “Beat generation” into Hebrew, which was published in Nahama (Howl) in 1967,
and his choice of title for his own book may have been an echo of Kerouac’s famous
On the Road. Both proved to be too radical for Hebrew culture to digest. For the trial’s
proceedings, one of the few precedents in Hebrew law, see Gluska (1979:21-22).

16. Eshed (2000:227) offers interesting data on pseudonyms in Hebrew pulp
fiction; I am also indebted to personal communication with various authors.

17. Toury (1995:40-52) discusses pseudotranslations.

18. Translated by “G. Kasim,” a pseudonym of the poet Maxim Gilan.

19. See Clay (1964), Clealand (1964). The “variations” in the spelling of Cle-
land’s name may have been a way of avoiding copyright claims, but at the same time
characterize a genre where typing errors were almost a trademark. Both Fanny Hill
sequels were probably the work of Miron Uriel, a tireless writer of pulp fiction.

20. For some reason Kinsey’s volume on the human male was not translated,
the gender choice reflecting perhaps the tastes of heterosexual male consumers.

21. Marcuse’s Eros and Civilization (1955) is a good example of the school.

22. Kahn (1962:25). Kahn was a prolific writer of such guides. His volumes on
the sexual hygiene of the boy and the sexual hygiene of the girl were translated in the
1930s into Hebrew. His books were highly recommended by Shmuel Golan mentioned
above (Zohar and Golan 1941:259).

23. Robinson (1989/1976:2-3) applies the epithet “sexual enthusiast” to Ellis;
following Ellis (1890:129), Robinson (27) sums up Ellis’s view of sex as “the chief and
central function of life . . . ever wonderful, ever lovely.”

24. Compare the Hebrew vocabulary with Kibbey’s (1986:3-7, 119) analysis of
early New England Puritan discourses.

25. In her novel Wild Ginger (2002:150-51), the Chinese American writer An-
chee Min gives a similar humorous description of a young couple who are products of
the Cultural Revolution. They make love using quotations from Mao’s Red Book, for
lack of basic intimate sexual or romantic vocabulary.
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26. Related discussions of puritanism and modern attitudes to cultural issues
of sex and sexuality are found in Fessenden, Radel, and Zaborowska (2001); Lefkowitz
Horowitz (2002); and Allison (2000/1996).

27. Fessenden, Radel, and Zaborowska (2001:1-15) offer an enlightening analy-
sis of the formation of American identity via its literary Puritan origins.



BRIAN JAMES BAER

Literary Translation and the Construction
of a Soviet Intelligentsia

IN the preface to his monumental two-volume collection of poetry
in translation published in 1968, Mastera russkogo stikhotvornogo perevoda
(Masters of Russian Verse Translation), Efim Gregorievich Etkind made
the following claim: “Deprived of the possibility of expressing themselves
to the full in original writing, Russian poets—especially between the nine-
teenth and twentieth Party Congresses, used the language of Goethe, Shake-
speare, Orbeliani, or Hugo to talk to the reader” (Etkind 1978:32)." This
rather innocuous statement set off a political firestorm in the reactionary
1970s, and Etkind, a professor of French literature at the Herzen Pedagogi-
cal Institute, was subjected to a humiliating prorabotka, or public scolding.
As a result the offending sentence was removed from the preface and the
surrounding paragraph rewritten, despite enormous costs to the publisher:
the book was already in print, awaiting distribution.

This incident, which came to be known as the “affair of the sentence”
(delo predlozheniia, Etkind 1978:111), suggests how translation—not only
the practice of translation but also commentary on translation—became a
site of resistance to official Soviet culture and values. Through the selection
of texts for translation, the various choices made in the course of transla-
tion, and commentary on translation in the form of footnotes, prefaces,
and reviews, literary translators in the Soviet period became adept at en-
coding resistance for a select intelligentsia audience. Moreover, the success-
ful decoding of subversive content automatically constructed the reader as
more insightful, if not more intelligent, than the censor, who functioned as
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a metonym for the entire Soviet bureaucracy. In those situations where
knowledge of a foreign language was necessary to fully decode the opposi-
tional message, even more cultural capital accrued to the reader, all of which
lent support to the intelligentsia’s claims to cultural leadership.

The use of translated literature as a vehicle to comment critically on
contemporary society formed part of what Vladimir Shlapentokh referred to
as a “second culture,” or an intelligentsia subculture within Soviet society.
This second culture, Shlapentokh explains, “to some degree parallels the ‘sec-
ond economy’ created by people far from the intellectual stratum. Both the
second culture and second economy serve to undermine the state’s monopoly
in several vital spheres” (1990:75). This second culture, which has parallels
with the Renaissance topos of literature as an idealized “second government,”
functioned to create and to socially reproduce Russia’s creative or “moral”
intelligentsia. The concept of the intelligentsia that I am using here has deep
roots in Russian society and goes far beyond one’s level of education, al-
though that is an essential attribute of members of the Russian intelligentsia.
It supposes, in Shlapentokh’s formulation, “that a member of the intelligen-
tsia or an intellectual is one who possesses a cluster of intellectual, cultural,
and, most importantly, moral virtues such as kindness and altruism, and
who serves as a model for the rest of society” (1990:ix). Also crucial in the
Soviet period was an oppositional mood. As Masha Gessen points out,
“the intelligentsia drew its identity in part from its relationship to and its
distance from the regime” (1997:7). The successful decoding of oppositional
content (re)produced the individual reader as a member of an alternative
“reading public,” situated within official Soviet literary culture.

This oppositional stance may in fact be the most significant aspect of
the intelligentsia’s resistance, for, as Lev Loseft points out, the messages en-
coded in these texts did not contain any new or vital information: they “tell
the reader nothing which the reader would not have known beforehand
without [the author’s] help” (1984:219). Loseft argues that “again and again
in a society where ideological censorship prevails, the reader will anima-
tedly follow this dangerous game in which intellect bests authority; again
and again the reader will participate, albeit passively, in the game, not ana-
lyzing or responding emotionally to the text, so much as celebrating it as he
would a mythical ritual” (1984:222-23). To the extent that this mythical rit-
ual was shared by many readers, it served, as rituals often do, to create a
common group identity, an ersatz community, that was defined by its intel-
lect and its “oppositional mood,” among other things (Shlapentokh 1990:83).
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“The coding and decoding of artistic works,” Shlapentokh noted in 1990,
“has become an important element of intellectual activity in the U.S.S.R.
and is a common topic for conversation at social gatherings” (66).

On a symbolic level in this context, literary translators came to em-
body resistance, especially during the worst periods of repression. In part
through that resistance, the Soviet-era intelligentsia bolstered its “claim on
the spiritual leadership of society” (Shlapentokh 1990:122). What was per-
ceived and celebrated in intelligentsia circles as translators’ selfless devotion
to the “word” and to the genius of individual artists was put forward as an
alternative to the active, collective heroism of socialist realism. By devoting
themselves to the preservation of the “classics of world literature” for a Rus-
sian reading public, literary translators perpetuated the concepts of timeless
“universal values” and “world culture” that were in opposition to what they
saw as the tendentious, politicized, and class-based official culture of the Soviet
Union. In fact studies of the tastes of Soviet readers reveal that the nineteenth-
century “classics” of Russian literature and translated foreign literature were
always significantly more popular than original Soviet literature, largely
because they were perceived to be “nonpolitical” (Friedberg 1962:168). The
intelligentsia sought to create a subculture that was distant and distinct
from “everything official, officially approved, officially ideological” (Gudkov
1995:171).

The intelligentsia’s resistance to Soviet culture, which Etkind insists
was “not clearly dissident in character (1978:1), was an attempt to “protect”
literature from politicization and to preserve an appreciation of the formal
innovation and moral complexity of literary works at a time when literary
scholars in the West were insisting on the impossibility of separating ideol-
ogy from the study of literary forms and themes. In other words, when post-
structuralism was leading literary scholars in Europe and North America
to “deconstruct” literature’s pretensions to eternal esthetic and moral values,
members of the Russian literary intelligentsia were struggling to support
those very pretensions. For this reason the resistance of the Russian intelli-
gentsia appears to the Western observer to be culturally conservative, while
it was nonetheless politically daring. Such resistance was seen by the intelli-
gentsia not so much as political but as moral or even spiritual in nature. As
Joseph Brodsky put it, “Art is a form of resistance to the imperfection of real-
ity as well as an attempt to create an alternative reality, an alternative that
one hopes will possess all the hallmarks of a conceivable, if not achievable,
perfection” (1992:221).
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The Context of Resistance

To understand how literary translation became a site of resistance during
the Soviet period, it should be acknowledged that literature in general had,
at least since the early nineteenth century in Russia, been a privileged site of
opposition to the government, a site of what Dina Spechler refers to as “per-
mitted dissent” (1982:xvi). Spechler notes that “in Russia the boldest most
incisive criticism of social and political phenomena in the legal press has,
since prerevolutionary days, most often appeared in the form of novels, po-
etry, and memoirs” (1982:xix). In the 1960s poetry readings were political
events (Shlapentokh 1990:112). Within that cultural milieu, literary transla-
tion, although certainly subjected to censorship, was nonetheless considered
to be a relatively “safe art” (Etkind 1978:146). As is well known, writers such
as Anna Akhmatova, when they were not allowed to publish their own origi-
nal work, were given work as translators. Lauren Leighton observes, “The
same political leaders who consider translation a key to their nationalities
policy and a door to the world, and are thus presumably appreciative of the
ideological perils of literary translations, have been indifferent to and at
times even oblivious to works in translation that would have enraged them
had they been written by a Soviet author” (1991:38).

Moreover, translated literature acquired special significance in the
context of Soviet restrictions on travel to non-socialist countries and restric-
tions on interaction with foreign visitors from the West. For many Soviet
readers works of foreign literature served as a window onto a semi-forbidden
world and were integral to the intelligentsia’s concept of “world culture”
(Leighton 1991:18). This concept was markedly different from that of the of-
ficial Soviet literary establishment, for which world culture was restricted to
works considered to be ideologically correct.

Leighton separates literary translation in the Soviet period into two
major categories: academic translation and propagandistic translation, both
made possible by the support given by the Soviet regime to Maxim Gorky’s
World Literature project (1991:6). In the years immediately following the
October Revolution, literary translation was celebrated as a political vehicle
in the service of Soviet policies of internationalism and the “friendship of
peoples.” The translation of literary works both into and out of the languages
of the various peoples of the Soviet Union was relatively well paid and was
seen in a patriotic light as contributing to mutual understanding and friend-
ship among Soviet peoples. Etkind remarks that “in order to support the
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unity of a multiethnic Soviet Union, it was necessary to constantly recreate
the illusion of brotherhood among the various republics and peoples; poetic
translations played no small role in that performance” (1997:39). The estab-
lishment of a Soviet sphere of influence in Eastern Europe after World War
11, not to mention special relations with other socialist countries throughout
the world, also produced a translation boom.

The translation of works among the various peoples of the Soviet Union
provided a good deal of work for translators. There were at least 100 different
linguistic groups within the U.S.S.R., some of whom, such as the indigenous
peoples of north Siberia and the Soviet Far East, were given an alphabet and,
as a consequence, access to the literatures of the world through translation
as part of a government initiative to spread literacy. As Werner Winter indi-
cates, however, “the use of translation as a tool in political strategy” left a du-
bious legacy (1964:295). Although the gift of literacy allowed many younger
people to study and work within the party and the state administration, it
also led to “the forcible destruction of religion”; in addition “the ‘moderniza-
tion’ of ‘backward areas’ meant the loss of enormous literary wealth” (Gins-
burg 1970:358). Rather than commission the translation of works of oral lit-
erature that reflect a traditional religious worldview, the Soviet literary
establishment sought out new works that exhibited class consciousness and
modern, secular values. To the extent that these literary works were “politi-
cal” in nature and subordinated form to content, intelligentsia readers
considered them to be in collusion with Soviet literary policy.

Such translation “on command” eventually became the butt of jokes
among the intelligentsia. Felix Roziner offered a hilarious send-up of the
policy of translation among the ethnic peoples of the Soviet Union in his
novel A Certain Finkelmeyer (1981). The eponymous hero of the novel is a
Jewish poet of rare talent—clearly fashioned after the actual poet-translator
Joseph Brodsky—who, in order to publish his poems, passes them off as
translations of the “first poet of the Tangor people,” a tiny ethnic group in
Siberia (Roziner 1991:86). The premise of the novel is not entirely absurd, if
one considers the experience of the prose writer Sergei Dovlatov while
on a trip to the Kalmyk city of Elista. There a local poet greeted Dovlatov
and presented the Russian writer with what he said was an interlinear
translation of one of his poems and asked Dovlatov to provide a poetic
Russian translation. It turned out, however, that there was no original (Fre-
idberg 1997:179). The poet Arsenii Tarkovskii, father of the filmmaker,
penned a damning portrayal of such translation “on command” in the poem
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“Perevodchik” (The Translator), which contains the refrain, “Akh, vostoch-
nye perevody, kak bolit ot vas golova” (O, those eastern translations! How
they make my head hurt; 1982:69).

In intelligentsia circles these translations were often unfavorably com-
pared to “artistic translation,” that is, the translation of the great works of
world—often Western—literature, which were done at times “for the drawer,”
as the Russians say, with no expectation of publication. The distinction
between artistic and propagandistic translation reflects the split between
Russia’s “two cultures™ the official one supporting the political and eco-
nomic goals of the regime, and the other resisting not so much the regime’s
specific political goals as the general politicization of literature, epitomized
by the Zhdanovite criteria for the production of art and literature. The great
practitioners of artistic translation during the Soviet era rejected the basic
tenet of socialist realism, according to which “the aesthetic value of a work
was virtually equated with its ideological and political effectiveness” (Ermo-
laev 1985:430).2

Encoding Resistance

In order for translated literature to function as a site of resistance, its sub-
versive or oppositional content had to be accessible to its intended audi-
ence while remaining inaccessible to the censor. To achieve this double
voicing, translated literature participated—albeit somewhat uniquely—in
the elaborate system of Aesopian language that lay at the very heart of
Russia’s “second culture” during much of the Soviet period. The term
“Aesopian language” was developed in the nineteenth century to describe
“indirect” social criticism embedded in literary texts, based on the classic
example of Aesop’s use of animal characters for the purpose of social
satire. In On the Beneficence of Censorship: Aesopian Language in Modern
Russian Literature (1984), Loseff explains how Aesopian language func-
tioned by means of textual screens that diverted the attention of the censor
from any parallels between the content of the literary work and the reali-
ties of contemporary society, as well as textual markers that cued the “ideal”
reader to make precisely those parallels (1984:50-52).

Loseff includes translation in his discussion of Aesopian language,
although the section dedicated to the subject is arguably the weakest in the
book. He classifies translated literature as a “genre” and dedicates most of
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his discussion to pseudotranslations, in which the bogus claim that a text
is a translation functions as the screen. Loseft gives much less attention to
actual translations, which have a somewhat unique set of screens and
markers at their disposal. For example, although the status of a text as a
translation may serve in and of itself as a screen, the choice of texts for
translation and the approach to translation can be very effective markers
as well.

The encoding of resistance in literary translations was not unique to
the Soviet Union; it had in fact a long history in Russia. In the latter half of
the nineteenth century, for example, after the death of the repressive Czar
Nicolas I, censorship restrictions loosened. Translators took advantage of
this situation to introduce to Russian readers a number of politically charged
translations of poems. The finest practitioner of such engaged translation
was undoubtedly Vasilii Kurochkin, whose translations of Pierre Jean de
Béranger in the 1850s and 1860s were responsible for the broad popularity
of the French poet in Russia. Kurochkin’s translations invited his readers
to make associations between the events and ideas expressed in the poems
and the political situation in contemporary Russia. The critic Count Petr
Ivanovich Kapnist describes Kurochkin’s translations in the following
way: “With his light, flexible, and sonorous verse, Kurochkin has dedi-
cated himself primarily not to translation but to the adaptation in the Rus-
sian manner of the songs of Béranger. Often preserving the spirit of the
original, he is able most adroitly to apply various couplets by Béranger to our
contemporary circumstances, so that in essence Béranger is just a powerful
weapon and, under the protection of his name, Kurochkin pursues his
own aims...” (1901:420).

The encoding of resistance, however, is not always so easily read from
outside the culture or subculture that produces and consumes the transla-
tion. For example, in the early nineteenth century, a number of transla-
tions were done of the poetic miniature “La Feuille,” written by the French
dramatist and poet Antoine Vincent Arnault. Vasilii Zhukovsky, Denis
Davydov, Alexander Pushkin, and others translated the short poem, a fact
that can only be understood in reference to a “private” set of allegorical
associations. The image of the leaf torn from its branch had come in the
early nineteenth century to symbolize internal political exile (Etkind
1968:15). In this way the translation of the poem served as a political pro-
test or lament for those who understood the significance of its central
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motif, which underscores the fact that Russia’s second culture had its own
interpretive traditions and literary topoi that made possible the recogni-
tion and decoding of such acts of resistance among a select audience.

Clearly, in the case of “La Feuille,” it is not sufficient to focus on iso-
lated translation decisions in order to understand how Aesopian language is
able to hide oppositional content in plain sight. It is necessary to map all of
Russia’s second culture, that is, to focus on the complex literary system that
created the complex web of (oppositional) meanings or meaning potentials
within which translations were read. This can be done by examining the
significance of a given author, work, or motif within the target culture. Such
significance is often reflected in the paratextual material, including com-
mentary on a translation contained in footnotes and prefaces, as well as re-
views and reader responses to the translation.

For example, it would be impossible to consider Boris Pasternak’s
translation of Shakespeare’s Hamlet (1940) without taking into account
the fact that two other translations of the play were also undertaken at al-
most the same time in the 1930s during one of the worst periods of Stalin-
ist repression. One was by Mikhail Lozinskii (1933-38) and the other by
Anna Radlova (1934). It is striking that at such a time all three translators
translated a play about a university student—an intellectual, perhaps—who
agonizes over what action to take against an immoral ruler, in this case his
uncle. It is impossible to classify definitively these translations as acts of
resistance without corroboration of the translators’ intentions, and in con-
ditions of repression the motivation behind acts of resistance is generally
concealed. Pasternak, however, does indicate some of the political implica-
tions of translating Shakespeare’s drama: “When [Shakespeare] writes
about good and evil or about truth and falsehood we perceive a view of the
world which would be inconceivable in an atmosphere of servility and ob-
sequiousness. We hear the voice of a genius, a king among kings, the judge
of the gods, the voice of western democracies to come whose foundation is
the pride and dignity of the toiler and the fighter” (Pasternak 1961:192;
trans. Rozencveig 1993:645-46; italics mine). Anna Kay France (1978:39)
contends that Pasternak took liberties with Shakespeare’s text in order
better to support his ennobling vision of the prince.

For an elaboration of what Hamlet might have meant to Pasternak,
we can look to other evocations of the Danish prince in Pasternak’s work.
In Doctor Zhivago, for example, the main character of that novel is both a
doctor and a poet, and Pasternak includes poems by Zhivago at the end of
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the novel, the first of which is entitled “Hamlet.” The lyric subject of the
poem, however, is not the Danish prince; rather, he is an actor about to go
on stage to play the role of Hamlet. By choosing an actor as his character’s
lyric hero, Pasternak not only reminds us of the play within the play in
Shakespeare’s drama but also offers an image of someone (like the trans-
lator) who is constrained to express himself through the words of another.
That theme is further suggested by the fact that the poem is presented as
the work of the fictional Zhivago. Moreover, it contains two easily recog-
nized citations. The first citation is from Jesus Christ, awaiting his cruci-
fixion in the garden of Gethsemene: “Esli tol’ko mozhno, Avva Ochi, /
chashchu etu mimo pronesi” (Pasternak 1989-92:3.511; If it be only pos-
sible, / Abba, Father, let this cup pass from me). The second is a Russian
folk saying: “Zhizn’ prozhit’ ne pole pereiti” (Pasternak 1989-92:3.511;
Living life is not like crossing a field). Like his lyric hero, Pasternak speaks
through the words of many others: the fictional poet Zhivago, the play-
wright Shakespeare, Christ, and the Russian folk.?

Furthermore, in lines three and four, the poet instructs his readers
in how to decode Aesopian language: “I lovliu v dalekom otgoloske / Chto
sluchitsia na moem veku” (Pasternak 1989-92:3.511; And I try to catch in the
distant echo / What will happen in my time). The reader is encouraged to
make a connection between the events portrayed in the distant past and
those of the present time. Pasternak makes a similar point in his essay “On
Translating Shakespeare” in 1956, when he discusses Shakespeare’s use of
historical materials for his dramas: “why should Shakespeare seek the in-
spiration of his realism in such remote antiquity as Rome? The answer—
and there is nothing in it to surprise us—is that just because the subject
was remote it allowed Shakespeare to call things by their name. He could
say whatever seemed good to him about politics, ethics, or any other thing
he chose” (1959:138). Pasternak continues, “Shakespeare’s chronicles of
English history abound in hints at the topical events of his day. . .. Drama
spoke in hints. Nor is it surprising that the common people understood
them since they concerned facts which were close to everyone” (1959:139).

The 1930s and 1940s were a time of great despair and frustration for
Pasternak, who saw his literary friends persecuted by the regime. Some
accused him of accommodation during the Stalinist era, going to Paris
with an official group of writers to represent the Soviet Union, failing to
intervene with Stalin to save Mandel’shtam, and in general enjoying free-
dom from persecution. Pasternak claimed he took “refuge in translation”
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(qtd. in Rozencveig 1993:643) and may have felt guilty for doing so; he la-
mented, “Mayakovsky shot himself while I translate” (qtd. in Friedberg
1997:115). Nonetheless, his feelings about the tragedy occurring around
him and about his own personal responsibility to act were reflected not
only in his translation of Hamlet but also in his translations of Shake-
speare’s sonnets. Pasternak translated only three of the bard’s 154 sonnets,
making his selection rather marked. Moreover, he eschewed the sonnets
on romantic themes, choosing instead more melancholy and metaphysical
ones. One of his most acclaimed translations is of Sonnet 66, “Tired with
all these, for restful death I cry...” (Budberg 1971:149). This sonnet con-
sists of a litany of complaints (lines 3-12) regarding the moral and politi-
cal corruption of contemporary society, and it includes a line that must
have had particular resonance for Pasternak in the 1930s: “And art made
tongue-tied by Authority.” What little romance the sonnet does contain is
attenuated by Pasternak’s decision to translate “my love” in the final cou-
plet with the Russian word drug, which, though it can refer to a romantic
partner, has as its first meaning “a close friend.”

The full meaning of Pasternak’s translation of Shakespeare’s Hamlet
cannot be fathomed, however, without consideration of the long tradition
of the Russian reception of the play. Beginning in the nineteenth century,
the character of Hamlet served as a vehicle for posing certain questions
about art and political engagement. The great nineteenth-century literary
critic Vissarion Belinsky, for example, attacked what came to be known as
Hamletism shortly after the publication of Nikolai Polevoi’s translation of
the play that premiered in 1837, in which Hamlet was presented as weak
and vacillating. Peter Holland notes that “Hamletism was seen as a retreat
into the self from the pressures of social action and civic responsibility”
(1999:322). The writer Ivan Turgenev reinforced this view of Hamlet in his
1859 lecture, “Hamlet or Don Quixote.” In that essay Turgenev uses the
literary characters of Hamlet and Don Quixote to describe two funda-
mental peculiarities of man’s nature. In Turgenev’s view Don Quixote is
not a ridiculous character but a man who dares to act in the world with
straightforward enthusiasm; Hamlet by contrast is weak and egotistical.
Turgenev laments that in Russian society “Hamlets outnumber Don Quix-
otes, though Quixotes are still to be found” (Turgenev 1972:11).

We must place Pasternak’s Hamlet, generally regarded as offering a
sympathetic portrait of the young prince, within this tradition. Edited and
updated, Pasternak’s translation appears to be motivated by a sincere empa-
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thy for the character and his predicament. Although unable to act, Paster-
nak’s Hamlet is not presented as selfish and egotistical. Perhaps like Pasternak
himself, this Russian Hamlet is in search of a solution to the moral or ethical
problem of how to react to and resist injustice and tyranny. In his 1956 arti-
cle “On Translating Shakespeare,” Pasternak states unequivocally, “This is
not a drama of weakness, but of duty and self-denial” (1959:130-31). His
Hamlet is a defense of Hamletism, and Pasternak’s ordeal over the publica-
tion of Doctor Zhivago abroad was later described by Czeslaw Milosz as
Pasternak’s “Hamletic act” (1977:75), an expiation for many of the sins as-
sociated with his previous prevarication. Avoiding a call to political engage-
ment on the one hand and total surrender to apathy on the other, in his
Hamlet Pasternak paints the moral predicament of members of the Soviet-
era intelligentsia in noble, if not heroic, terms. For Pasternak and his con-
temporaries, “Hamlet offers an apt metaphor for the situation of the Soviet
intellectual, particularly during the Stalin era” (Ziolokowski 1998:150).

A discussion of the political subtext of Pasternak’s translation of Ham-
let cannot end with an analysis of the translator’s intentions or his strategies
of encoding, for any successful act of resistance requires a reader or readers
willing to decode that act as subversive. In fact, authorial intention—so dif-
ficult to determine even outside conditions of censorship—is far less impor-
tant than reader response, and Soviet audiences and the government alike
were sensitive to the potentially subversive themes in the play. A production
of Hamlet using Pasternak’s new translation at the Moscow Art Theater un-
der the direction of one of its founders, Vladimir Nemirov-Danchenko, was
in fact banned for several years. Such censorship of Shakespeare’s plays had
in fact a rather long history in Russia, for Shakespeare often presents mon-
archs as all too human by Russian standards. In the eighteenth century, for
example, an anonymous Russian translation of King Lear excised the king’s
madness entirely, for it was considered unthinkable that a royal personage
could be mad (Ginsburg 1971:356). Aleksandr Sumarokov’s translation of
Hamlet disappeared from the stage in 1762 after Catherine II assumed the
throne, as the murder of Hamlet’s father by Claudius might have encour-
aged audiences to draw parallels with Catherine’s own rise to power, involv-
ing the murder of her husband, Peter III.°

In any case, once Pasternak’s Hamlet was allowed to be performed
again in Soviet Russia, audiences applauded when the line “Something is rot-
ten in the state of Denmark” was spoken, clearly interpreting it as a commen-
tary on contemporary society (Holland 1999:334). The response of Soviet
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audiences in the darkened hall of a Moscow theater created a site of resis-
tance. In a later production directed by Nikolai Okhlopkov in 1956 at the
Mayakovsky Theater in Moscow, the play was staged in such a way as to com-
ment even more directly on the state of things in Soviet Russia at the time.
A front drop of a massive iron grille suggesting prison bars made Hamlet’s
world into a prison. In effect the director declared, “Here even to exist is to
suffer oppression” (Holland 1999:334). And in Grigorii Kozintsev’s critically
acclaimed film version of Hamlet (1964), “images of armed guards recur fre-
quently in the film: patrolling, escorting, watching, and spying, they repre-
sent the repressive mechanism of the State” (Semenenko 2007:130).

Embodying Resistance

The resistance performed by translators in the Soviet Union was not, how-
ever, restricted to the encoding of oppositional content. The act of literary
translation itself had a place within the highly nuanced system of moral
and ethical values constructed by the Soviet-era intelligentsia. The Russian
poet Sergei Gandlevsky discussed the moral predicament of the Soviet in-
tellectual in the following terms: “We were constantly taking things apart
into what’s honest and what’s not, like medieval priests struggling to fig-
ure out how many angels can dance on the head of a pin. To work is to
participate, which is dishonest, but to work as a night-guard making 70
rubles a month—that seems honest because you can’t make any less and
we don’t want to kill ourselves. When I finally got to make money translat-
ing, I thought it was honest because I was merely translating, but then I
translated a propaganda poem from the Ossetian, and that was dishonest”
(qtd. in Gessen 1997:14). The moral categories invoked by this translator
are clearly derived from Solzhenitsyn’s influential tract “Not to Live by
Lies” (1974), in which the writer advocates not open dissent but the “indi-
vidual refusal to participate in lies” (qtd. in Etkind 1978:150).

Many Soviet intellectuals viewed translation as a relatively ethical
undertaking because they considered it to be more or less apolitical. In fact,
literary translation, children’s literature, and the art of chess witnessed an
unprecedented flowering in the Soviet period precisely because they were
thought to be politically neutral for the most part while at the same time
creatively and intellectually demanding (Etkind 1997:49). Although literary
translation may have been considered as lying outside of politics in the nar-
row sense of the word, it was often viewed within the subculture of the in-
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telligentsia as a highly moral or even ethical undertaking. Discussions of
literary translation often celebrated the officially suspect concept of indi-
viduality, specifically the unique talent and genius of the literary translator.
Samuil Marshak famously describes this highly subversive and individual-
ist aspect of translation in his 1962 essay “Poeziia perevoda” (The Poetry of
Translation): “The translation of lyric poetry is impossible. Every time is an
exception” (1990:4.216). Such beliefs contributed to a cult of the literary
translator who was set in opposition to the party hack and the cultural ap-
paratchik. This celebration of the miraculous and unique in every success-
ful translation may also have been an act of resistance aimed at the tenets of
the official Soviet translation school that viewed translation as a science
and insisted that anything could be translated (Leighton 1991:12).

Literary translation assumed a moral and ethical value for the Soviet-
era intelligentsia through the literary translator’s dedication and even slavish
devotion to a traditional high-culture aesthetics that celebrated complexity
and innovation. These translators were seen—often in heroic terms—as
serving the “eternal” or universal values of art in preference to the fleeting
and shifting political values of the party or state. The sociologists Lev Gud-
kov, Iurii Levada, Aleksandr Levinson, and Lev Sedov assert in their 1988
study of Soviet bureaucracy, “It is difficult not to admire that in the hard-
est times, in the atmosphere of humiliation and pinches, the people of high
culture decently served the ideals of truth, continued the traditions of our
intelligentsia, creating rational, good, eternal things” (qtd. in Shlapentokh
1990:57).

For members of the Soviet intelligentsia, the trial of Joseph
Brodsky—transcripts of which circulated in samizdat (and in fact gave
birth to the phenomenon of samizdat)—represented in the starkest terms
imaginable the fundamental opposition between the values of Russia’s
“second culture” and those of its official, state-sponsored culture. Then
working “freelance” as a poet and translator, Brodsky was charged with
social “parasitism.” The following exchange at his first appearance in court
evoked the New Testament scene of Christ before Pontius Pilate:

Judge: But what is your specialist qualification?

Brodsky: Poet. Poet-translator.

Judge: And who declared you to be a poet? Who put you on the list of
poets?

Brodsky: No one. (Spontaneously.) Who put me on the list of human
beings?
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Judge: And did you study for this?
Brodsky: For what?
Judge: For being a poet. You didn’t try to take a course in higher educa-
tion where they train . .. teach . ..
Brodsky: 1 don’t think it comes from education.
Judge: Where does it come from then?
Brodsky: 1 think it comes. . . (embarrassed) . .. from God. . ..
(qtd. in Etkind 1978:95)

When the hearing ended, the judge expressed surprise at the number of
onlookers present, at which point a voice from the crowd cried out: “It’s
not everyday they try a poet” (qtd. in Etkind 1978:97).

Brodsky had dropped out of school after seventh grade and at his sec-
ond hearing witnesses for the defense painted a picture of the poet-translator
as a talented autodidact who dedicated himself selflessly to his higher call-
ing. One witness, the poet Natalia Grudinina, testified, “From conversations
with Brodsky and some of his acquaintances, I know that he lives very mod-
estly, denying himself new clothes and entertainment and spending most of
his time at his desk” (qtd. in Etkind 1978:250). Grudinina went on to explain
to the court that “Verse translation is extremely difficult work, calling for
devotion, knowledge, and poetic talent. . . . Such labour calls for an unselfish
love of poetry and of work itself” (qtd. in Etkind 1978:252).

The public prosecutor and witnesses for the prosecution were en-
raged that this discourse of heroic self-sacrifice was applied to Brodsky. A
witness named Romashova, for example, expressed amazement that “my
colleagues create such a halo around him” (qtd. in Etkind 1978:256), and
the prosecutor Sorokin declared, “he must be expelled from the hero-city
[of Leningrad]. He is a parasite, a ruffian, an ideologically filthy individ-
ual. Brodsky’s admirers drool over him. But Nekrasov wrote: “You do not
need to be a poet, / But you must be a citizen.” Today we are trying a para-
site, not a poet” (qtd. in Etkind 1978:259).° Ironically, Sorokin invoked the
words of a revered Russian poet in an attempt to denigrate the poet’s call-
ing. Circulated in samizdat, these transcripts reinforced for intelligentsia
readers the age-old opposition between God and Caesar, or, in its roman-
tic iteration, the opposition between the artist and the law. Pasternak re-
flects the sentiment in his poem “Hamlet™ “Ia odin, vse tonet v fariseistve”
(1989-92:3.511; I'm alone. Everything is drowning in Pharisaism). Simi-
larly Roziner includes direct citations from the transcripts of Brodsky’s
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trial in his depiction of the prosecution of his genius poet Finkelmeyer as
a “parasite.”

An alternative pantheon of heroes emerged from within the Soviet
Union’s second culture, individuals whose heroism was defined by sacri-
fice not to the party or the nation but to the eternal, universal values of
high culture, often associated with the classics of Western European litera-
ture. Literary translators figured prominently within that pantheon and
came to embody resistance for a Soviet-era intelligentsia that often viewed
opposition to the regime in terms of non-participation rather than open
dissent. The translator’s heroism was defined by a selfless devotion to the
cult of the “tsarstvennoe slovo,” the “kingly word,” to borrow a phrase from
Akhmatova (1967-68:1.285).

The telling and retelling of their stories of sacrifice at the altar of
high culture played a role perhaps no less significant in the social reproduc-
tion of intelligentsia values than the encoding and decoding of Aesopian
language. In his 1963 Poeziia i perevod (Poetry and Translation), for ex-
ample, Etkind relates the story of Tatiana Gnedich and her translation of
Byron’s Don Juan. Etkind recounts how Gnedich, a teacher of English and
a translator, was arrested in 1945 and held in a KGB jail awaiting trial.
While in her cell she began to translate Byron’s Don Juan into Russian. She
was able to do so because she had memorized the first two cantos, some
two thousand verses out of a total of seventeen thousand. This greatly im-
pressed her investigator, so much so in fact that he arranged for Gnedich
to have a private cell, a copy of Byron’s Don Juan, and a Webster’s diction-
ary. She finished the translation in two years, after which she was sent to a
prison camp to complete her sentence. Fortunately Gnedich was able to
preserve a copy of her translation that she had typed up on a prison type-
writer. When she was released in 1956, a publishing house accepted her
translation and issued it in a first printing of 100,000 copies, and critics
praised the work as the finest translation of Byron into Russian.

Constructed around two oppositional commonplaces, Gnedich’s
story is a perfect parable for an intelligentsia audience. The first opposition
is embedded in the story itself and involves the translation of Don Juan, a
thoroughly apolitical text (using political here in the narrow sense of the
word) in the thoroughly politicized context of the gulag. This prompts the
interpretation of Gnedich’s feat as an act of moral rather than political re-
sistance. The second opposition is suggested by the ending of Etkind’s tale:
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“Love produces inspiration which pushes us to perform great feats”
(1963:179-80). There is an implied opposition here between cultural work
done out of love and cultural work done on command. That same opposi-
tion was dramatically portrayed in the predicament of Brodsky, one of the
most talented poets of his generation, who could not or would not find a
place for himself within the Soviet literary establishment.

Tatiana Gnedich was not the only translator to pursue her art in a
Soviet prison. During a fifteen-year stay in a prison camp, Ivan Likhachev
translated Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du mal, which he had committed to
memory. For Etkind, Likhachev’s translations clearly comprised a moral
act, a refusal to be broken by the regime, something that allowed the trans-
lator to survive his incarceration. Etkind writes: “This refined member
of the intelligentsia who had mastered nearly all of the European lan-
guages, a connoisseur of German music, Portuguese poetry, and French
causerie, worked chopping wood in temperatures that reached fifty degrees
below zero, while laboring for himself over the verses of Baudelaire and the
lines of his Russian translations, which were stored in his consciousness
and expressed perhaps his own despair” (1997:47).

Similarly, Sergei Petrov, like Likhachev, had committed to memory
an enormous number of French and German poems. These poems he
translated while in prison, at times going so far as to introduce prison
slang into his translations, thus leaving a trace of his incarceration within
the translated text, and they provide yet another example of encoded resis-
tance.” This view of literature as a site of moral resistance against the re-
pression and censorship of the Soviet regime constituted one of the defin-
ing features of the Russian intelligentsia right down to the fall of the Soviet
Union. As Etkind indicates, poetic translation was a means of salvation in
the prison camps (1997:47).

Although never incarcerated, the great Soviet translator Mikhail Loz-
inskii earned a place for himself in the intelligentsia’s pantheon of heroes
through his unwavering devotion to world literature in spite of a debilitating
physical illness. In her 1966 essay “Slovo o Lozinskom” (A Word on Lozin-
skii), Anna Akhmatova paints the following heroic portrait of the translator:
“In his work Lozinskii was tireless. Suffering from a serious illness that would
have broken another, he continued to work and to help others...and the
terrible, torturous illness proved powerless in the face of his superhuman
will. It is terrible to think that it was at just that time that he undertook the
great feat [podvig] of his life: the translation of Dante’s Divine Comedy”
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(1967-68:2.188). Translation as a podvig is a recurring motif among Russian
intellectuals. For example, Etkind underscores the heroic nature of the
translator’s task by using the term podvig to describe Gnedich’s gulag trans-
lation of Don Juan, and Marshak describes the great feats of Russian literary
translation as “bogatyrskie” (heroic), from the Russian word bogatyr’, a hero
of Russian folklore (1990:4.213).

No less heroic than Akhmatova’s picture of Lozinskii is the one
painted by his granddaughter, the contemporary Russian writer Tatiana
Tolstaia, in her essay “Perevodnye kartinki” (Transferable Pictures). She
writes, “My grandfather, Mikhail Leonidovich Lozinskii, was a great trans-
lator, who spoke six languages fluently and translated, in addition to almost
everything else, Hamlet and the Divine Comedy into Russian. I do not re-
member him. He died when I was four, a bitter sorrow in my life. In our
house, however, it was as if he were alive. . . . They said he worked all the
time, all day long, despite infernal pain that tortured him for years; and
during breaks from his work, as our elders remember, he would read Flau-
bert’s letters—in French, of course—to relax. Such Titans used to roam the
Earth in ancient times! My father, who adored his father-in-law, would
read his translations aloud for us, sometimes with tears in his eyes”
(2002:250-51).

Conclusion

In the introduction to Cultures of Letters (1993), Richard Brodhead states
that “writing always takes place within some completely concrete cultural
situation, a situation that surrounds it with some particular landscape of
institutional structures, affiliates it with some particular group from among
the array of contemporary groupings, and installs it within some group-
based world of understandings, practices, and values” (1993:8). This is of
course no less true of literary translation, which in Soviet society was not
merely “affiliated” with an intelligentsia that defined itself largely by its
opposition to the official culture of the regime but also provided the rituals
and folklore that produced and sustained the intelligentsia’s subculture.
Literary translation was in turn installed within the intelligentsia’s “world
of understandings, practices, and values,” acquiring a distinct ethical weight
and unprecedented visibility.

Resistance must be understood within its specific context insofar as
resistance acquires meaning only in relation to that which is being resisted.



166 Brian James Baer

Thus, in order to understand how the translation of more or less canonical
literary texts could serve as acts of resistance, it is necessary to situate such
acts within specific literary-cultural contexts. In very general terms the
dogmatic Marxism of Soviet cultural policy, especially after Stalin’s consoli-
dation of power in the late 1920s, generated resistance aimed at preserving
literature’s pretensions to timeless esthetic and moral values. Moreover, the
concept of world culture held by the Soviet-era intelligentsia gave pride of
place to many of the great writers of the Western literary canon, including
Shakespeare, Dante, and Lord Byron (a Russian favorite). What made such
acts of resistance possible was in part the prestige accorded to translation in
Russian culture in general and in Soviet cultural policy in particular, which
was closely related to the prestige accorded to knowledge of foreign lan-
guages and cultures overall. In many ways the resistance of the Soviet-era
intelligentsia was aimed at preserving their cultural heritage in the broad-
est sense, that is, not only Russian culture, but all of Western European
cultural heritage, which they saw as their own.

The special place of literature, however, has not survived the change
of context brought about by the fall of the Soviet Union and the emergence
of the new context of post-Soviet Russia. Members of the Soviet-era intel-
ligentsia lament the capitulation of high literature before the onslaught of
boulevard literature: romance novels, action thrillers, and detective fic-
tion. Lev Gudkov has characterized the context of the contemporary intel-
ligentsia: “Young people are openly scornful of intellectual pursuits, ‘big’
literature and good cinema are losing their audiences, and fewer and fewer
people are concerned about the future of our cultural heritage” (1995:170).
No longer a selfless intellectual toiling at the altar of high culture, the liter-
ary translator has been fictionalized in post-Soviet popular fiction in an
altogether different light. The translator-detective has become an enor-
mously popular character in post-Soviet culture through the best-selling
works of Aleksandra Marinina, Boris Akunin, and Polina Dashkova.®
Evicted from his ivory tower, the translator-detective works on the street,
no longer resisting the official ideology of the regime, but the crime and
corruption of a new capitalist Russia.

Notes

1. All translations in this article are my own, unless otherwise noted.
2. For more on socialist realism see Ermolaev (1963) and James (1973).
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3. For more on the relationship between Doctor Zhivago and Shakespeare, see
Glazov-Corrigan (1994).
4. The entire text of Sonnet 66 reads:

Tired with all these, for restful death I cry,

As, to behold desert a beggar born,

And needy nothing trimmed in jollity,

And purest faith unhappily forsworn,

And gilded honor shamefully misplaced,

And maiden virtue rudely strumpeted,

And right perfection wrongfully disgraced,
And strength by limping sway disabled,

And art made tongue-tied by authority,

And folly (doctorlike) controlling skill,

And simple truth miscalled simplicity,

And captive good attending captain ill.

Tired with all these, from these would I be gone,
Save that to die, I leave my love alone. (Shakespeare 1957:4.1427)

5. For more on the political implications of Russian translations of Shakes-
peare’s dramas, see Diener (1984).

6. Nikolai Nekrasov was a famous nineteenth-century poet, known for the so-
cial consciousness of his verse.

7. Ironically, Gnedich, Likhachev, and Petrov appear to have unwittingly fol-
lowed the advice that Lenin gave in the prerevolutionary period to political radicals
doing time in czarist prisons. The best way to keep busy in prison, he wrote, was to
translate and then backtranslate entire novels (Komissarov 1998:109).

8. For more on the motif of the translator-detective in Russia, see Baer (2005).
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Literary Heteroglossia and Translation:
Translating Resistance in Contemporary
African Francophone Writing

IN postcolonial translation studies most analyses of modes of re-
sistance have dealt mainly with the ways that postcolonial subjects subvert
the colonial language either to assert identity or to construct a counterhe-
gemonic discourse against discourses of colonialism (see Venuti 1992,
1995, 1998; Rafael 1993; Mehrez 1992; Bassnett and Trivedi 1999; Simon
and St-Pierre 2000). With respect to the African context, Chantal Zabus
(1991) has discussed the concept of relexification as a resistance strategy of
indigenizing European languages, and Moradewun Adejunmobi (1998)
has distinguished between compositional translations, authorized transla-
tions, and complex translations to reveal the power relations at work in
shaping the identity of African literature.! In earlier works I have discussed
the impact of African oral narratives on resistance in writing and transla-
tion (Bandia 1993, 1996; cf. 2006). These analyses have dealt for the most
part with language in situ as the defining factor of the autonomy and au-
thenticity of African literature. I claim that some aspects of African cre-
ative writing practice can be likened to translation in both a metaphorical
and a denotative sense, in which African writers mediate between a cul-
ture of orality and a Western written language in a process of translation
informed by ideological concerns related to representation, identity, and
resistance to colonial domination.

In this essay I seek to alter the terms of the study of resistance by con-
necting postcoloniality and translation in a new way. Rather than dwell on
the binarism of colonized versus colonizer, I introduce the paradigm of
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class and power into discourses about postcoloniality, indicating that resis-
tance in contemporary postcolonial society is internal rather than external,
centripetal rather than centrifugal. Resistance seems to have shifted from
a counterimperialist struggle against colonizing forces to the dialectic of
class and power within the postcolonial space itself. Expressions of resis-
tance including humor, derision, and reliance on practices of oral manipu-
lation of language variety should be highlighted where strategies of resis-
tance in former colonies are now pitted against internal rather than external
sources of oppression. In this article, therefore, I call for a new program of
translation whereby priority is given to translating modes of resistance
within the specific situations of the postcolonies, including heteroglossic
linguistic practices, as determined by struggles of class and power.

Expressions of Resistance in Contemporary
Postcolonial Fiction

Recently some postcolonial writers have drawn attention to an important
paradigm in postcolonial studies, namely the importance of the reality “on
the ground” in postcolonial societies, the lived experience of postcolonial
subjects. A close reading of the works of these writers reveals the superfici-
ality and reductionism in systematically assuming that topics pertaining to
postcoloniality automatically imply resistance or opposition to an external
hegemonic force. These writers follow Frantz Fanon (1966, 1967), who had
pointed out much earlier that the knee-jerk opposition of the colonizer
and the colonized obscures or overlooks the machinations of internal op-
pression within the colonies. In Fanon’s view the rupture experienced by
the postcolonial subject and the ambivalence of colonial relations are too
complex to be reduced to a simple dual or binary opposition between the
colonized and the colonizer. He thus rejected colonial essentialism and sug-
gested other ways of analyzing and understanding the aggression of colo-
nial space.

The novels of African Francophone writers such as Trop de soleil tue
Pamour (Too Much Sun Kills Love, 1999) by the Cameroonian Mongo Beti
and La vie et demie (Life and a Half, 1979) by the Congolese Sony Labou
Tansi are examples of contemporary African fiction that locate postcolonial
preoccupations within the postcolony itself.’> These contemporary works in
French have their Anglophone counterparts, including Ben Okri’s The Fam-
ished Road (winner of the 1991 Booker Prize) and Chris Abani’s Graceland
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(2004). Such contemporary fictions have moved away significantly from top-
ics related to colonial and postindependence struggle for independence and
autonomy, and they tackle themes dealing with the everyday struggles of
postcolonial subjects. In these contexts the concept of resistance or un-
equal power relations is understood in terms of internal dynamics within
the postcolonial space which, although it may still involve the deft hand of
the colonial metropole, is largely directed at a local elite. This shift in focus
introduces important paradigms pertaining to class and power, thus
enhancing the purview of postcolonial resistance studies and requiring
different parameters for understanding forms of resistance in writing and
translation.

In On the Postcolony (2001), Achille Mbembe calls attention to the
importance of the actual situations in postcolonial societies; he contests
binaries such as external oppression versus resistance and autonomy ver-
sus subjection, that have characterized discourses in postcolonial studies.*
Mbembe laments the fact that as a continent of postcolonies, Africa is
never really studied in and of itself. Instead Africa is often used as a foil or
a sounding board for the West, representing all that the West is not, in-
cluding the failures of the West. When everything African is reduced to
resistance or opposition to the West, thus ignoring the complexity of hu-
man action within postcolonial societies, it is inevitable that knowledge of
Africa and the understanding of its realities will be impoverished. Hardly
any attention is paid to the economic explanations of contemporary social
and political phenomena, and “all struggles have become struggles of repre-
sentation” vis-a-vis the West (Mbembe 2001:6).

According to Mbembe most contemporary works on issues of repre-
sentation, agency, and resistance have systematically side-stepped questions
related to the materiality of postcolonial subjects. Rather, the questions posed
emphasize matters of discourse and language, often in relation or in contrast
to their Western metropolitan counterparts, as if language and discourse
were detached from the acts and practices that construct the social realities
in postcolonial contexts. This tendency to focus on representation and dis-
course is connected with the apprehension of Africa mainly in terms of a
dualist and agonistic relationship involving emancipation from colonial-
ism and assimilation into Western modernity. Contemporary postcolonial
fiction, such as Beti’s Trop de soleil tue 'amour, tends to move away from
such externalized opposition and the preoccupation with asserting Black
humanity.
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Trop de soleil tue 'amour is a searing depiction and critique of Afri-
can society in the late twentieth century. It highlights the failure of the
democratization process and paints the picture of a continent adrift. Re-
turning in 1991 to his home country, Cameroon, after decades of exile in
France, the author was disillusioned and embittered by the state of affairs
in his country, which was supposedly independent and consequently un-
der the rule or control of the local elite. In this satirical novel written after
his return, Mongo Beti laments the complete degeneration of society, the
social dysfunction, the moral vacuum, and the general lassitude, stupor,
and inaction of the populace. Beti had always been an anticolonial mili-
tant, critical of the effects of colonialism and slavery on Black people,
viewing the struggle as mainly a Black-versus-White affair and consider-
ing the heads of postcolonial states as puppets of the former colonial pow-
ers. His writing as a whole is subversive and deals intimately with Africa’s
sociohistoric contexts, so much so that one can glean Africa’s contempo-
rary history through it.> When Beti returned to Africa, he noted the stark
difference between the highly militant discourses about African develop-
ment articulated in Europe and the complacent attitudes of the local elite
who did not seem interested in the future of Africa and were indifferent to
the plight of the poorer members of society. Trop de soleil tue l'amour is
not so much anticolonial as it is antiestablishment, and it highlights forms
of resistance to internal oppression, focusing on materiality, power, and
class through content, style, and language.

Hybridity and Resistance

Homi Bhabha’s (2004/1994) critique of binary conceptualizations and his
concept of hybridity provide a critical framework for understanding the cur-
rent tendency to avoid colonialist dualisms in favor of emphasizing the com-
plex nature of today’s postcolonial reality. Such a critical framework is also
conducive to integrating the paradigms of class and power into discourses
about postcoloniality. Bhabha’s concept of hybridity allows one to go beyond
binary oppositions to an understanding of postcolonial society as a space of
negotiated identities, a space of translation (Bhabha 2004/1994:37). Bhabha
points out the ambivalence of postcolonial discourses that construct an
identity for colonized subjects based on colonial values on the one hand; on
the other hand these same discourses deny colonized subjects full participa-
tion in those values, leaving them in a hybrid state, incomplete and partial,
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hence signifying an inappropriate difference to be closely controlled
(2004/1994:122-23). In the essay “Signs Taken for Wonders,” Bhabha pres-
ents the English book—supposedly a signifier of colonial authority, desire, and
discipline—paradoxically as an emblem of ambivalence revealing the weak-
ness of colonial discourse and its susceptibility to mimetic subversion
(2004/1994:145-74). The colonized subject’s mimicry or repetition of the
English book invariably involves a change in its nuances, in other words a
subversion that translates eventually into political insurgence.

Bhabha’s concept of mimetic subversion that in effect gives credit to
the colonized subject’s semiotic agency can be applied to the postcolonial
subject’s mimicry and subversion of the discourses of dominance and power
used by the local elite of the postcolony. Bhabha argues that hybridity is a
strategic reversal of the process of domination through disavowal: “It un-
settles the mimetic or narcissistic demands of colonial power but reimpli-
cates its identifications in strategies of subversion that turn the gaze of the
discriminated back upon the eye of power” (Bhabha 2004/1994:159-60).
Contemporary postcolonial practices of hybridity are often deployed to
evade the eye of the authority or to escape surveillance, as well as to high-
light the disproportion between the grandiose rhetoric of the ruling elite
and the real economic and political situation facing the lower classes. The
display of hybridity, through linguistic interventionism or other modes of
resistance, is meant to “terrorize” the elite by way of mimicry or even mock-
ery. We see below how mimetic subversion is enacted through humor and
derision as forms of resistance to power. Bhabha states aptly, “To the extent
to which discourse is a form of defensive warfare, mimicry marks those mo-
ments of civil disobedience within the discipline of civility: signs of spec-
tacular resistance” (2004/1994:172).

In today’s postcolonial societies hybridity has become the norm and
is no longer viewed by postcolonial subjects as an incomplete, partial, or
inappropriate reflection of the metropole. Hybridity here is not just a state
of refuge from colonial aggression but rather a fact of life with its own in-
ternal machinations for survival. Unlike métissage, hybridity is not made
up of equally constituted parts; it is a state in which blending seems to
occur mainly within the instituted colonial matrix “so that other ‘denied’
knowledges enter upon the dominant discourse and estrange the basis of
its authority” (Bhabha 2004/1994:162). Colonial language is thus sub-
verted and in its various manifestations becomes a powerful weapon in
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the hands of the dominated, as well as an important component of the
linguistic fabric of postcolonial society.

Translating Modes of Resistance: Humor and Derision

The subversive writing strategies employed in novels dealing with current
postcolonial realities, which I refer to as the esthetics of resistance, are ex-
pressed in ways that are significantly different from those in novels about
decolonization or fiction that seeks to reveal the imperial subtexts of colo-
nial discourses. As mentioned above, resistance in today’s postcolonial so-
ciety is less about resistance to the colonizer than it is about resistance to
neocolonial regimes of domination and oppression. By neocolonial regimes
I mean those power structures that are based on a reappropriation (or
mimicry) by Africans of colonial state forms and colonial mannerisms and
mentalities. These regimes thrive in so-called independent postcolonies
that now have to contend with neocolonial forms of subjugation and op-
pression such as expanding capitalism, globalization, and the spread of mul-
tinational corporations. Postcolonial societies are invariably chaotically
pluralistic and therefore should be appraised in all their complexities.

In view of this complexity, postcolonial power relations can be ex-
plained not primarily in terms of oppositional resistance or lack thereof or
even collaboration but rather in terms of a state of “conviviality” between
the dominant and the dominated, as both parties are forced to share the
same living space (Mbembe 2001:104).° The result is what Mbembe refers
to as a form of “intimate tyranny” that transcends the binary opposition of
oppressor and oppressed. In this context postcolonial subjects learn to
bargain and survive against all odds, adopting varying identities flexible
enough to negotiate in or exit from situations of entanglement with au-
thority. Therefore power relations in postcolonial contexts are accompa-
nied by a kind of familiarity and domesticity, which may explain why, con-
trary to expectations, overt resistance has given way to covert responses or
contradictions between overt acts and underground activities. Postcolo-
nial subjects have devised other subtle means of registering discontent,
disengagement, and resistance.

Although actual experience is symbolically structured by language
(and from a translation perspective experience can be grasped and trans-
mitted only through language), struggles of representation, identity, and
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resistance take many different forms in what can be referred to as the lan-
guages of life. Lived experience in postcolonial Africa is made up of so-
cially produced and objectified practices that cannot all be viewed simply
as matters of discourse and language. There are some meaningful expres-
sions that, though molded in language, can be better understood as spe-
cific instances of practices imbued with embodied meanings. For instance,
humor and derision are powerful weapons used to counter oppression or
to subtly undermine authority. Many contemporary African novels have
represented humor and derision as strategies of resistance, protest, and
survival in the former colonies (see Kourouma 1998; Labou Tansi 1979,
1988). What is significant about these novels is that they depart from the
early postcolonial, anticolonialist discourses and embrace more antineo-
colonialist, antiestablishment discourses in a quest for social and economic
justice and autonomy.

Humor and derision flow from the use of the grotesque and the ob-
scene as strategies for deconstructing regimes of violence and domination.
In his discussion of what he calls the banality of power in the postcolony,
Mbembe underscores Mikhail Bakhtin’s (1984) claim that the grotesque
and the obscene are above all the province of ordinary people (la plébe);
moreover, “as a means of resistance to the dominant culture and as a ref-
uge from it, obscenity and the grotesque are parodies that undermine of-
ficialdom by showing how arbitrary and vulnerable is officialese and by
turning it all into an object of ridicule” (Mbembe 2001:103-4). Although
Mbembe takes his cue from Bakhtin here, he extends the notion of the gro-
tesque and the obscene beyond “nonoficial” cultures to include the means
by which all systems of domination are confirmed or deconstructed. For
Mbembe the grotesque and the obscene are two essential elements that
identify and are characteristic of postcolonial regimes of domination.
These regimes engage in daily rituals whose sole purpose is to institution-
alize themselves as symbols or fetishes to which the subjects are bound.
The fetishization of power (through the display of wealth and ostentation,
pomp and ceremony), as well as the spread of fear (through violence and
unpredictability), results in discourses that are integral to political cul-
tures within former colonies.

There is nevertheless considerable disparity between the images the
state projects of itself and the way people play with and manipulate those
images, undermining the state and eluding control in the process. To avoid
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trouble or overt conflict, ordinary people locate the fetish of state power in
the realm of the ridiculous. Laughter, derision, and humor thus become
strategies for deconstructing regimes of violence and domination in the
ex-colonies, and these resistant strategies have been carefully “translated”
or carried over into African literature in European languages. Represent-
ing this political otherness of neocolonial Africa in literature results in
a measure of violence or disruption of discourse in what I call the post-
postcolonial text. Such subversive writing makes use of specific strategies
of humor and derision, as well as various specific language practices, that
must be preserved in translation in order to reproduce the subversive char-
acter of the source text, including its subtexts. A successful poaching of
meaning from African novels about the postcolonial condition or the neo-
colonial state relies on understanding popular humor as a powerful ex-
pression of resistance. Popular humor as a type of resistance to state power
can take the form of deliberate mistranslations and misrepresentations of
the discourses of the elite, for example the deformation of speeches or slo-
gans of political parties.”

In Trop de soleil tue I'amour, for example, Beti portrays state power
in the postcolony as grotesque and obscene, as a regime of simulacrum,
and he reveals how ordinary citizens use humor and derision to resist or
circumvent state control. The author satirizes governmentality in the post-
colony and shows how postcolonial subjects can simulate adherence to
bureaucratic rituals, while undermining state authority. Translating the
humor in this novel is tantamount to translating various expressions of
resistance to state power, in terms of both content and language. At the
same time the humor is often embedded in disruptive and innovative uses
of French, calling for subversive translation practices that are highly de-
pendent upon the inventiveness and creativity of the translator.

Unlike early postcolonial writing that often resorted to a form of
writing as translation in order to subvert or modify the colonial language,
contemporary African literature does not seek to assert identity mainly
through a peculiar use of language per se. In Beti’s novel, for example, his
goal is not to use the French language differently in order to assert Afri-
canness or to express resistance to Western hegemony. In fact, the narra-
tive voice of the novel is written in a popular but standard style of French,
and Beti does not deliberately seek to deform the structures of the French
language. Rather, the novel reveals variations on the “colonial” language
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in its diverse manifestations within contemporary African society, par-
ticularly in the passages of dialogue. The diverse registers and varieties of
language convey a sense of the internalization of French on a cultural level
and its consequent mapping on a landscape in the postcolony that is char-
acterized by a social hierarchy reflected in part in language.

Zam the journalist, the main protagonist, uses a fairly mainstream
popular French, while his friend Eddie, the (fake) lawyer, is given to Pari-
sian argot for a variety of reasons, including the fact that it is a language
befitting the chaos and mess of the postcolonial world. Consider for exam-
ple the following passage which occurs after a few bureaucratic words spo-
ken by Eddie result in sudden fear on the part of a corrupt police official:

—Qu’est-ce qui lui a pris tout . ..a coup de capituler comme ¢a, en rase
campagne? demanda Zam . . . a son avocat des qu’ils furent dehors.

—]Je suppose, fit Pavocat, que tu veux parler de cet enculé de flicaillon de
merde, que je n’avais d’ailleurs jamais vu auparavant, ce qui ne laisse pas
de m’étonner? Tu as vu comment il cause? On dirait un acteur qui a long-
temps répété les répliques. Et comment il te reluquait, tu as vu? Et si, ¢’était
un pédeé? (Beti 1999:37, emphasis mine)

“What came over him all of a sudden to toss in the towel in the middle of
a round like that?” Zam asked his lawyer as soon as they were outside.

“I suppose,” answered the lawyer, “youre referring to that shitty asshole
of a small-time cop, who in any case, I'd never seen before? Which doesn’t
make it any less surprising. Did you just hear him chat? Like he’s an actor
who has spent a long time rehearsing his lines. And how he ogled you, did
you see? And what if he was queer?”

Zam’s question here draws attention to the humor implied in the way
bureaucratic words can have a dramatic effect in the culture. Zam uses the
expression “capituler comme ¢a, en rase compagne” (literally, ‘capitulate
like that in open country’) playfully or facetiously to describe the police-
man’s act of cowardice. The translation, “toss in the towel in the middle of
a round like that” reproduces the implied humor by taking up the play-
fulness implied in an English idiomatic expression drawn from the pugi-
listic domain to underscore the struggle between the dominant state
power and ordinary citizens. This kind of modulation in translating from
one domain to another is meant to achieve a similar effect in the target
language. Moreover, Eddie’s Parisian argot (“cet enculé de flicaillon de
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merde’; literally something like ‘that asshole of a trashy little piece of cop
shit’) indicates his disdain for the agent of the state and is captured in a
comparable English phrase “shitty asshole of a small-time cop” which
also stresses disdain for and animosity toward state authority. Further-
more, when Eddie asks, “Tu as vu comment il cause?” (instead of the stan-
dard, “Tu as vu comment il parle?,” literally, ‘you saw how he speaks?’), he
employs the word cause (chatter, yack) to ridicule or poke fun at the po-
liceman’s manner of speech and to undercut his authority by demoting
his official pronouncements to the status of gossip, a connotation cap-
tured in the translation. Translation of this type seeks to replicate the use
of humor as a strategy of resistance to state oppression, even if this means
providing a dynamic equivalent to enhance the intensity of the power
differentials.

From the standpoint of writing and translation, we are not dealing
here with the kind of linguistic innovation or formal experimentation
aimed at enacting resistance to the colonial metropole or asserting iden-
tity per se, typical of earlier postcolonial writing, but rather with a situa-
tion of literary heteroglossia prevalent in contemporary African fiction
because it reflects resistant African cultural practices in the postcolony.
There is the deliberate alternation between the reasoned and standard va-
riety of French spoken by Zam the journalist and the gruff Parisian argot
used by the tough-talking Eddie. The plurivocity and heteroglossia woven
into the novel throughout reveal a dark humor and echo the chaotic plu-
ralism of the postcolony, directing the reader’s attention to deliberate at-
tempts to create discord and block communication between the discourses
of the elite and those of the populace. They are a means of expressing resis-
tance to oppression and of exposing the imbalance of power. When a
translator attempts to transpose such representations of the plurivocity of
the postcolony, this writing practice changes the terms of translating from
a constant search for foreignizing linguistic equivalents to a strategy for
reproducing the multiple and conflicting voices of the same source lan-
guage. The translator must seek to capture these multifarious voices in a
heterogeneous language reflective of the implied chaos and the various
strategies of dissension and resistance employed in postcolonies by the op-
pressed to counter state hegemony and dominance by the elite.

There are several distinct “languages” to deal with in Beti’s novel.
They include at a minimum the standard French of the narrative voice;
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Zam’s mainstream popular French; the language spoken by Eddie and to-
day’s been-tos® or deportees (Parisian argot, tough talk, and coarse lan-
guage reflective of harsh experiences in the seedy underworld of illegal
immigrants in the metropole); the francais africain or African French Ver-
nacular used by the character named Bébete, as well as other semi-literates
(marked by frequent code-switching and code-mixing involving indige-
nous languages and a local variety of French);’ and African officialese. The
language of state control is thus alienated from its colonial mantle of power
and challenged by the oral speech of the illiterate or semi-literate prole-
tariat in the postcolony. Moreover, the heteroglossia in Beti’s novel has a
materialist basis. The language varieties position the characters socially
and economically with respect to class and power, revealing tensions and
conflicts within the postcolony.

Translation of such a text must therefore become heteroglossic, pay-
ing particular attention to language varieties correlated with class and power
inequalities in an attempt to capture the various vernacular expressions of
resistance. There is a semblance here of what Samia Mehrez has character-
ized as “a perpetual migration of signs” (1992:134), an emphasis on the
unequal and noncommunicating dialogue between various languages
within the postcolonial space. The task of the translator in this context is
not merely to cope with different linguistic registers, but rather to repre-
sent what amounts to a collection of linguistic varieties, representing dis-
tinct language groups and language practices, even though they are rooted
in more or less the same code. That is, although they occur within the
same European language, these hybrid languages vary according to the
native languages of the speakers. It should be pointed out that this form of
intralinguistic heteroglossia, where various “languages” coexist within the
frame of a major code, should be distinguished from the situation of
pidgins and creoles in relation to their substrate languages: the language
varieties in contemporary postcolonies cannot be extricated from the
source code or given autonomy as in the case of creoles. Also, it is difficult
to find direct equivalents in the receptor language for those “languages” as
they are used in postcolonial Africa. Intralinguistic heteroglossic practices
in English have not evolved in the same way or for the same reasons as
corresponding French practices in contemporary Africa. For instance,
West African Pidgin English is a creole that is used almost uniformly
across West Africa but for translation purposes there is no French equiva-
lent of similar linguistic stature.
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Heteroglossia, Translation, and the Politics of Resistance

Contemporary literature dealing with the postcolony or neocolonialism ex-
ploits existing forms of language to address the immediate concerns of post-
colonial society. In Trop de soleil tue I'amour, for example, the use of officia-
lese by representatives of state power, who desire its majesty or power as a
fetish, is borrowed and subverted by ordinary people in ways that locate of-
ficialdom in the realm of ridicule. Consider the following statement by Eddy.

T’as vraiment pas pigé, journaleux de mes fesses? Pour leur foutre la
pétoche, ... a ces enfoirés, y a des mots fétiches aujourd’hui. Tu pro-
nonces, par exemple, fanatiques, initiatives incontrélées, individus vindi-
catifs, et le tour est joué. (Beti 1999:39, emphasis mine)

You really don’t get it, do you, hack of my ass? And you call yourself a
journalist? If you want to scare those assholes shitless, all you need these
days are a few magic words like fanatics, uncontrolled initiatives, vindic-
tive individuals, and the game’s over.

Eddy uses the argot expression “journaleux de mes fesses” (literally, ‘jour-
nalist of my ass’), to mock Zam the journalist about his ignorance of the
ways of corrupt policemen and the importance of officialese; in translation
the expression has been expanded as “hack of my ass. And you call your-
self a journalist?” The translation takes up Eddy’s humorous use of argot
while highlighting his sense of pride as a streetwise individual who has
more savvy than a local journalist about the inner workings of the corrupt
state apparatus. Eddy evokes the power of officialese in the words empha-
sized above to illustrate the humbling effect such words can have even on
an agent of the state, the corrupt policeman alluded to above. The humor
underscores for the reader that these words meant to intimidate ordinary
citizens can also have such a deterring effect on a policeman. On the whole,
Beti’s text reveals the hollow pretense of officialdom in the former colonies
and the strategies actually employed to subvert it. Officialese is a common
phenomenon in most postindependence governments in Africa, a leftover
from colonial rule, that was designed to impress upon the natives a sense
of awe and deference to the colonial administration. The mimicry of this
practice by local governments has been a frequent source of derision and
mockery in contemporary postcolonial literature.

Mongo Beti’s novel also foregrounds francais africain (African French
Vernacular), a language variety that in reality betrays failed attempts to
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mimic metropolitan French but is used strategically in the novel to under-
mine state power. Beti’s attitude toward African French Vernacular can be
explained in light of his hostility toward “la Francophonie,” the umbrella
concept promoted (especially by France) to bring together and heighten the
affiliation of all French-speaking countries. Beti attributes what he considers
to be the poor state of the French language in Africa to the ambiguity and
hypocrisy of “la Francophonie,” which he views as an instrument of neoco-
lonialism and a forum for exploitative collaboration between the former
colonial power and the local elite. In his novel Beti uses frangais africain as a
double-edged sword. On the one hand he seeks to expose the elite as fake, a
false elite who engage in a hyperbolic language of control and domination,
emulating the colonial power, yet who remain incapable of using the colo-
nial language properly. On the other hand while exposing the general laxity
of the African elite, he highlights the linguistic resourcefulness of ordinary
people in their struggle for survival and their resistance to oppression.

Beti regrets the fact that very few people use indigenous languages in
the nation’s capital and speak instead the hybrid frangais africain, as can
be seen in the passage below. He therefore makes it a point in Trop de soleil
tue 'amour to translate statements made in the indigenous languages into
standard French, irrespective of the character’s social class or level of edu-
cation.!” This seems to be Beti’s way of foregrounding the authenticity of
native vernaculars that he holds in higher regard than hybrid languages
derived from the colonial tongue.

Zam et Bébete se regarderent; le taximan avait I’air d’un brave gar¢on; de
plus, on résiste difficilement ici a qui vous parle en langue maternelle, tel-
lement c’est devenu rare dans la capitale.

—Quelle chance est la votre, répétait-il. Pourquoi hésiter? Suivez-moi,
vous ne regretterez pas. Quelle coincidence, un vrai miracle.. ..

—IlIs se laisserent séduire et dormirent le soir méme dans une
élégante villa, construite en rotonde, avec jardin, téléphone, piscine et
dépendances. . . .

—Naie pas peur, mon joli bébé. De toute fagon, on saura bientot si C’est
du lard ou du cochon, comme disent les Frangais.

Normalement, Bébéte aurait da répliquer, dans le frangais africain ou
elle excellait, quand elle voulait bien:

—Ca veut méme dire quoi la?

Mais elle ne disait rien, et Zam ne se formalisait pas de ce mutisme.
(Beti 1999:61)
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Zam and Bébete looked at each other; the cab driver seemed an honest
lad; what’s more, it’s difficult not to trust someone who speaks to you in
the mother tongue, which has become so rare in the capital.

“You are so lucky,” he repeated. “Why hesitate? Come with me, you
won’t regret it. What a coincidence, it’s a real miracle .. .”

They let themselves be persuaded and spent that same night in an elegant
villa, of circular shape, with a garden, telephone, pool, and outbuildings.

“Don’t be afraid, my lovely baby. In any case we’ll soon find out whether
it’s lard or pork, as the French say.”

Normally Bébéte would have retorted in African French, in which she
excelled when she chose to speak it:

“That there even means what?”

But she said nothing and Zam didn’t make much of her silence.

After stating that regrettably the native tongue is rarely heard in the capi-
tal city, the author represents the cab driver’s statements made in the na-
tive language in standard French. Generally cab drivers in postcolonial
urban sprawls are illiterate or semi-literate in the colonial language and
tend to use hybrid varieties of the colonial language in dealing with their
customers from various ethnic backgrounds. It is therefore significant that
Beti represents the cab driver’s speech in the vernacular as a translation
into standard French. In keeping with the author’s strategy, I have trans-
lated the cab driver’s statement into standard English.

When juxtaposed with oral statements in African French Vernacu-
lar on the same page, such as “Ca veut méme dire quoi 1a?,” Beti makes a
point about the “authenticity” of the indigenous languages and the impov-
erishment of hybrid, creolized versions of the colonial language. There is
implied humor couched in the sarcastic phrase about Bébéte’s command
of African French Vernacular “in which she excelled,” which must be cap-
tured in the translation. The humor is enhanced by Beti’s deliberate mis-
use of the French idiomatic expression “si cest du lard ou du cochon,”
which normally means “you never know where you are with someone,
whether or not someone is being serious.” I have chosen to translate the
expression literally as “whether it’s lard or pork™ in order to retain the hu-
mor and replicate Beti’s use of the expression to underscore the uncer-
tainty and precariousness of life under a neocolonial regime.

Although Beti regrets the scarcity of the use of indigenous languages
in the capital city, he understands the people’s recourse to hybrid languages
derived from the colonial tongue for purposes of interethnic communication,
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in-group solidarity, and resistance to oppression by the political elite.!! He
also acknowledges the communication value of such hybrid languages in
contexts where there is a language difference between the masses and the
cloned Westernized elite. He is therefore firm in his condemnation of
the elite whom he sees as puppets trying to emulate colonial attitudes, in-
cluding the use of colonial languages that they themselves master so im-
perfectly. Beti takes issue with those members of the elite who despise the
masses for speaking local hybrid varieties of the colonial language, but
who themselves have a poor command of the standard language. This elite
class insists on the use of colonial languages rather than native vernacu-
lars in schools and other official spheres. Local varieties such as francais
africain are therefore the consequence of such linguistic imposition, op-
pression, and alienation, which understandably have now become con-
duits for acts of resistance to state power.!?

There is a deliberate contrast between the African French Vernacu-
lar used by illiterate or semi-literate individuals such as Bébete, as well as
various state agents and politicians, and the Parisian slang used by Ed-
die, the postcolonial subject who has been to the capital of the colonial
metropole and has come back home with only negative attributes. The
following exchange between Eddie and an opposition leader is an exam-
ple of linguistic confrontation in the postcolony and its significance for
the subtext of class-based resistance and subversion in contemporary
African fiction.

—D’abord tu es quoi? lui objecta un leader bien connu de 'opposition,
celui dont on disait qu’il aurait pu organiser un congrés de son parti dans
une cabine téléphonique, tant ses troupes étaient évanescentes, sinon in-
existantes. Oui, tu es quoi méme? Tu es journaliste? Tu es leader poli-
tique? Tu es quoi? Tu fais quoi la méme? Au nom de quoi tu prends la
parole ici?

C’est le genre d’attitude qu’il valait mieux ne jamais adopter avec Eddie,
qui répliqua aussi sec :
—Et toi, qui es-tu, espéce de trou de cul? Petit pédé merdeux, enfoiré de
connard de bougnoul, ot sont tes troupes? Qui représentes-tu? (Beti 1999:74)

In this passage Beti uses nonstandard forms of interrogatives such as “tu es
quoi?” (literally, ‘you are what?’, as well as the familiar tu, to highlight the
politician’s poor knowledge of French and crude manners. Although inter-
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rogatives without syntactic inversion are common in conversational metro-
politan French, the practice is more prevalent in African French, and these
affirmative-interrogatives are often accompanied by “empty” or unneces-
sary words or particles such as méme (even), la (there), or a combination of
the two, la méme (there even).!* Although this nonstandard use of French is
characteristic of African French Vernacular, the author’s aim is not to put
down this dialect but rather to expose the pretense and self-delusion of the
politician who during a heated debate slips into the hybrid language all the
while thinking he is speaking standard French. Eddie replies by using
the familiar tu, as well as a series of insults in Parisian argot: “espece de trou
de cul,” “petit pédé merdeux,” “enfoiré de connard de bougnoul,” translated
below. This confrontation between the elite politician and Eddie is an alle-
gory of class conflict played out in linguistic terms. Here the humor is em-
bedded in the politician’s laughable and delusionary use of nonstandard
French, as well as Eddie’s unbridled use of argot to enact resistance by under-
mining the politician’s authority.

Traces of francais africain in this dialogue, such as “tu es quoi méme?”
(literally, ‘you are what even?’) and “tu fais quoi la méme?” (literally, ‘you are
doing what there even?’), abound in the novel. They occur in a variety of
situations from arguments in casual conversations to heated debates involv-
ing government officials or semi-literate individuals. The tendency to pose
questions in the affirmative in francais africain reflects the influence of in-
digenous African languages, for the interrogatives seem to be literal transla-
tions from the vernaculars (see Kom 2000; Noumssi and Fosso 2001). The
grammatical particles ld and méme are used frequently as emphasis, as inter-
jections, as grammatically empty categories, as mere tags, or as hypercorrec-
tive attempts to emphasize Frenchness employed by French-speaking
Africans. As simple as these markers of francais africain might appear, it is
not always easy to translate them while maintaining their metalinguistic
significance as expressions of subversion or resistance to authority." The fol-
lowing translation seeks to retain these qualities.

“First of all, you are what?” objected a well-known leader of the opposi-
tion, whose party membership, rumor had it, was so evanescent and so
nonexistent that he could easily hold a party congress in a telephone
booth. “Yes, you are what even? You! A journalist? You! A political leader?
You are what? You are even doing what here? In the name of what do you
speak here?”
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It is the kind of attitude one was better off never adopting toward Ed-
die, who retorted dryly:

“And you, who are you, asshole? Shitty faggot, poor little wog of a nig-
ger, where are your militants? Who do you represent?”

Here the nonstandard interrogatives have been translated by similar non-
standard forms in English to indicate the divergent and subversive character
of Eddie’s speech. For example, “tu es quoi?” is rendered as “you are what?”
(rather than the idiomatic “what are you?”). The English translation attempts
to give an approximate rendition of the context and manner of enunciation
of a comparable semiliterate, English-speaking West African. The nonstan-
dard syntax of the French is mirrored in the disrupted English syntax of the
translation, and the peculiar use of grammatical particles such as la and
méme are retained in the translation, calling the reader’s attention to their
significance as forms of resistance to the imposed metropolitan language. At
the same time no specific dialect of English is chosen as an equivalent of
African French Vernacular. The implied humor in this passage is enhanced
by Beti’s deliberate interventionist writing that allows the translator the lib-
erty to subvert the target language in an attempt to capture the already sub-
verted discourse of the novel. The subversive translation (Levine 1991) plays
with language registers, dialects, and varieties in much the same way that
Beti’s writing does to enact resistance.

As mentioned above, because francais africain is neither a pidgin,
nor creole, nor standard French, it has no established Anglophone equiva-
lent. It is an unstable variety of French, often calqued on the syntax of di-
verse indigenous languages, betraying the speaker’s approximate knowl-
edge of standard French. The humor here is enhanced by the contrast
between the politician’s poor use of French and Eddie’s tirade of insults in
fluent Parisian argot. My translation seeks to reproduce this sociolinguis-
tic reality by disrupting the English syntax and the grammaticality of inter-
rogatives, as well as by using tags to approximate the particles in the French
text. Lawrence Venuti notes that “foreign texts that are stylistically inno-
vative invite the English-language translator to create sociolects striated
with various dialects, registers and styles, inventing a collective assem-
blage that questions the seeming unity of standard English” (1998:11). The
translation of Beti’s text here is disruptive of language not merely in order
to question the “seeming unity of standard English” but also to reflect soci-
etal chaos and the subversion of language as a strategy of resistance in the
African postcolony of Cameroon.
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Translation and Resistance: A New Direction

This study calls for a new program of translation to deal with modes of re-
sistance characteristic of contemporary postcolonial societies where vari-
ous strategies of resistance can be understood in terms of opposition to in-
ternal rather than external forms of oppression. Resistance to state forms of
oppression more than resistance to colonial domination commands atten-
tion in contemporary African writing. Resistance in contemporary Franco-
phone African fiction is expressed in both content and form, and hybridity
is used deliberately to disrupt the flow of the novel, which is generally writ-
ten in standard metropolitan language but includes heteroglossic elements
contesting the authority of that colonial norm. There is subversion of lan-
guage reflecting subversive social transactions marking the tension be-
tween the populace and the elite, as well as other internal contestations.

My analysis of contemporary postcolonial narrative strategies uses a
critical framework that introduces class and power as pivotal elements in
discourses about postcoloniality. The study shows how resistance is shaped
by the internal dynamics of class and power in postcolonial society. Be-
cause of inequalities in power, resistance can take many subtle forms includ-
ing humor, derision, laughter, and the interplay of language varieties. In
literature these modes of resistance are expressed in language, but language
is often secondary to images of the grotesque or the obscene that serve as
conduits for humor and derision and that are played up as strategies of re-
sistance to state power. The linguistic situation in contemporary postcolo-
nial societies has become even more complex than that represented in
early postcolonial fiction which opposed mainstream European language
to colonized varieties or to vernaculars. The bidirectional opposition be-
tween the language of empire and its colonial derivatives has been sup-
planted by a multidimensional linguistic reality with strong sociolinguis-
tic indicators pertaining to economic stratification, class, and differentials
in power. The linguistic hybridity and literary heteroglossia characteristic
of today’s postcolonial societies result from both incomplete mimicry of
colonial discourses and deliberate attempts to negotiate or circumvent
state authority and neocolonial realities. Writing this hybridity and het-
eroglossia is metaphorically to translate the languages of resistance with
their multiple voices and representations.

The many new forms of resistance found in contemporary African
literature call for new programs of translation. If the translator is to
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transpose the author’s own resistance and the author’s representations of
resistance, the translator must carry over conflicts of class and power in-
ternal to postcolonial societies. It is essential for the translator to grasp the
modes of resistance within the specific situations of postcolonies and then
represent this resistance through translation strategies that mirror and ac-
count for the various forms of expression in the source texts. In particular
translation must seek to recreate the subversive character of contemporary
postcolonial literature by paying close attention to the various intersecting
registers and language varieties used to position characters and to draw a
portrait of the society as a whole. If political resistance in the postcolony
involves a class struggle expressed in part through the play of language,
then resistance in translation cannot involve homogenization of language
in the translated text. The translation of popular vernaculars and dialects
is a thorny issue especially in postcolonial contexts where colonial policies
have resulted in differing dialectal practices. These vernaculars and dia-
lects are often distinguished by their lack of mutual intelligibility, indicat-
ing the incommensurability of dialects across languages, hence the ten-
dency either to exaggerate or to obliterate dialect markers in translation."”
No uniform textual strategy (including foreignization) can suffice for trans-
lating contemporary texts from the postcolonies and contemporary post-
colonial writers.

Resistance is achieved not by foregrounding foreign elements of the
source text in translation or by disrupting target language norms by repro-
ducing source language items, as Venuti suggests (1992, 1995, 1998), but
rather by deliberately attempting to capture the already subversive and de-
familiarized heterogeneous language of the source text. In other words trans-
lating resistance in the postcolony deviates from Venuti’s concept of resis-
tant translation in that the translator seeks to resist oppressive norms not
by foreignizing the target language but by being attuned to the subversive
and defamiliarizing language of the source text. Beti’s prose is already re-
sistant because it plays with various forms of language, notably the many
forms of heteroglossia, including dialects, characteristic of the urban neo-
colonial setting. His writing is already a translation insofar as it involves an
interventionist strategy to decenter the French language and to disrupt the
transparent use of language as a whole in his representations. The transla-
tor of such resistant writing should therefore strive to reinforce the writer’s
stylistic peculiarities and heterogeneity, as well as to sustain the underlying
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ideological program. The translation must reflect the dialogism of the
source text (cf. Bakhtin 1981), not merely so as to disrupt the reader’s com-
placency and presuppositions but to convey the author’s cultural vision as
well. Heteroglossia serves to convey authorial strategies, including the hu-
mor, derision, and parody that express resistance in Beti’s novel.

The translation choices commanded by a discourse of resistance
based on class conflict and the particular situation in the postcolony dis-
cussed here are similar to those suggested in Gayatri Spivak’s (1993) con-
cept of “strategic essentialism,” whereby the translator as postcolonial me-
diator is called upon to pay particular attention to the forms, the language,
and the specific context of the postcolonial reality. Translation here is not
about reviving some lost essence of a pristine precolonial past or undoing
a colonialist hegemonic discourse. Instead translation enacts a mirroring
effect of reproducing and perpetuating the already resistant and subver-
sive discourses of the postcolony expressed in the source text. Translation
participates in exposing the consequence of colonialism and neocolonial-
ism in a specific historical situation. The translator should therefore be
conversant with the “history of the language, the history of the author’s
moment, the history of the language-in-translation” (Spivak 1993:186). This
awareness allows the translator to assume an active role as a mediator who
reinforces the author’s expressions of resistance in the target language cul-
ture, creating and constructing structures of resistance in the target text
rather than subsuming them. The translation approach is interventionist
in that the target language resources are mobilized in order to reproduce
similar source language resistant effects.

This sort of interventionist translation is neither wholly foreigniz-
ing nor wholly domesticating, nor does it involve a systematic quest for
dynamic equivalence or formal equivalence, for it does not concern itself
with issues of transparency or fluency. The translator’s main concern is to
convey the aesthetic effect of the source and to participate in the construc-
tion of a discourse of resistance across linguistic borders as determined by
the variables of class and power (cf. Lane-Mercier 1997). Linguistic interven-
tionism is taken up in such translations by employing strategies that dis-
rupt the target language and reproduce the intended effect of resistance to
state power and other local forms of oppression. The case of Francophone
African literature demonstrates how the study of translation and resistance
stands to benefit from discourses on postcoloniality that include the



188 Paul F. Bandia

important paradigms of class and power as they pertain to specific situa-
tions in contemporary postcolonial societies.

Notes

1. Compositional translations refer to European-language texts for which there
are no obvious originals in indigenous African languages; authorized translations oc-
cur when a European-language text is inspired by several existing versions of an in-
digenous text; complex translations are not a method for Africanizing European lan-
guages but rather a process in which the movement between languages is deliberate
and becomes an end in itself.

2. The term postcolony is borrowed from Achille Mbembe’s On the Postcolony
(2001) and refers to the current context of former colonies.

3. All translations are my own unless otherwise noted.

4. On the Postcolony (2001) is a translation of De la postcolonie: Essai sur
Pimagination politique dans I’Afrique contemporaine (2000). Both books came out
about the same time; the French original has six chapters while the English transla-
tion has five.

5. See especially Beti (1971, 1985, 1987; cf. 1984, 1993, 1994).

6. Mbembe uses the term conviviality in its gallicized sense, translated literally
from the French convivialité, meaning warm and friendly relations.

7. See, for example, Toulabor (1981). Writing about political derision in Togo,
he shows how under a one-party dictatorship, citizens devised means to undermine
state authority by giving new meaning to words or phrases drawn from government
speeches or slogans.

8. A been-to is an African who has lived in Europe. It is often used derogatorily
to mean someone who came back to Africa after a long stay in Europe with nothing to
show for it (no academic degrees, diplomas, or valued professional training, and no
measure of wealth).

9. The term frangais africain refers to a variety of French spoken by uneducated
or semi-literate individuals in Francophone Africa. This language variety is distinct
from the standard French spoken in Africa called by some linguists le fran¢ais
d’Afrique. As there is no known equivalent in English in Africa, I have chosen to trans-
late frangais africain as “African French Vernacular,” by analogy with Black English
Vernacular (BEV).

10. There are more than 250 native vernaculars representing ten major lan-
guage groups in Cameroon, including the language Beti foregrounds in this novel.

11. See the comments in Beti (2003).

12. It is rather surprising that Beti became a defender of indigenous languages,
as it is generally known that he vehemently opposed the teaching of native languages
in schools in the decades following independence. At the time he argued that educa-
tion in indigenous languages would prevent African youth from mastering the French
language and from being competitive on the world stage. Beti’s about-face could be
the result of his personal sense of alienation and frustration after spending almost
half a century in exile in France.
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13. The use of the familiar tu instead of the formal vous is also a deliberate mark
of disrespect on the part of both speakers.

14. Cf. Even-Zohar (1990:219-45) who discusses similar problems related to
what he calls “void pragmatic connectives.”

15. A discussion of the problem of flattening dialects is found in Simon and
St-Pierre (2000:256, 285); cf. Lane-Mercier (1997) on problems of incommensurabil-
ity of dialects.



JOHN MILTON

The Resistant Political Translations
of Monteiro Lobato

IN this article I examine the translations and adaptations of José
Bento Monteiro Lobato (1882-1948), a prolific writer of fiction, children’s
books, and treatises, most of which focus on bringing a more forward-
looking mentality to Brazil. As a publisher initially with Monteiro Lobato
e Cia. and then with Companhia Editora Nacional, Monteiro Lobato was
also a key figure in the development of the Brazilian publishing industry.
He was the first publisher in Brazil who attempted to develop a mass mar-
ket for books and to turn the book industry into a consumer industry.
Until Monteiro Lobato most publishing was in the hands of Portuguese or
French-owned companies, and the target market was very much that of
the Francophile middle-class elite. Monteiro Lobato used his translations,
retellings, and writing, as well as his work as a publisher, to advance his
political views and criticisms of the government (1930-45) of the populist
dictator of Brazil, Getulio Vargas (1882-1954), and to shift power struc-
tures. Monteiro Lobato’s domesticating strategies and his complex ma-
nipulation of the place of enunciation in his writing and his translations
alike combined with his contemporary colloquial Brazilian Portuguese to
create effective tools of political resistance.

Monteiro Lobato’s initial success as a writer was with Urupés (1918),
stories about rural life inspired by his experience as a farm owner near Sao
Paulo, which featured Jeca Tatu, an indolent yokel, who for Monteiro Lobato
represents rural backwardness and ignorance. This book was followed by his
first collection of children’s stories, A menina do narizinho arrebitado (The
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Girl with the Turned-up Nose, 1921), in which he introduced his cast of chil-
dren and dolls at the Sitio do Picapau Amarelo (Yellow Woodpecker Farm).
The success of both books was phenomenal and in many ways started the
book industry in Brazil.! By 1920 more than half of all the literary works
published in Brazil were published by Monteiro Lobato e Cia., and in 1941 a
quarter of all books published in Brazil were produced by Monteiro Lobato’s
Companhia Editora Nacional (Koshiyama 1982:133).> Monteiro Lobato be-
lieved that a growing book industry would significantly aid the development
of Brazil; he proclaimed, “Um pais se faz com homens e livros” (A country is
made by people and books; qtd. in Koshiyama 1982:99).> He believed that
people act responsibly in virtue of knowing the human experience of other
people; such knowledge is found in various forms of communication, espe-
cially books, and results in action.

Despite his exaltation about books, Monteiro Lobato had a hard-
headed attitude toward selling them. He saw books as commercial objects
that could be sold just as other goods were, at a variety of sales outlets:
“livro ndo é género de primeira necessidade . . . é sobremesa: tem que ser
posto embaixo do nariz do fregués, para provocar-lhe a gulodice” (books
are not staples of the diet . . . they are desserts: they must be put under the
nose of the customer to excite his sweet tooth; qtd. in Koshiyama 1982:72).
He managed to increase the points of sale for his works from 40, the total
number of bookshops in Brazil when he began publishing, to 1,200, includ-
ing drugstores and newsstands (Hallewell 1985:245). He was also innovative
in terms of the visual presentation of books, becoming responsible for
more attractive covers than the featureless yellow ones that followed French
fashion.

Monteiro Lobato stressed the importance that Brazil should give to its
own culture, consistently opposing dominant Francophile tendencies that
copied the latest Parisian fashions in art, music, and literature. He wanted
to open Brazil outward to German, Russian, Scandinavian, and Anglo-
American literature. Accordingly, he became a prolific translator, adapting
such works as Peter Pan, Alice in Wonderland, Robinson Crusoe, Tom Saw-
yer, Huckleberry Finn, and Gulliver’s Travels. Monteiro Lobato’s Companhia
Editora Nacional opened in 1925 after the bankruptcy of Monteiro Lobato e
Cia., which over-invested in printing presses. This second publishing house
issued works by Conan Doyle, Eleanor H. Porter, Ernest Hemingway, H. G.
Wells, Herman Melville, Jack London, John Steinbeck, and Rudyard Kipling.
Thus Monteiro Lobato helped initiate a movement toward the importation
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of works written originally in English, that continued right up to World War
IT, when English began to oust French as the primary foreign language stud-
ied and spoken in Brazil. His companies also published unknown Brazilian
authors, thus democratizing access to the publishing industry, because be-
ing published had previously depended on having either money or influence
in high places.

At the time Monteiro Lobato was writing, very little had been trans-
lated into Brazilian Portuguese. In his 1923 essay “Tradugdes” (“Transla-
tions”), he emphasized the spiritual enrichment that translations—and not
only translations from French—could provide, and he specifically noted
the scarcity of good translations from languages other than French (Mon-
teiro Lobato 1951:125-30). Monteiro Lobato mentioned the lack of transla-
tions into Brazilian Portuguese of Homer, Sophocles, Herodotus, Plutarch,
Aeschylus, Shakespeare, Goethe, Schiller, Moli¢re, Rabelais, and Ibsen. He
argued that Brazilian readers needed light and air, new horizons and wide-
open windows, to escape their dark prison.

Promoting another type of resistance to French cultural tastes, Mon-
teiro Lobato believed that Brazil should look to itself: to its interior, to its
own folklore, and to its own traditional myths (see Azevedo 1997:63 and
passim). But he also believed that rural Brazil needed reawakening. Always
the practical man, Monteiro Lobato encouraged vaccination campaigns
and improvements in basic sanitary conditions. He thought that the govern-
ment needed to stimulate investment in the interior, and he criticized the
country people themselves for their indolence, typified in his picture of
the idle yokel, Jeca Tatu, who contrasts radically with the idealized and
romanticized rural figures found in the works of the late nineteenth-century
Brazilian novelist José de Alencar, for example. Monteiro Lobato’s transla-
tion, literary, and publishing activities were thus part of engagement with
economic and cultural reforms, and his activist undertakings related to
public policy.

Monteiro Lobato and the United States

From 1927 to 1931 Monteiro Lobato was commercial attaché for the Bra-
zilian government in New York and he became greatly impressed by the
economic organization and efficiency of the United States. He was an enthu-
siastic admirer of Henry Ford and visited Detroit, where, he said, his week
there was “a mais notavel de minha vida” (the most important in my life;
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qtd. in Azevedo 1997:256). The way in which the United States had taken
advantage of its mineral wealth, particularly its iron ore, coal, and oil,
showed him what Brazil might be capable of if the country took the cor-
rect steps and developed its own iron and oil industries rather than leaving
them to the mercy of trusts, such as the Standard Oil Corporation in
particular.

In 1926, even before going to the United States, Monteiro Lobato
wrote a series of articles for the newspaper O Jornal that were then trans-
lated into English by Aubrey Stuart and published in Rio de Janeiro in
1926 in pamphlet form under the title How Henry Ford Is Regarded in Bra-
zil. In the same year the Companhia Editora Nacional published Monteiro
Lobato’s translation of Ford’s My Life and Work (Minha vida e minha obra)
and in 1927 Ford’s Today and Tomorrow (Hoje e amanhd). Monteiro Lobato
saw Ford as an “organic idealist,” who by “ensinando a trabalhar, provando
que o trabalho é o supremo bem e demonstrando a altissima significagao
da palavra industria” (teaching people how to work, proving that work is
the supreme good, and showing the highest meaning of the word industry;
qtd. in Azevedo 1997:206).

Fordism and U.S. efficiency were venerated by Monteiro Lobato. He
saw them as offering a stark contrast to the lack of efficiency in Brazil. Inter-
estingly, perhaps because of the fact that he came from a country that had as
yet virtually no urban proletariat, Monteiro Lobato could see few of the evils
that might accompany Fordism. He had nothing but praise for Ford, writing
“um dia de Nova York vale uma vida no Brasil—pelo menos ensina mais que
ela” (one day in New York is worth a life in Brazil—at least it teaches more;
qtd. in Azevedo 1997:243). Monteiro Lobato believed that Fordism would
improve the welfare of the entire country, providing a wealth of goods that
would be available for all. He argued that Brazil should copy the United States,
making use of its natural resources and improving communications and in-
formation systems. Monteiro Lobato suggested that a Brazilian cultural center
should also be established in New York to provide cultural and commercial
information, and that Brazil should provide more information about its goods,
present them better, improve quality control, and increase tourism from the
United States.

Monteiro Lobato idealized U.S. society throughout the Roaring
Twenties. He thought that a desirable level of wealth and happiness had been
achieved: “Aqui vejo todos os problemas resolvidos e uma média de felicidade
individual que nunca nenhum sociélogo julgou possivel. E positivamente o
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primeiro pais que acertou a mao na ciéncia do viver coletivo” (Here I can see
that all problems have been solved and that there is an average level of indi-
vidual happiness that no sociologist ever thought possible. It is quite defi-
nitely the first country that has got the science of collective living right; qtd.
in Azevedo 1997:238). In Mr. Slang e o Brasil (Mr. Slang and Brazil; 1927), a
pamphlet consisting of conversations between an Englishman who is a “phi-
losopher” living in Rio de Janeiro and an average Brazilian, Monteiro Lo-
bato also praises Ford’s policy of employing the blind and physically handi-
capped, making them feel useful to society and paying them well at six dollars
a day. Monteiro Lobato also appreciated the freedom enjoyed by women in
the United States: “O mais curioso da América é o grau da independéncia
que se alcou a mulher. Estdo no seu paraiso. Riem-se do puro bem-estar. Sdo
donas do homem. Fazem as leis. Dirigem o pais. E que lindas pernas tém!”
(The most interesting thing about America is the level of independence that
women have attained. They are in paradise. They laugh as a result of pure
well-being. They own the men. They make the laws. They direct the country.
And what lovely legs they havel; qtd. in Azevedo 1997:238). The United
States had other lessons for Brazil, according to Monteiro Lobato, and he
promoted them in his writings and translations. Brazil should learn from
American reforestation and replant the lands that had been cleared for coffee
but that were now idle; it should develop alternate fuels because Brazil was
dependent on imported oil; and it should open up coftee exports to the Soviet
Union (cf. Azevedo 1997:238). All these views help to delineate Monteiro
Lobato’s program for Brazil and the social criticism of his own culture that
permeate his translations and publications. The translation and importation
of Ford’s ideas served to counter the elitist policies and cultural hierarchies
established by the traditional oligarchical regime.

Monteiro Lobato and Oil

Monteiro Lobato inscribed his social programs in his publication projects.
His activities with respect to iron and oil in Brazil serve as an example of the
interrelationship between his political actions, his writing, and his transla-
tions. Though no longer commercial attaché after 1930, he tried to interest
President Getulio Vargas in the idea that Brazil should produce iron, writing
pamphlets and articles on the Smith furnace process; these articles were
later collected in Ferro: Solug¢do do caso sidertigico da Brasil pelo processo



The Resistant Political Translations of Monteiro Lobato 195

Smith (Iron: The Solution to the Problem of Steel in Brazil through the
Smith Process; 1933).

On his return from the United States in 1931, Monteiro Lobato in-
vested all his efforts and capital in oil prospecting in Brazil. As with his
other campaigns, he published books tied to his activities and his posi-
tions, and translation played a vital role in these efforts. For example, he
published A luta pelo petréleo (1935), a Portuguese translation by Charlie
W. Frankie of Blood and Oil in the Orient, written by Frankie’s fellow pros-
pector Essad Bey. The book chronicles the Bolshevik takeover of Baku and
includes a preface by Monteiro Lobato describing the inefficiency of the
Brazilian Geological Service and its collusion with international trusts.
Ironically the nationalist populist regime of Vargas had sold itself to the
international trusts and would not allow Brazilians (like Monteiro Lobato)
to exploit the country’s resources. According to Monteiro Lobato the pol-
icy of the Geological Service was “ndo tirar petrdleo e ndo deixar que nin-
guém o tire” (neither to extract oil nor to allow anyone else to extract it;
qtd. in Azevedo 1997:285). These ideas were repeated in Monteiro Lobato’s
own book Escdndalo do petréleo (The Oil Scandal; 1936) and again in his
children’s book O po¢o do Visconde (The Well of Visconde; 1937), in which
oil is discovered at the Sitio do Picapau Amarelo.

As it happened Monteiro Lobato’s plans to find oil were foiled by the
hardening of the Vargas regime in 1937 and the advent of the hard-line
dictatorship of the Estado Novo (1937-45).* During the Estado Novo all
prospecting plans were centralized and placed under the control of the
government. Monteiro Lobato had lost much of his wealth in the 1929 Wall
Street crash, and he suffered further heavy financial losses under the Es-
tado Novo. For the rest of his life, he was financially dependent on the royal-
ties from his writings and translations.

Monteiro Lobato’s Children’s Literature and
Adaptations for Children

When Monteiro Lobato began writing for children, all the children’s lit-
erature available in Brazil was written in the Portuguese of Portugal. The
desire to provide stories that his own and other Brazilian children could
read stimulated him to write books for children. He believed in developing
the Brazilian language; he thought that after 400 years of subservience to
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Portugal it was time to break away definitively from Lisbon and to develop
a separate Brazilian language (Hallewell 1985:242). The relationship with
Portugal had never been easy. Until 1822 and the arrival in Brazil of the
Portuguese court in flight from Napoleon, no printing press had been per-
mitted in Brazil. Unlike in the Spanish colonies, no university had been
established in Brazil, and thus Brazilian intellectuals felt little allegiance to
Portugal.

The project of writing children’s literature in Brazilian Portuguese
became the vehicle to promote many of Monteiro Lobato’s own social, edu-
cational, political, and economic ideas. In Translation, Rewriting, and the
Manipulation of Literary Fame (1992), André Lefevere shows the common-
alities between all types of rewriting, and he emphasizes “the importance
of rewriting as the motor force behind literary evolution” (2). He analyzes
the various slants that may be put on a work by translators, editors, histori-
ographers, adapters, and other types of rewriters, including translators. In
“Mother Courage’s Cucumbers: Text, System, and Refraction in a Theory of
Literature” (1982), he gives the example of how Brecht’s work was rewritten
by translators, noting that the strong ideological element of Brecht’s text is
softened in English versions and emphasizing that this was the only way
Brecht’s work could be accepted in the British and U.S. theater in the post-
war period. Similarly, in Translation in a Postcolonial Context (1999), Maria
Tymoczko describes how the Irish nationalist project also rewrote tradi-
tional Irish myths, eliminating scatological material and humor from
translations of the medieval tales about Ct Chulainn and making him con-
form to the needs of cultural nationalism. In a similar way, Monteiro Lo-
bato reframes and manipulates the works he translates for children to
insert his own social, educational, and political program. His ideological
project became so obvious that his supposedly innocuous translation of
Peter Pan became a target for censorship, as we see below.

In a letter from 1921, Monteiro Lobato mentions his plans to pro-
duce a series of books for children “com mais leveza e graca de lingua”
(“with more lightness and wit”; qtd. in Vieira 2001:146) than the transla-
tions of Carlos Jansen Miiller, a Brazilian translator whose versions of
classics such as Gulliver’s Travels and Don Quixote were produced for the
prestigious Colégio Pedro II secondary school in Rio de Janeiro at the end
of the nineteenth century. Monteiro Lobato intended to rework and “im-
prove” these translations, and he remarked, “temos que refazer tudo isso—
abrasileirar a linguagem” (we must redo all of this so as to Brazilianize the
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language; qtd. in Koshiyama 1982:88). He proposed that the translator
Godofredo Rangel, his friend, adapt children’s classics such as Gulliver’s
Travels and Robinson Crusoe by eliminating the stylistic heaviness and liter-
ariness of the Jansen Miiller Portuguese translations so as to produce ver-
sions with a lighter, more witty, and more Brazilian style, taking the liberty
of improving the originals where necessary (Monteiro Lobato 1944:419).
Monteiro Lobato’s translation technique promotes a more simplified and
colloquial language that could immediately be understood by children,
the target audience, and this technique allows for interventions with an
ideological slant.

His own version of Don Quixote, called D. Quixote das criangas (The
Children’s Don Quixote; 1936), clearly illustrates Monteiro Lobato’s transla-
tion and rewriting techniques. The naughty rag doll, Emilia, Monteiro Lo-
bato’s alter ego, prises a thick book off the shelf, a Portuguese translation of
Don Quixote by Visconde de Castilho and Visconde de Azevedo, that Dona
Benta begins reading to her grandchildren and the dolls. However, they and
Dona Benta herself find the literary style turgid. After hearing “lan¢a em
cabido, adarga antiga, galgo corridor” (a lance hanging up in the cupboard,
an ancient shield, and a fast dog; Monteiro Lobato 1957:16), Emilia, who like
Monteiro Lobato is against everything that is old-fashioned and backward,
fails to understand the story, loses interest, and wants to go off and play hide-
and-seek. Dona Benta decides to retell the story to the children herself in her
own words. The result is a text with many translation shifts including abridg-
ments, explanations, and additions, as well as paratextual commentary from
Dona Benta, the narrator, and the audience inside the story, namely the
children and dolls. Don Quixote is thus enlisted in Monteiro Lobato’s strug-
gle to change the social and economic structure of Brazil.

This technique of using a frame story to embed the rewriting also
takes place in Monteiro Lobato’s translation of Peter Pan (1930), while his
versions of Robinson Crusoe (1930), Gulliver’s Travels (As viagens de Gulliver,
1937), Alice in Wonderland (Alice no pais das maravilhas, 1931), and Alice
through the Looking-Glass (Alice no pais do espelho, 1931) are adapted with-
out interventions in the form of a frame story, but nonetheless are written
in colloquial Brazilian Portuguese, showing simplifications and omissions.

Near the end of D. Quixote das criangas, the child Pedrinho asks
whether his grandmother Dona Benta is telling the whole story or just parts.
Dona Benta replies that only mature people should attempt to read the whole
work and that only what entertains children’s imaginations should be
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included in such versions (Monteiro Lobato 1957:152). Monteiro Lobato
thus used metacommentary to justify his translation techniques, believing
that “literary” qualities had no place in works for children, whose imagina-
tions should be stimulated by fluent, easy language. This is made explicit in
a letter dated 1943, where he describes the difficulties he faced:

extirpar a “literatura” de meus livros infantis. A cada revisdo nova mato,
como quem mata pulgas, todas as literaturas que ainda as estragam. O
ultimo submetido a tratamento foram as Fdbulas. Como achei pedante e
requintado! De la raspei quase um quilo de “literatura” e mesmo assim
ficou alguma. . .. (qtd in Abramovich 1982:152)

extirpating “literature” from my children’s books. With each revision I
kill, just like someone who is killing fleas, all the literary elements that are
spoiling them. The last one I submitted to this treatment was [La Fon-
taine’s] Fables. How pedantic and sophisticated it was! I managed to shave
off almost a kilo of “literature,” but there was still some left . . .

Monteiro Lobato thus had no qualms about making stylistic changes and
omissions, and he made a number of additions as well.

In Peter Pan and D. Quixote das criangas, this intimate contact with
the story is emphasized through the interaction the listeners have with the
story and the characters. Monteiro Lobato uses the frame technique of the
Arabian Nights, with Dona Benta becoming a sort of Shahrazad, interrupt-
ing the story every night at nine o’clock, bedtime, and promising more
entertainment for the next evening. The listeners inside the text get caught
up with the stories. In Peter Pan, for example, Emilia makes a hook to put
on her hand.

Monteiro Lobato’s rewritings are overtly didactic, and he frequently
inserts his pet themes in the middle of the stories. One of the most promi-
nent themes is that of expanding the book market in Brazil. At the begin-
ning of Peter Pan, the children, Pedrinho and Narizinho, and the doll,
Emilia, having heard about Peter Pan in Reinagdes de narizinho (The Pranks
of Narizinho, 1931), ask their grandmother, Dona Benta, who Peter Pan is.
Dona Benta does not know, so she writes to a bookshop in Sdo Paulo that
sends her J. M. Barrie’s work in English. Monteiro Lobato thus inserts an
advertisement for mail orders to book shops. When the book arrives, Dona
Benta retells the story to the children and dolls in Portuguese, thus reen-
acting within Monteiro Lobato’s book the situation of an oral retelling.
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There are other didactic elements in Monteiro Lobato’s rewritings
as well. For example, he introduces vocabulary-building exercises, having
Dona Benta explain various difficult words to the children; the liberal Dona
Benta also tries to open up the horizons of her grandchildren, for example,
in Hans Staden encouraging them to read Charles Darwin’s The Voyage of
the Beagle and openly discussing the anthropophagy of the various Indian
tribes in Brazil (Monteiro Lobato 1954:29, 52).

Monteiro Lobato’s book Histérias de tia Nastdcia (Stories of Aunt
Nastacia; 1937) contains a selection of traditional folktales retold by Tia
Nastdcia, the black cook at the Sitio do Picapau Amarelo, who is semiliter-
ate, superstitious, religious, and looked down upon by Monteiro Lobato as
a representative of the Jeca Tatu type of indolent backward Brazilian men-
tality. The tales told by Tia Nastdcia are a mixture of traditional Portu-
guese folktales and traditional Brazilian animal fables, often based on
those of La Fontaine. Many reflect the retrograde Jeca Tatu mentality, with
peasants showing a “natural” obeisance to kings, queens, and their superi-
ors, which Monteiro Lobato is questioning. Dona Benta tells us that the
tales have been passed down uncritically from generation to generation,
usually by people who are illiterate. Only those who can and do read “bons
livros” (good books), “¢ que se poe de acordo com os progressos que as cién-
cias trouxeram ao mundo” (can keep up-to-date with the progress that the
sciences have brought to the world; Monteiro Lobato 1968:81). We see here
Monteiro Lobato’s problematic view of race, influenced by the eugenic
theories of Gustave Le Bon.”

After the first tale in Histérias de tia Nastdcia, Monteiro Lobato in-
troduces a discussion between Dona Benta and the children and the dolls.
Emilia, the outspoken rag doll, turns her nose up and says “Essas histdrias
folcloricas sdo bastante bobas. . .. Por isso ndo sou ‘democratica’l Acho o
povo muito idiota . . . (These folktales are quite silly. . . . That’s why I'm not
“democratic”! T think the people are pretty stupid . ..; Monteiro Lobato
1968:16). Narizinho also says that she has become much more demanding
since reading Peter Pan. By contrast Pedrinho, the future intellectual,
takes a detached anthropological view, stating that the stories are good in
order to study the mentality of the Brazilian people. Indeed, we later dis-
cover that Pedrinho has already begun to read Darwin, and he talks about
the survival of the fittest (Monteiro Lobato 1968:95). This kind of liberal
secular education is encouraged by Monteiro Lobato through Dona Benta,
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who is pleased that the group is openly discussing concepts such as “democ-
racy,” “folklore,” and “mentality” “Neste andar meu sitio acaba virando
Universidade de Picapau Amarelo” (Now the farm will turn into the Yellow
Woodpecker University; Monteiro Lobato 1968:17). Tia Nastdcia is bewil-
dered by such open talk and suspicious of book culture, but the stories con-
tinue. Like Emilia, Monteiro Lobato seems to have little sympathy for and to
look down upon those like Tia Nastacia who resist modern “book culture.”
Monteiro Lobato regretted that rural Brazil was dominated by a mentality
that resisted modernization and book culture. He believed that social prog-
ress, greater availability of books, and basic health facilities would automati-
cally wipe out such “backwardness” in Brazil.

After a story called “O Bom Diabo” (The Good Devil), Dona Benta
takes no notice of Tia Nastdcia’s criticism (couched in popular language
and using the regional folksy term canhoto for the Devil) that the children
are “ficando os maiores hereges deste mundo. Chegam até a defender o
canhoto, credo!” (becoming the worst heretics in the world. They even
defend the Devil!). Dona Benta shrugs this remark off, saying “se vocé
conta mais trés historias de diabo como essa, até eu sou capaz de dar um
viva ao canhoto” (if you tell another three stories about the devil like this
one, even I might cheer him; Monteiro Lobato 1968:73). Tia Nastdcia then
prays. Naturally, neither Dona Benta nor the children and the dolls ac-
company her.

Monteiro Lobato also uses his translations to criticize the corrupt
Brazilian political system and the excessive powers of the large landown-
ers, the latifundidrios, popularly called coroneis (colonels), although they
were not part of the military. These ranch and plantation owners were and
still are very powerful in much of rural Brazil, particularly in the northeast,
and for Monteiro Lobato they represented the paternalistic and backward-
looking Brazil he was fighting against. Pedrinho is surprised to find that
there were coroneis in the sixteenth century, and Dona Benta replies that there
were fewer than nowadays, “e melhores, como esse Tomé de Sousa, que foi
um benemérito” (and better ones, like this Tomé de Sousa, who was a wor-
thy man, a philanthropist; Monteiro Lobato 1954:56).° Monteiro Lobato
also criticizes the way in which the victors write history. Replying to Pedrin-
ho’s question of why the Spanish and Portuguese conquistadores are seen
as great and glorious heroes, Dona Benta replies that it is they themselves
who have written history (Monteiro Lobato 1954:74).
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In Fabulas (1921), Monteiro Lobato’s rewriting of La Fontaine’s Fa-
bles, the lack of social justice in Brazil can be clearly seen. In “Os Animais
e 0 Peste” (The Animals and the Plague), the only animal to be punished
and sent to its death is the ass, who is judged to have committed the worst
crime of all: “ndo pode haver crime maior do que furtar a sacratissima
couve do senhor vigario” (there can’t be anything worse than stealing the
very sacred cabbage of the vicar; Monteiro Lobato 1969:92). After each of
the tales, the children make comments and judgments, which serve as a
vehicle for Monteiro Lobato’s paratextual social commentary. In “A Mosca
e a Formiguinha” (The Fly and the Ant), Visconde, the professor-like doll
made from a corn shuck, comments: “Mas muitas vezes um planta e quem
colhe é o outro” (But often one person plants and another harvests; Mon-
teiro Lobato 1969:100). In “O Lobo e o Cordeiro” (The Wolf and the Lamb),
one of La Fontaine’s most famous tales, in which the lamb through fear
can never contradict the wolf, Dona Benta explains that the fable “revela a
esséncia do mundo. O forte tem sempre razdo. Contra a for¢ca ndo ha argu-
mentos” (reveals the essence of the world. The strong are always right. There
are no arguments against force; Monteiro Lobato 1969:138). And in “O
Cavalo e o Burro” (The Horse and the Ass), through the vehicle of Dona
Benta’s commentary, Monteiro Lobato teaches the meaning of the word
solidaridade (solidarity; Monteiro Lobato 1969:141).

Beyond the resistant aspect of Monteiro Lobato’s framing of his nar-
ratives and his metatextual commentary, his translations and rewritings
are resistant as a result of his choice of source texts. In this regard both
Peter Pan and Don Quixote can be seen as anarchic figures, failing to re-
spect authority. Pedrinho says of Don Quixote, “O que eu gosto em D.
Quixote . . . é que ele nio respeita cara. Medo ndo é com ele. Seja clérigo,
seja moinho de vento, seja arrieiro, ele vai de langa e espada em cima, como
se fossem carneiros” (What I like about Don Quixote is that he doesn’t
respect anybody. He’s not one to be afraid. Whether it’s a priest, a wind-
mill, or a mule-driver, he goes at them with his lance and spear as if they
were sheep; Monteiro Lobato 1957:91).

The work of Julia Kristeva illuminates the change of emphasis in
Monteiro Lobato’s translations and rewritings. Kristeva defines a signify-
ing practice as a “field of transpositions”; in turn such a practice is related
to the “place of enunciation” at the same time she notes that the place of
enunciation and its denoted object are never single, complete, and identical
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to themselves but always plural and shifting (Kristeva 1974:314 and pas-
sim). Translation will always introduce another voice into the text, and
the new voice will always be quoting another, the original author, however
invisible the translator attempts to be. “Invisible” translators attempt to
maintain the original place of enunciation, though this will never be com-
pletely possible. By contrast Monteiro Lobato in his rewritings deliberately
introduces a series of new points of enunciation, a series of new voices—
Dona Benta, the children, and the dolls, among others. Thus his texts be-
come dialogic and polyphonic (cf. Kristeva 1969:82 passim). These new
voices reflect different aspects of Monteiro Lobato’s own beliefs; thus, his
rewriting and translation methods shift the place of enunciation from the
source author to Monteiro Lobato himself.

In the case of D. Quixote, the place of enunciation is shifted from
Cervantes in Spain at the turn of the seventeenth century, satirizing chi-
valric novels as well as contemporary social conditions, to Monteiro Lo-
bato, critic of the Gettlio Vargas dictatorship, whose liberal ideals are
voiced through the narrative mouthpieces of Dona Benta, the children, the
dolls, and many of his other characters. Using Dona Benta as his vehicle,
Monteiro Lobato makes the place of enunciation his own in Peter Pan,
Histérias de tia Nastdcia, and La Fontaine’s Fables, all of which come to
serve as a critique of the lack of social and economic progress in Brazil.
Thus, Monteiro Lobato’s project, originally touted as a means of filling a
gap in the Brazilian book market where there was almost no children’s
literature produced in Brazil itself using Brazilian Portuguese, also be-
came an ideological agent promoting a highly critical attitude to the Bra-
zilian status quo during the Getulio Vargas dictatorship.

The plurality of Monteiro Lobato’s texts can also be illuminated by
the concept of intertextuality, originally coined by Kristeva in 1967 (see
Plett 1991:3). All texts have a “twofold coherence: an intratextual one which
guarantees the immanent integrity of the text, and an intertextual one
which creates structural relations between itself and other texts” (Plett
1991:5). A translated work will by nature be related to and have a natural
intertextual relationship with the original, but Monteiro Lobato opens up
his translations to introduce intertextuality with a number of other texts.
For example, in D. Quixote das criancas there is intertextuality not only
with Cervantes’s original but also with the Portuguese “literary” transla-
tion of Cervantes by Visconde de Castilho and Visconde de Azevedo, thus
introducing us to Monteiro Lobato’s own relationship (another intertext)
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with the Portuguese language and his attempts to use a more contempo-
rary Brazilian Portuguese. The retelling of the text and the interpolations
of the children and the dolls make for a mise en abime of intertexts: Mon-
teiro Lobato’s ideas on education, economics, and politics; his antagonism
with the Getulio Vargas dictatorship; his previous fictional works, nonfic-
tion writing, and translations; and, on a more literary level, works similar
in genre to Don Quixote.”

Particularly after the introduction of the hard-line Estado Novo in
November 1937, Monteiro Lobato’s adaptations of well-known children’s
stories, interspersed with critical comments from Dona Benta, the children,
and the dolls, became one of the ways of enacting resistance to the Vargas
regime. We should note in this regard that works for children are often read
aloud and thus have a complex dual audience, that of the reader (usually a
parent, teacher, relative, or older child), who is reading aloud and thereby
implicitly colluding with Monteiro Lobato, and the listener (usually a
younger child). In the case of Peter Pan, for example, it is evident that a
work which contains no apparent original political message becomes part
of Monteiro Lobato’s opposition to the Vargas dictatorship. The enormous
popularity of Monteiro Lobato’s children’s works helped disseminate lib-
eral, secular, and internationalist ideas to adults and children alike in a state
that was authoritarian, Catholic, and nationalist. Dona Benta, the grand-
mother and educator always ready to open up the children’s and dolls’ hori-
zons, proved an ideal front for Monteiro Lobato to disseminate his liberal,
anti-Getulio Vargas program. Except in the case of Peter Pan, it seems to
have been an excellent resistant translation strategy and to have worked, for
it is always more difficult for a dictatorship to object to statements in chil-
dren’s literature, especially with the displacement caused by the double
framing of Dona Benta’s retellings. As mentioned above, Monteiro Lobato’s
works were and indeed still are extremely popular in Brazil.

Monteiro Lobato: Persona Non Grata

Monteiro Lobato was despised by the Estado Novo nationalist government
of Getulio Vargas for his internationalism, his negative comparisons of
Brazil to the United States and the United Kingdom, his atheism, and his
continual meddling in politics. Some of his comments seem clearly social-
ist as well: “o sonho duma ordem social nova em que a felicidade coubesso
ao maior nimero” (the dream of a new social order where the greatest
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number can be happy; 1948:148)) and “Querem que o pais todo se torne
um sitio de Dona Benta, o abengoado refiigio onde ndo hd nem opressao
nem carceres—Ila ndo se prende nem um passarinho na gaiola. Todos sdo
comunistas a sua moda, e estio realizando a Republica de Platdo, com um
rei-fildsofo na pessoa de uma mulher” (They want the whole country to
become the farm of Dona Benta, the blessed refuge where neither oppres-
sion nor prisons exist—there not even a bird is locked up in its cage. They
are all communists in their own way, and they are building Plato’s Repub-
lic, with a philosopher-king in the form of a woman; 1948:308-9). Mon-
teiro Lobato was frequently suspected of being a communist and was in-
vited to join the Brazilian Communist Party when it was legalized in 1945,
but he could not accept its discipline and declined the invitation. These
features of his political positioning serve as background to his political
persecution. In March 1941 Monteiro Lobato was accused of sending an
insulting letter to dictator Getulio Vargas, the President of the Republic,
and to General Gois Monteiro. He was imprisoned for six months on 20
March 1941, of which he served three, despite considerable protest from
intellectuals against his imprisonment.

The subversive and resistant nature of Monteiro Lobato’s rewritings
and translations for children was not lost on the regime. Peter Pan was one
of the texts that caused considerable political trouble for him. In June 1941
a Sdo Paulo public prosecutor, Cldvis Kruel de Morais, recommended
to the Tribunal de Seguranca Nacional (the National Security Tribunal)
that the distribution of Peter Pan be prohibited because it would give chil-
dren the wrong opinion of the government of Brazil, molding “o espirito
da crianga a mentalidade demolidora do nacionalismo” (the spirit of chil-
dren into a mentality that would destroy nationalism; qtd. in Azevedo
1997:307) and giving an impression that Brazil was an inferior country
compared to Britain.

As an instance in which Monteiro Lobato betrays Brazil, one passage
cited by the prosecutor occurs when Emilia asks whether English children
play with a “boi de xuxu,” a sort of toy animal made by sticking pieces of
wood into a vegetable, a chayote, a common practice in rural areas of Bra-
zil where children had to improvise toys out of odds and ends. Dona Benta
replies that English children are very spoiled and given all the toys they
want, and that toys are not incredibly expensive as they are in Brazil.
High-quality German toys made in Nuremberg are also praised, but she
says that in Brazil the toy industry is only just beginning. Here Monteiro
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Lobato is inserting his opinions of the economic protectionism of Getulio
Vargas’s Estado Novo government.

Another report to the Tribunal de Seguranga Nacional by Tupy Cal-
das accused Monteiro Lobato’s works of being excessively materialistic
and lacking any kind of spiritualism; he argued that they should be banned
because they were dangerous to the national educational program, failing
to contribute to the formation of a “juventude patridtica, continuadora da
tradicdo cristd, unificadora da Pétria” (patriotic youth, continuing the
Christian tradition, and unifying the Nation; qtd. in Carneiro 1997:76). As
a result of instructions given by the Tribunal de Seguranga Nacional, the
Sao Paulo Department of Social and Political Order (DEOPS) apprehended
and confiscated all the copies of Monteiro Lobato’s Peter Pan that it could
find in the state of Sao Paulo.

Aware of the subversive role that books could play in fostering resis-
tance, Vargas himself underlined this very danger:

Todo e qualquer escrito capaz de desvirtuar esse programa é perigoso
para o futuro da nacionalidade. O nosso mal até aqui foi justamente dar
liberdade excessiva aos escritores, quando é o livro o mais forte veiculo de
educagdo. (Qtd. in Carneiro 1997:76)

All written matter capable of perverting this program is dangerous for the
future of the nation. Our problem thus far has been that we have given
excessive freedom to our writers, even though books are the most power-
ful means of education.

Predictably, Monteiro Lobato’s anticlericalism was unpopular with the
right wing of the Catholic Church.® The combination of Monteiro Lobato’s
resistant publishing, writing, translation, and public statements made his
imprisonment inevitable.’

Resistance, Activism, and Translation

Throughout Monteiro Lobato’s career as a writer and translator, certain
themes repeat themselves: the need to modernize, industrialize, and “Amer-
icanize” Brazil; to make it more efficient and competitive; to improve the
health and well-being of its people; to extend education through the growth
of reading books; and to give more freedom to women. The old, slow, rustic,
and backward Brazil was dominated by the large estate owners, the lati-
fundidrios, the Catholic Church, and the nationalist policies of the Getulio
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Vargas government. Despite their avowed nationalism, all these interests
acted in collusion with international trusts, particularly Standard Oil, and
failed to develop a Brazilian policy for prospecting for oil and developing the
vast mineral resources of the country. These opinions are found throughout
his pamphlets, his stories for children, and his translations and rewritings.
He frequently selected works to translate, such as Henry Ford’s My Life and
Work and Today and Tomorrow, that directly fit in with his political and
economic beliefs. He also shaped his translations and rewritings of chil-
dren’s books by changing the place of enunciation and framing the stories as
retellings by Dona Benta interspersed with pertinent and critical comments
by the children and dolls from the Sitio do Picapau Amarelo. Publishing was
Monteiro Lobato’s life, and during the repressive Vargas regime, particularly
after the proclamation of the Estado Novo in 1937, publishing translations
and rewritings was one of the few possible forms of resistance to the stiff
censorship and the stifling nationalism that dominated economic, political,
and cultural policies.

This analysis of the resistant translations of Monteiro Lobato illus-
trates that resistance in translation can be very different from the notion
of resistance described in the work of authors such as Antoine Berman,
Lawrence Venuti, and Tejaswini Niranjana, who see resistance primarily
encoded in the formal elements and strategies of the translated work. For
Berman a resistant translation must be open to the foreign: “I'essence de la
traduction est d’étre ouverture, dialogue, métissage, décentrement. Elle
est mise en rapport, ou elle n’est rien” (1984:6; cf. Berman 1992:4, “the es-
sence of translation is to be an opening, a dialogue, a cross-breeding, a
decentering. Translation is ‘a putting in touch with, or it is nothing”). Ber-
man suggests that translation, particularly the translation of novels in
France up to the period of his analysis, has been domesticated to French
classical norms; it has been ethnocentrique—all texts have had to be adapted
to the French way of thinking; hypertextuelle—the resulting translation has
been another text, a pastiche, or a variation rather than the original; and
platonicienne—it has been more concerned with ideas than form. Oppos-
ing these standards, Berman argues that a translation should be éthique—it
should respect the original; poétique—it should attempt to keep the style
of the original; and pensante—it should think about the original as a whole
(1985:471L.).

Lawrence Venuti’s (1992, 1995, 1998a, 1998b) ideas about resistant
translation are well known. He argues in favor of the kind of translation
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that according to Philip Lewis (1985), contains “abusive fidelity,” where the
translator should cultivate “polysemy, neologism, fragmented syntax, dis-
cursive heterogeneity” and what he later calls “the remainder,” using Jean-
Jacques Lecercle’s term (Venuti 1992:12). Such translations will be “strange
and estranging” and “mark the limits of dominant values in the target
language culture and hinder those values from enacting an imperialistic
domestication of a cultural other” (Venuti 1992:13).

In Siting Translation (1992) Tejaswini Niranjana draws heavily on Ben-
jamin and Derrida to support her ideas on postcolonial translation. Follow-
ing Benjamin, she gives examples of translations of a twelfth-century Indian
vacana that fail to “understand the special significance inherent in the
original which manifests itself in its translatability” (Niranjana 1992:180).
These translations assimilate Saivite poetry to a Christian neocolonialist
discourse, using terms generally associated with Christianity. Niranjana re-
translates the passage leaving untranslated the proper names and certain key
words, such as the name of the god Guhésvara and linga. She believes her
translation resists dominant “homogenizing and continuous narratives,” ar-
guing that the postcolonial translator should attempt to find the richer com-
plexity of “our notions of the ‘self’, a more densely textured understanding of
who ‘we’ are” through interventions that avoid the idea of purity and that
demonstrate that origins are never monolithic (Niranjana 1992:185-86).

Berman, Venuti, and Niranjana all focus on the importance of resis-
tant language in translations. The use of fluent, easy-to-read language in
the target text is seen as reflecting an inability to accept the foreign or ex-
tend one’s horizons beyond one’s immediate culture. Such a view is criti-
cized by, among others, Douglas Robinson, who takes issue with the elit-
ism apparent in Venuti’s view of resistant language and the “holding back
from communication” in Niranjana, which will hamper rather than help
the social effect of a translation (1997a:93; 1997b:158). Indeed, foreignizing
translations have clear disadvantages for encouraging direct action, as their
awkwardness may be associated with the authoritarian discourse of text-
books or legalese (Robinson 1997b:162).

The analysis of Monteiro Lobato’s work developed here locates re-
sistance in translation in quite different elements. Monteiro Lobato’s resis-
tant translations are part of his overall publishing project through which
he attempted to defy the Gettlio Vargas regime. The resistance of Mon-
teiro Lobato’s translations is seen particularly in the frames with which he
surrounds and manipulates his rewritings of classic stories for children.
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The language he chooses is straightforward and simple, contrasting with
the more formal Portuguese of previous works written for children. The
works he selects to translate and have translated, mostly from English,
challenge the French dominance of literature imported into Brazil. Dona
Benta’s retellings emphasize Monteiro Lobato’s secular liberalism, his ha-
tred of the traditional dominant oligarchies, and his belief in the need for
greater economic freedom and planned use of natural resources. These
points are reinforced by the paratextual commentaries of the children and
dolls, who are unafraid of questioning the status quo, who are avid to
learn, and who represent the enterprising citizens of the future Brazil.

Moreover, Monteiro Lobato’s work illustrates an important way in
which developing nations such as Brazil can use original works from the
First World. Monteiro Lobato translates the original stories, localizing them
and changing the original emphasis. In D. Quixote das criangas, for ex-
ample, he “translates” the original difficult stylistics of the Portuguese
translation of Cervantes into much simpler and more readable language,
the language of Brazil in his day. He writes, “usamos a linguagem a mais
simplificada possivel, como a de Machado de Assis, que é o nosso grande
mestre” (we use the most simplified language possible, like that of Machado
de Assis, our great master), where Portuguese classical writers, by contrast,
used a much richer language and more complex constructions (Monteiro
Lobato 1957:190-91). Similarly he injects Brazilian reality into his transla-
tions, as in his version of Peter Pan when he compares North American
Indians (“redskins”) to Brazilian Indians and the caboclos (half-Indians)
(1971:26). Both Berman and Venuti write from the point of view of mem-
bers of a dominant culture, and they are speakers of a dominant language;
they believe that their languages have always resisted the foreign. By contrast
Monteiro Lobato was struggling to give value to his own language, the Por-
tuguese of Brazil, dominated at the time by the norms of Portugal. Thus
his strategy was not to emphasize the linguistically foreign, but rather to at-
tempt develop the particularly Brazilian characteristics of Portuguese.
This leads us to conclude that the contrast between domestication and
foreignization in resistant translations is not quite so simple and may well
depend on the place of enunciation and reception. Viewed from Brazil,
Monteiro Lobato’s translations can be seen as liberating colloquial Brazilian
Portuguese from the shackles of Luso Portuguese. But if we move our per-
spective to Portugal, his language can be seen as foreignizing standard
Portuguese with a Brazilian flavor.
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In 1928 Oswald de Andrade published his Manifesto antropofigico
(Anthropophagic Manifesto or Cannibalistic Manifesto), in which he presented
the image of the Brazilian cannibal, who would “devour” the enemy, so he
could take over the enemy’s soul. Though never mentioning translation,
Andrade says that the Brazilian writer, like the cannibal, should not take in
the foreign influence in a passive way, but rather should transform it actively
into something new. The original work should be actively swallowed and
reproduced in a different form. Although Monteiro Lobato was not a mem-
ber of the modernist group of 1922 who introduced the idea of anthropoph-
agy in art, Adriana Vieira sees an anthropophagic component of Monteiro
Lobato’s writing in his use of the original text in a “cannibalistic” way,
adapting the original and putting his own characteristic Brazilian mark on
it, as do the later writers and translators Haroldo and Augusto de Campos
(Vieira 2001:153). Although Monteiro Lobato is adapting popular literature
within a commercial setting and the de Campos brothers are translating
much more erudite non-commercial and high-art literature, Vieira believes
that they can be compared because Monteiro Lobato, like the de Campos
brothers, uses the original text in an anthropophagic way, adapting the origi-
nal and putting his own characteristic Brazilian mark on it. As we have seen,
the foreign becomes domesticated, but it is a resistant domestication that
contains marked Brazilian characteristics and is used for specific Brazilian
ideological purposes that involve dissent and subversion.

Notes

1. Urupés went into five editions, and the first edition of Narizinho sold 50,500
copies, 30,000 of which were distributed to schools in the state of Sdo Paulo.

2. Monteiro Lobato was also a major public figure in Brazil from 1918 to 1927
because, in addition to the success of his books and his work as a publisher, he wrote a
regular column for the influential newspaper O Estado de Sdo Paulo and became pub-
lisher of the middlebrow journal Revista do Brasil, after purchasing it in 1918.

3. All translations in this essay are my own, unless otherwise indicated.

4. The Estado Novo refers to the Brazilian regime after the internal coup staged
by Getulio Vargas and a number of hardline generals in order to reduce opposition
and to maintain Vargas in power as dictator. The presidential elections of 1938 were
postponed; the Communist Party was banned; and censorship was strengthened.

5. This facet of Monteiro Lobato’s thinking is also reflected in his 1926 novel O
presidente negro ou o choque das ragas: Romance americano do ano 2228 (The Black
President or the Clash of Races: An American Novel of 2228), set in the futuristic
United States in 2228 when the whites are divided and Jim Roy becaomes the first
black president. The whites reunite and initiate a campaign to sterilize the blacks, with
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the sterilization drug disguised as a hair-straightening treatment. Monteiro Lobato
tried to publish an English translation of the book in the U.S., but it was considered
too racially provocative by a number of publishers, and he never attempted to publish
again in an English-speaking country. The Brazilian text was reissued as O presidente
negro in 2009 by Editora Globo after having been out of print for many years.

6. Tomé de Sousa (1503-79) was Governor General of Brazil from 1549 to 1553.

7. Pedrinho mentions he has already read the legends of Charlemagne, and
Dona Benta suggests they read Orlando Furioso together (Monteiro Lobato 1957:18).

8. For an example of these views see Brasil, A literatura infantil de Monteiro
Lobato, ou Comunismo para crian¢as (The Children’s Literature of Monteiro Lobato
or Communism for Children; 1957), in which he accuses Monteiro Lobato of encour-
aging a communist revolution, bad manners within the family, atheism, and rebellion
against the right to own private property.

9. On 30 December 1940 Monteiro Lobato gave an interview to the BBC in
which he emphasized the indebtedness of Brazil to England and stressed the fact that
Brazil had lost touch with the traditional English values of civil liberties, habeas cor-
pus, calm when facing danger, solidarity, and resistance.



ELSE R. P. VIEIRA

Growing Agency: The Labors of
Political Translation

<«

WHAT if Bernardo is born in prison? And what if he is snatched
from me at childbirth like all those desaparecidos in Argentina? The world
knows about all those innocent babies who were taken away from their
mothers. Who will feed him? Who will give him affection? Who will bring
him up? Who will see to his future? What will his future be like?” These
thoughts haunted me as the due date of the birth of my first child and the
deadline to submit a political translation were both fast approaching.

It all started when I was in the fifth month of my pregnancy in early
October 1980. A representative of Vozes, which is a most reliable, well-
established, and professional publishing house in Brazil, comparable to
Routledge in the English-speaking world, based in Petrépolis, near Rio de
Janeiro, flew to Belo Horizonte, the capital of the central state of Minas
Gerais, Brazil, where I lived. He had a proposal for me: to translate from
English into Portuguese a recently accepted doctoral dissertation written
by René Dreifuss for the program in Political Science of the University of
Glasgow. The thesis was on the history of Brazil.!

I need to clarify that my role was to be more than just translating.
I would only translate part of the manuscript, but what was further ex-
pected of me was organizing a team of translators, typists, and everything
I would need to produce a quality translation of a 1,200-page text in lim-
ited time. The task also involved stylistic adjustments to make the text flow
better for non-academic readers. The moment seemed to be opportune for
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the publishers to bring Brazilian history to a broader spectrum of the pub-
lic. Or perhaps it was the other way round: the country was ready to learn
more. Adjustments included, for example, toning down the dense thesis
style to make it more reader friendly. We would have less than five months
to produce camera-ready hard copy for the publishing house. They needed
the pages in early February so that the book could be printed by 31 March
1981, the seventeenth anniversary of the coup d’état that established the
dictatorship in Brazil. The publishers were going to speed up the printing
process, but we as translators would have to speed up the translation pro-
cess as well.

But speeding up meant in no way lessening the quality of the trans-
lation. It would have to meet the standards of the publisher, myself, and
the author as well. The professionalism of the publishing house is impor-
tant to stress. They were aware that the pressures were great and told
me that I should propose what I would need to accomplish the task. No
limits were set on the resources, including the number of co-translators
and extra costs for full-time typists. This is of course very unusual. At the
same time the publishing house was adamant and unyielding about the
time limits. They would not negotiate about the deadline and they made it
clear that no extensions would be given for submission of the camera-ready
hard copies.

There were challenges in the proposal and it’s good to work when
you have a sense that there are challenges ahead of you. The offer was
irrefutable.

Bonding the Publishing House, the Author,
and the Translator

Vozes is one of the five largest publishing houses in Brazil. Its social-
political agenda dates back to its beginning in the nineteenth century,
when the two Franciscan monks who founded the firm used to print books
for the free school Sdo José. The books printed in the early days had a fun-
damental role in the resistance to the growth and spread of positivism in
the nineteenth century. Together with the dissemination of religious cul-
ture, Vozes has stood for fostering Catholic intellectual movements. This
trend in some ways anticipates the groundbreaking historical leap that the
Catholic Church made in Latin America in the 1960s, which came to be
known as Liberation Theology. In the 1970s during the institutionalized
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political repression, Vozes was brave enough to publish books such as Tor-
tura nunca mais (Torture Never More) and A voz dos vencidos (The Voice
of the Defeated), as well as books with themes leading to reflection in areas
of the humanities (philosophy, theology, psychology) that were frowned
upon by the dictatorship. Major anthropologist Darcy Ribeiro, leading
liberation theologians Gustavo Gutiérrez and Leonardo Boft, and philoso-
pher Michel Foucault are some of its renowned authors.

When the representative of the publishing house came to me, the
author, René Dreifuss, came also. This was very important in establishing
rapport among the author, translator, and publisher, and it was important
in my decision to accept the job. It was not only that René was the author;
he would join the team as the expert on political science providing termi-
nological support for the translators. The manuscript was dense with the
specific terminology of political theory. Normally a translator is given time
to study the subject matter of a project and to become familiar with the terms
and the theory involved. But this was not going to be possible for us be-
cause of the time constraints we were working under.

There was another important point related to his visit: empathy among
the team. The author was a young man about my age, the father of a toddler.
There was an immediate sense of affinity which became ever more evident
in the course of the negotiations. The prospect of working with him was
very positive as well. He looked and sounded extremely intelligent and
knowledgeable. He was a polyglot. He spoke German at home (his German-
Jewish parents managed to escape from the concentration camps in Ger-
many); Spanish is the language of Uruguay, where his parents fled and
where he was born and grew up. He spoke English with an American ac-
cent because he took his senior year in high school in the United States.
He also had Yiddish arising from his university education in Haifa. His
Portuguese was heavily mixed with Spanish, but his English was strong.

As we discussed the possible translation, we began talking in Por-
tuguese, but because of the disturbing interference of Spanish in his
Portuguese, we decided to use English as the means of communication. We
soon realized that my American accent in English was very similar to his,
and we had a good laugh finding out that I had also been a senior in a high
school in the United States about the same time that he was there. At that
time my own accent was markedly American, as I had not yet done much
work in Britain. We didn’t talk much about these affinities at the time, but
they led to our immediate bonding.



214 Else R. P. Vieira

There was another factor at work related to the effects of censorship
in a dictatorship. There is no freedom of speech under dictatorships, so we
learn to detect and read other signs, such as expression, tone of voice,
gestures, subtexts, and dates. Intelligence sparkled from the author’s eyes.
Professionalism was underlying every word of the publisher’s representa-
tive. The fact that the launch for the book was to be 31 March was very
important to everyone involved. Even though it was not verbalized as
such, it put history and politics on the agenda. For the first time in my life
as a translator, I accepted the terms of a translation contract without see-
ing the book. But I trusted the publishing house which in turn trusted this
young scholar who came to my house. To the implicit bonding shared with
the other translators I shall return.

Translation and Life-bearing

To me what in other circumstances would have been perceived as a daunt-
ing deadline was not a major concern even though word-processors were
unavailable at the time. The fact is that I was going to have to clear my desk
for the baby’s birth anyway. The immensity of the task is something that I
recognized but at the time it did not strike me as a reason to hold back ei-
ther. This was fine with me.

I cannot downplay the fact that I was half way through my preg-
nancy. There is something extraordinary about a pregnant woman and her
relationship to life-giving; it is something visceral. At that time I did not
feel that it was a reason to hold back either. The role of pregnancy was also
important in other ways. At that time in Brazil we had an intuition that
something was about to happen in the country. When it would happen we
did not know, but we knew that it would happen. Like the birth of a baby:
we don’t know exactly when the baby will come, but we know an immense
event is before us. At the time I could not have put words to it, but from my
current perspective I can: the feeling that I was giving birth to a new life
merged with the feeling that my country would also have a new beginning;
it was just a matter of time. It may also be the case that I projected the
birth of my child onto my wish that Brazil would break free from the crys-
tallized reactionary state we had been plunged into.

It must be said that even though we did not know how much we
could trust the dictatorship at the time, things were changing. In part be-
cause of international pressures, in part because of growing dissatisfaction
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within because of rampant inflation, the gradual re-democratization of
the country was announced at the end of General Ernesto Geisel’s term
as president (1974-79). His successor, General Jodo Baptista Figueiredo
(1979-85), gave amnesty to the political exiles (August 1979) who were then
beginning to return to the country. The return of political exiles is a very
interesting phenomenon. Even though we could not feel secure about how
much we could talk about history and politics, the exiles were living his-
tory who acted as a testimony to facts that were suppressed. They also
brought to the country ideas from outside that were suppressed inside Bra-
zil by the repressive regime. Could we talk about history and politics? No,
but we felt them.

I agreed to start the translation as soon as the volume arrived, which
would be in a few days. It was the unspoken that was important, a shared
feeling among the three of us in the negotiation that something very big,
momentous, was ahead of us. Was this the projection of our wishful think-
ing or were there signs of change in the air? We didn’t know, but we went
for it. It was a shared conviction.

Even seconds had to be counted. Once I agreed to the contract, I im-
mediately contacted three other translators. They accepted the challenge
and they had great enthusiasm when I described the project. They did not
ask anything beyond what I could say and they started organizing their
lives to begin what would be a very demanding task in a few days.

The Pandora Box

The manuscript arrived. It was a big box full of Xeroxed pages. The cover
bore an impressive and technical title: “State, Class, and the Organic Elite:
The Formation of the Entrepreneurial Order in Brazil (1961-1965).” The first
thing I had to do was to apportion the 1,200 pages to the four translators
involved, including myself. So I started reading the book. Time pressure
and the implicit trust in the publishers had been reasons enough for me not
to examine the material beforehand, but when it arrived I read the manu-
script through in fascination and despair. The thesis style could be heavy
at times but the manuscript gripped me in ways I could not understand
fully. I had one of the most meaningful experiences that a translator can
have: to find an author who was saying the things I would like to say.
René was saying all the things that I felt but could not utter. Some of them
we had intuitions about, but, as I said, under a dictatorship history is
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suppressed or distorted and freedom of speech is banned. We had lived for
16 years without the permission to say anything. Even though we had
strong intuitions about where history was falsified, we were not given ac-
cess to the facts. Here in the manuscript the author had the data to prove
our suspicions, and he provided all the information and facts for a new
view of the history of the dictatorship, whereas we, Brazilians, had only
sharp suspicions. This was an important experience: the author comple-
menting what we would like to say. We were nearly there.

But the more the thesis gripped me, the more it scared me. The
translation process had started without previous examination of the book
and in a sense the act of translating was already a fait accompli. I had agreed
to the translation and everything else that followed, but the question was
how to go about it. There were moments that I wished I had not signed the
contract and had not involved others in the process by commissioning the
other translators. Yet there was no going back. I could not and never in-
tended to claim innocence, and in fact I would feel ashamed to try to do
so: it was very clear from the beginning that there was a strong political
dimension to the history of Brazil that was about to be translated. Of course
I was aware from the start that there was something political about it.
First, the thesis was produced at the University of Glasgow; Scotland is po-
litical and Glasgow is particularly political. Second, the thesis was produced
by a political scientist. Finally, the date envisaged for the launch, the an-
niversary of the coup d’état, also made the political dimension of the proj-
ect obvious and inescapable.

Vozes, the publishing house, was entering the market very close to
the publication of Fernando Gabeira’s O que é isso companheiro? (1979),
literally “What’s this, comrade?”, whose later film version was titled in En-
glish Four Days in September (1998). Gabeira was one of the young people
who had been involved in the kidnapping of the American Ambassador
Charles Burke Elbrick on 4 September 1969 in exchange for the liberation
of 15 political prisoners. The strategy of kidnapping is in many cases a
weapon of the powerless; in this specific case it was devised as a response
to the Ato Institucional 5 (Institutional Act number 5), issued by the Bra-
zilian government on 13 December 1968, which intensified repression un-
der the dictatorship. As a result of the act, Congress was closed, those who
opposed the regime were barred from political life for ten years; the right
to habeas corpus was suspended; freedom under vigilance became the norm.
Opposition and dissident voices had no outlet. Human rights were enor-
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mously violated. The kidnapping was a way of exerting pressure on the
government in the face of the abolished constitutional guarantees of per-
sonal freedoms. The violation of constitutional rights escalated when a mili-
tary junta, by means of Institutional Act 12, prevented Vice-President An-
tonio Aleixo from taking over during the period when President General
Costa e Silva had surgical treatment in the United States.

Gabeira and other young people had radicalized the situation in Bra-
zil by using the kidnapping and the subsequent international attention fo-
cused on Brazil to exert pressure on the government. The strategy worked.
The Brazilian government promptly negotiated with the kidnappers and the
American ambassador was safely released. But Gabeira and the rest of the
group in turn became political prisoners. By virtue of the strategy of kid-
napping as a form of liberation that they had inaugurated, however, they
were later released abroad as political exiles through the subsequent kid-
napping of the German ambassador to Brazil.

As mentioned, in 1979 the army had given amnesty to political ex-
iles, who gradually began returning to Brazil and were seeking channels to
publish their memoirs. Gabeira’s book triggered a very important moment
in Brazilian literature, which gave currency to the term Memorialismo,
referring to the vigorous genre associated with the narratives of those ex-
iled by the recent dictatorship (1964-85). Vozes had in fact mentioned to
me that the launch date somehow related to this more autobiographical
genre because the publishing house wanted to introduce another slant to
the timid but growing field of the suppressed historiography of the dicta-
torship. For the first time we began to have the voice of history that was
silenced. We didn’t know what had happened to the exiles, but they were
speaking the voice of the past.

We had this first story from Gabeira, but we asked to what extent
was this just an individual story? It reflected the history of the country, but
just as seen through the eyes of one person. By contrast our translation was
a thorough and dense analysis of the historical events that transcended a
single individual: it signaled the shift from story to history. Even though I
could not claim innocence, because the signs were clear to me, I could not
have foreseen the extent of what the thesis exposed. The scale of the events
became known to the world at large in 1999 with the Pinochet case when,
again because of international pressure, the CIA opened to the public the
archives related to the involvement of the United States in the political af-
fairs of Latin America. In fact between 1976 and 1980, René had done
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extensive research in the archives in Brazil and the United States, includ-
ing those of the CIA.

The thesis exposed, among other things, the shams and shames of
Brazilian official history. As we translated, what was meant to be factual
evidence for a thesis produced abroad turned out in Brazil to be open de-
nunciation of those still in power in a repressive dictatorship. All the
names were there, what they had contributed to the coup, how the army
had been involved. All the tactics and strategies they had used to get hold
of power were laid bare.

Worst of all, it was clear that the dictatorship lacked credibility and
trustworthiness. It was not certain to what extent it was responding to inter-
national pressure in fact or in appearance only, giving the impression that
it was becoming more flexible. Was the apparent change merely a front
restricted to a small area of life? The lack of the government’s credibility
was patent even in the name and date of the coup d’état. It was labeled a
democratic revolution, but in fact it was a coup that used repression and
torture to achieve its aims. The contradiction is blatant in the very date of
the coup d’état; it actually occurred on the first of April but, in a stroke
reminiscent of Gabriel Garcia Marquez, the military government had pre-
dated it to the last day of March. They bypassed its obvious connection
with April Fool’s Day.

To return to the period of negotiations about the translation, at the
time it was stated that the regime was beginning to be flexible and the
return of the exiles seemed to confirm these statements. But could we trust
these pronouncements? There was so much uncertainty. Looking back now,
we can see that it was a period of transition of regimes, from the late 1970s
to 1985, but we could not know that at the time. And we could not trust the
leaders and the government. We could only experience life as it was lived,
we could not theorize it. A period of transition is a period of great uncer-
tainty because the rules of the game are not clear. And there is a perva-
sive sense of pressure for change. What has been crystallized for a long
time begins to change very very quickly: there is a sense of urgency in the
air. We had to make agonizing choices, usually in a hurry, as was the case
with me, but without knowing for sure what the rules of the game were.

In fact the decision to translate Dreifuss’s book was not agonizing at
the moment I decided: it was a matter of conviction. But it became agoniz-
ing after I laid my hands on the material. One question we always ask our-
selves in such situations is whether we should add to the crystallized situ-
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ation or whether we should commit ourselves to the possibility of change
rather than to a certainty of where we are going.

We went on. Our situation reminds me of that of Fernando Meire-
lles, the director of City of God, with whom I worked closely in 2004. He
told me about the process of making the film.> Contrary to what he had
envisaged, at each stage of the film, he failed to receive the expected fi-
nancing. So every week he would scrape up whatever amount he had in
investments until he finally realized that he would finance the film himself
until the very end. But he went straight on. He used a very interesting im-
age, that of one of the arcanes of the tarot cards, who looks aloft while
walking toward a cliff. Enthusiasm is a heavy drug, and this is a conclusion
that I share with him in relation to the translation I produced of the his-
tory of the dictatorship in Brazil.

We shared the unspoken conviction that a country has the right to
know its own history. So we walked toward the precipice.

Hatching the Translation Team: Uncle Sam’s
Nephews and Nieces

The three other translators also acted on implicit trust and unspoken con-
viction. There was an unspoken decision to go for it. Like me they were
also fascinated by the revelations of this twentieth-century Tiresias. Each
sentence we translated was a renewed challenge to the official history we
had been swallowing for 16 years. What I had experienced when I first ap-
proached the book to apportion the task I saw happening to the team as
well, namely fascination with what the book revealed. We felt enthusiastic
about the continual challenge to official history that we saw on every page.
It was a revelation to see who the actors in history actually were.

One interesting coincidence about the team of translators is that the
four of us had all spent our senior year of high school in the United States.
The team of translators consisted of Ayeska Branca de Oliveira Farias, my
sister Ceres Ribeiro Pires de Freitas, Gloria Maria de Mello Caravalho, and
myself. Two of us, Ayeska and Ceres, had been to the United States in 1967,
and Gloria and T were there in 1968. This, of course, also coincidentally
applies to the author. Coincidentally? Not really. It was so good to find in
the book that we were translating yet another explanation for the shared
experience binding author and translators together. In one of the interest-
ing parts we translated, the author René coined a very apposite term to



220 Else R. P. Vieira

describe a certain category of people to whom we belonged: Uncle Sam’s
nephews. He describes how the think-tanks and strategists of multina-
tional interests allied with the Brazilian oligarchy and formed a political
military complex to act against the nationalist President Jodo Goulart and
the social forces aligned with him, namely students, clergy, union leaders,
rural workers, intellectuals, and artists.

In chapter 7 of the book we were translating, we learned about an
intellectual campaign of which we had all been potential targets. An all-
pervasive ideological campaign emerged consisting of the bourgeoisie in
alliance with multinational think-tanks to infiltrate those mobilized groups.
In order to get to the mobilized youth in Brazil, they would approach the
best students who were 17 or 18 years old and offer them scholarships to
schools in the United States. Thus, many teenagers were sent out of the
country to the United States, subsidized by programs intended to captivate
their hearts and minds, for the tactical upbringing of the future “nephews of
Uncle Sam.” These “nephews” (and nieces) would in future “extirpate the
Marxist cancer,” “exorcize the Cuban heresy” from Brazil, and become fu-
ture leaders for the political, economic, military, and cultural transnational-
ization of Brazil.

The five of us were then, theoretically, among Uncle Sam’s nephews
and nieces. We recognized ourselves as being part of this program, yet with
a difference. All of us were given scholarships to spend a year in the United
States as part of the country’s policy of captivating the hearts and minds of
the young. Yet paradoxically, lived history—the history we actually expe-
rienced in the United States—was one of contestation and had a liberating
effect on us, even as the dictatorship in Brazil was intensifying its repres-
sive mechanisms, particularly as a consequence of the landmark Institu-
tional Act 5 mentioned above.

Certainly in my specific case and I believe in Gloria’s, the captivation
of hearts and minds backfired. It was an instance of o tiro saiu pela culatra
or “the bullet shot through the butt,” as the Portuguese saying goes. The
American way of life did not quite captivate my heart, but individuals and
the experience of lived history in that landmark year in the United States
did. The cultural ferment in 1968 left an indelible imprint on my life and
worldview. The intended program was turned upside down. I lived a ground-
breaking moment in the contestation of history: the demonstrations
around the assassination of Martin Luther King, the protests against the
Vietnam War, and the emerging feminist movement. I suspect this experi-
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ence psychologically prepared me—and the other translators in the team
as well—for our decision to translate the book. In different ways all of us
were affected by historical contestation. Part of our enthusiasm about the
project was the recovery of the belief in the mutability of history. So all of
us went on: perhaps toward a precipice but with our heads aloft.

Thoughts on Teamwork

In our project the bonding between translators and author was too evident
to be left unreflected upon. In my thoughts about this phenomenon of strong
empathy between author and translator, two theorists are illuminating. The
first is Antoine Berman, who in The Experience of the Foreign (1992) dis-
cusses the German Romantics’ momentous undertaking of translations as
part of the attempt to better understand their own culture. The desire for the
foreign is for Berman part of the wish to transform a national culture through
a confrontation with the non-native. Gayatri Spivak’s words are also quite
eloquent in this context. She sees translation as “an act of intimacy™ in the
effort to communicate with others across space, the translator “surrenders
to the other,” but this surrender also allows for fraying (1993:184). The more
I translated, the more I worked with the team, the more I saw that all of us—
albeit in agonizing fear—"surrendered to the other,” to this brilliant stranger
who in 1,200 pages said all that Brazilians needed and wanted to hear. He
was an other, but at the same time he was a mirror of ourselves. He verbal-
ized what Brazil seemed to be waiting for, but Brazil also seemed to be wait-
ing for us as translators to cast into words of our own idiom what all of us
perceived but did not have the courage or the facts to express. We wanted
what the other had to say, collectively and individually.

In our case the act of intimacy was multilayered. As mentioned, we
recognized our own personal stories embedded in the nation’s history that
we were translating; we partook in the writer’s sense of history as well be-
cause he shared so much with us. But our translation of René also enacted
a “contained alterity,” in which the translator tries to keep the fraying
down to a minimum (Spivak 1993:180-81). The fascination of putting into
our language what was latent in us and what the author had verbalized in
another idiom could not obscure other difficulties. The spell of the enthu-
siasm did not make me blind to the fact that teamwork breeds problems.
All of the translators were competent ones and I was sure the results would
be good. But all four of us had different rhythms and demands on us, as
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well as different ways of absorbing this immense task on top of our previ-
ous commitments. There were also unexpected events. Just one example:
we were all of childbearing age and one of the children of a translator had
chicken pox. We were working within a very tight deadline and except, of
course, in the case of the chicken pox, I could not be flexible about unsteady
production. At stake was also the fact that I had to do a considerable
amount of editing to make the styles of the four translators consistent.

A major difficulty was the author’s Babelic language. René’s writing
was in English, but the latent structure of his writing was German, the lan-
guage he spoke at home. His sentences were extremely long and the word
order was unfamiliar and resonated of German. Not all of us had a back-
ground in German to enable us to address this problem in his writing. The
publishing house had asked us to make the style more reader friendly, but
the author did not always like it when we broke long sentences in two, for
example, or when we changed the word order. Another problem was that
he could not avoid the temptation to change the text as we went along; he
always wanted to add more and more evidence to prove his thesis. This
meant that we were often translating a text in the making and also trans-
lating more than we had committed ourselves to. And all this under the
pressure of time. . .

Another problem was that the text had errors in its details. The au-
thor was a genius in terms of politics, but he was writing about a country
whose geography, history, and government he had not studied as much as
had the translators, all Brazilians. The errors were in the small details, but
they were there. For example, he referred to the state of Espirito Santo as
being in the northeast, an error any Brazilian could spot. Moreover, he
added a nonexistent rung in the hierarchy of the air force in Brazil. He
would not accept our corrections and he insisted on putting the same mis-
takes into the translated text. Well, the public would interpret this as an
unforgivable mistake of the translators. But he was adamant, even after we
showed him the state on the map. Of course, in my view, such errors would
cause his outstanding contribution—in fact a paradigm shift in the historio-
graphy of Brazil and Latin America—to lose credibility. He could fall into
the same lack of credibility as the dictatorship he was unmasking. The
only way out I found was to negotiate: he would accept relocating the state
of Espirito above Rio (to the center east), and we would close our eyes to
the nonexistent rung in the air force, as we could no longer waste so much
time on such details. In fact, we counted on Vozes’s proofreader to detect
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the problem, but as it happened, because of time pressure, this stage was
eventually wiped out.

The Baby

All of this was happening while Bernardo was growing and growing and
growing in me. The ultrasound scans showed that the baby was a big, big
boy. Father and mother started to choose a name, as parents do. Gustavo?
Bernardo? We chose Bernardo and we used to talk to Bernardo every day.
He inhabited our daily lives and conversation even before he was born.
And this baby was growing so fast and I am very short. It was becoming ever
so difficult for me to reach the 1,200 pages on my desk—more than 1,200
pages in fact because a translation from English into Portuguese is always
longer than the original.

I was growing so big and Bernardo was giving every sign that he
would soon show his face. We have an expression in Portuguese, mostrar a
cara, literally ‘to show his face’ it is used politically as well as to designate
the moment a baby appears at birth. By that time I was in agonizing fear of
any harm being done to my child about to be born. So I added a statement
to my preface to the translation saying that all the content expressed in the
book was the author’s responsibility. I had no conviction about what I was
saying: I was thinking about the baby. The translation process that I have
described was one of great empathy. All of us as translators wanted to make
the author’s words our own. The manuscript also seemed to be waiting for
us as persons and as translators. Anyone doing research on this transla-
tion would recognize the disingenuousness of the preface. René, in fact,
later shifted this remark to his own foreword, thus disengaging all in-
volved in the process from responsibility for its content.

The Final Moments

The deadline came to submit the translation to the publisher. We had
made it. With ups and downs, with a sense of revelation that was the au-
thor’s but that had become ours as translators also, we handed the book to
Vozes, the publisher. The book would be published with the less technical
title 1964: A conquista do Estado; A¢do politica, poder e golpe de classe (1964:
The Conquest of the State: Political Action, Power, and a Class Coup). It
would list the names of the translators. It would be launched on 31 March,
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the anniversary of the coup d’état. We were in utter dread and agonizing
fear as well. The censors could be reading it soon, with our names on it.

I had some time to organize my life for the birth, to clear my desk
and my space at the university. As soon as the translation was handed in, I
turned to decorating the baby’s room. One day, the twelfth of February, I
woke up feeling a bit different. I had been feeling very, very tired ever since
I had handed the book in. We were driven while we were working: it’s only
when you finish that you realize how tired you are. And I was very heavy
by that time as well. But that day was my husband’s birthday. So I plucked
up some energy to prepare for the friends and relatives who would be com-
ing by later in the day for the celebration. It was then that the contractions
started. Bernardo seemed to want to come a few days early to give himself
as a birthday present to his father.

In no time I had to apologize to the guests. I looked down: the waters
had broken. I rushed with the final preparations to go to maternity. And the
joy: I had not quite finished everything, but most was ready for Bernardo.

Yet the thought in the back of my mind was whether the censors
would spoil that beauty. There was a threat looming in the air: had the cen-
sors already examined the translated book? Had the police been following
my movements? Will they come? Will I ever see my baby? On the way to
maternity, joy was mixed with a most memorable plea: spare me censors,
I'll burn the translation. I cry in joy and despair every time I think of that
trip to the hospital.

Fortunately I come from a culture that celebrates life. When I got to
maternity, the friends and relatives were already there to celebrate the fa-
ther’s birthday and the son’s birth. What a relief. I had an army of relatives
and friends to protect me from the wrath of political censorship.

But labor did not progress. The doctor showed me with ultrasounds
that Bernardo was a big, big boy. It would have to be a Cesarean section.
That was the hardest moment, when I realized I would be totally vulnera-
ble and immobilized. The doctor said I was very tense and they would have
to give me something to relax. I had no choice at that point any more.

I woke up with a touch on my hand. It was the pediatrician showing
me Bernardo, this hungry, hungry boy who needed his mother. The cen-
sors and the police had not come. I had one of the most beautiful moments
of my life, looking at a gorgeous baby opening his eyes to life while my
country was also starting a new moment.
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The Visibility of Translation as Midwifery

I could not attend the launch, but it was a big event. The book became a
bestseller for some three years. It produced controversies. It produced
debates. It was very beautiful to see a culture of silence opening itself to
dialogue.

A funny detail. The first review of the book, by a prominent weekly,
Veja, paid a major compliment to the translation. One of the reviewer’s
first remarks was how good the translation was: the book read as if it had
been written in Portuguese. There is some value attached to transparency.
Or to put it differently: I do not measure the translator’s (in)visibility by
the criterion that the translated text reads as if it were written in the lan-
guage of the translation or not. I take readability and fluency to be basic
quality requirements of any published material, whether original or trans-
lation. But then the reviewer spotted an error: the translator seems to have
recreated the hierarchy of the Brazilian air force. I was too happy to tell the
story behind that new rung to Veja; I just let it go. Otherwise, justifying
the error in terms of the writer’s obstinacy, I would also be exposing his
ignorance of this detail and diverting attention from his major accomplish-
ment. This mistake, like a drop in an ocean, would stand out even more if
justified. I opted to protect the writer’s credibility. One problem in a trans-
lation of 1,200 pages is inevitable anyway.

This experience afforded me a much higher level of visibility than I
had ever had before in my life: enabling my country’s right to know its
own history. Meditating on this experience of political translation as agency
during the preparation of this essay has been important for me. All the
decisions of the actual experience were made so quickly and so intensely.
In such situations it often takes time to truly understand what one
has lived.

The parallel between the gestation and the translation is something I
like very much. It reminds me of a Greek word maieutics, which means
literally ‘the work of a midwife’. The word has been used by great philoso-
phers, particularly Plato, to refer to how we deliver to people knowledge
that they actually already possess, but that they possess unconsciously. It
may be that in Brazil the knowledge delivered by our team of author and
translators was not really unconscious but repressed, because we Brazil-
ians had to live every day with the unspeakable fear of members of our
families being victimized.
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Ironically as a mother about to give birth to a child, I could not give
the final push to Bernardo to bring him into the world. But I helped give
the final push to a new understanding of the history of my country.

Notes

1. Because of censorship, repression, and the distortion of history under dicta-
torships, the displacement of the narrative of history is a phenomenon commonly as-
sociated with such regimes. As a result the narrative of history must often be pro-
duced outside the country in question. Under Pinochet, for example, Chilean exiles
produced the most valuable films and documentaries contesting the distorted official
history of the country, using footage that they had somehow smuggled abroad.

2. This statement is found in the chapter he wrote for publication in my book
City of God in Several Voices: Brazilian Social Cinema as Action (2005). See Meirelles
(2005).



MARIA TYMOCZKO

The Space and Time of Activist Translation

[I have] faith in the capacity of human beings to change what human
beings have created. Resistance and change are not only possible but
continuously happening. But the effectiveness of resistance and the real-
ization of change depend on people developing a critical consciousness
of domination and its modalities, rather than just experiencing them.

NoORMAN FAIRCLOUGH, Language and Power

RELATED to calls for action that have been sounded in transla-
tion studies, the essays in this volume document some of the many forms
that activist translation has taken historically and that it can take at pres-
ent. The ethical and ideological import of the studies is central, demon-
strating that translators have been and can be agents of significant social
change. The essays also show that discourses about activism in translation
have evolved considerably since the topic was first raised in translation
studies.

Translation, Resistance, Activism

The specificity of activist translation strategies, the wide range of objectives
of resistance in translation, and the many motivations for activism among
translators are evident in this collection. Here the targets of activist transla-
tion include European colonialism and imperialism, the focus of the His-
panic revolutionary movement and its translators discussed by Georges L.
Bastin, Alvaro Echeverri, and Angela Campo. Motivated by earlier revolu-
tionary movements in the United States and France, the translators pro-
moting revolution in Hispanic America were often themselves militants or
networked with those plotting armed rebellion. In turn Pua‘ala‘okalani D.
Aiu discusses the second-generation imperialism of the United States and
its appropriation of the Hawaiian Islands—the act that arguably initiated
U.S. pretensions as an imperial power, antedating the imperialist moves of
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the United States after 1898 in the Caribbean and the Philippines, and U.S.
neoimperialism since the beginning of the twentieth century. Aiu focuses
on the use of both translation and the refusal to translate as tools in Ha-
waiian political and cultural movements since the 1970s. From the mid-
nineteenth century, U.S. imperialism has depended on translating Hawai-
ians into English, a goal that almost completely succeeded but that has met
activist opposition for the last half century. Still another descendant of Eu-
ropean imperialism in the form of a coalition of nationalist, capitalist, and
religious interests is discussed in Antonia Carcelen-Estrada’s study of the
“pacification” of the Huaorani in the Ecuadorian Amazon undertaken in
the middle of the twentieth century and still continuing. Here the govern-
ment of Ecuador—in an almost classic iteration of earlier Spanish conquests
in the Americas and a reproduction of patterns of the Spanish colonial
government—allied itself with the translation programs of Protestant mis-
sionaries in order to gain access to the oil-rich resources of Huaorani lands.
Carcelen-Estrada explores not only efforts to translate the identities of Hua-
orani communities associated with translation protocols for the Bible into
Huao Terero but also the resistance to translation implicit in the identity
performances of the Huaorani themselves.

A less overtly political field of action, one more restricted to cultural
issues per se, is represented in Denise Merkle’s study of the secret publish-
ing networks in England in the second half of the nineteenth century; she
shows that translators and publishers—many of them prominent and well-
known figures—made activist interventions to shift sexual mores in Brit-
ain by publishing translations that put sexually explicit and homoerotic
texts in circulation, thus contesting dominant norms in England. Similarly,
as Nitsa Ben-Ari demonstrates, through translations the erotic found ex-
pression in modern Hebrew language and culture and in the young state
of Israel, despite the dominant puritanical nationalist ethos; surprisingly
the translations in question involved vastly different text types, ranging
across pornography, twentieth-century erotic classics, and medical manu-
als. Likewise, in the study by Brian James Baer, the translation of Western
classics is shown to have been used in the Soviet Union to oppose a broad
field of rigid socialist cultural norms. In another context all three of these
case studies might be analyzed primarily as the relationship between trans-
lation and literary systems. Setting these translators in the context of resis-
tance, engagement, and activism, however, indicates the ideological force
of the movements and the breadth of the targets of activist translation, in-
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cluding linguistic and textual norms, sexual and spiritual values, right-
wing and left-wing ideologies.

Still other goals of resistance and activism in translation are revealed
in the essays of Paul Bandia, John Milton, and Else Vieira. They deal with
resistance to the oppression of twentieth-century dictatorships, the hier-
archies of the modern postcolonial nations of Africa, and, by extension,
many regimes of the contemporary world. These essays confirm that op-
position to a wide field of social constructs—class structures, material in-
equities, social hierarchies, specific governmental policies, and the narra-
tion of approved histories—can all be actively engaged by translators and
translations. In turn Mona Baker demonstrates how narrative theory can
be useful in evaluating activist projects, and she details how electronic and
media networking has made it possible for contemporary translators to
join in networks linking activists around the world, allowing translators
to participate in and engage with international questions of every sort.

The studies in this volume attest that for more than two centuries
translation has been involved in a broad range of actions, including revo-
lution, nation building, and resistance to military oppression and physical
force. Translational activism has supported the development of language
movements, shifts in cultural values (involving both indigenous values
and foreign importations), gender liberation, avant-garde art movements, and
more. Similarly, the range of power structures that translation has opposed
is impressive, including colonial regimes and dictatorships, with translators
defying imprisonment and death; government and military interests; laws,
official policies, and state values; religious institutions; official histories; lit-
erary establishments; constraints on discourse; multinational corporations;
and the diffuse structures of neocolonialism and globalization. This wide
range of opponents and institutions targeted by translators must be factored
into general discussions of translation, resistance, and activism.

In pursuing their varied struggles, mobilized translators adopt a
wide variety of linguistic and textual strategies to achieve their goals, and
they engage in many types of action as well. As the essays here illustrate,
sometimes the fact of translation itself—whatever the textual strategy—is
the primary activist achievement. This was the case when documents as-
sociated with the U.S. and French revolutions were translated into Spanish
at the end of the eighteenth century and two centuries later when Else
Vieira led a team of translators who prepared for publication a history re-
vealing the details of the rise of the ruling Brazilian dictatorship. Textual
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production per se is currently operative when groups of translators work
together to disseminate news that is suppressed, ignored, or distorted by
mainline information networks. At other times the refusal to translate is
the most effective activist posture. The case of translational silence in the
Hawaiian cultural revival and the endurance of the Huaorani people in
the Amazon stand as examples in this volume, but zero translation has
been well documented as an effective strategy in many political and ideo-
logical contexts. As is clear, activist translation does not merely take the
form of communication; it can also involve blocking communication and
refusing to transmit cultural information.

Sometimes activist translation strategies depend on the choice, ma-
nipulation, or even displacement of text types and genres. Old and canoni-
cal texts can be revived for these purposes or new texts introduced. Ex-
amples of the manipulation of genre include the development of erotic
materials in modern Hebrew via the rather unexpected text type of medical
manuals; similarly the reframing of children’s books in Brazil as an activist
translation method was used by Monteiro Lobato to promote political dis-
courses during a period of dictatorship. At times activist translators am-
plify translated texts, providing elaborate commentaries and paratextual
materials that serve as a guide for political or ideological readings; the
methods of Richard Burton in his voluminous commentary on The Ara-
bian Nights stand as an example. At other times engaged translators
simplify translated texts in order to serve specific engaged purposes. Some-
times activist translation strategies turn on the insertion of the foreign into
a culture and at other times they turn on the refusal of the foreign. There is
no single textual or discursive strategy that can be identified paradigmati-
cally with translational resistance, engagement, or activism. No single strat-
egy has been historically privileged by successful activist translators—no
such claim can be made for literal or free, acceptable or adequate, formal-
equivalence or dynamic-equivalence, domesticating or foreignizing, or any
other binary—and the essays above testify to this truth. Activist translation
strategies are selected, invented, and improvised for their tactical values in
specific situations, contexts, places, and times.

Although some of the activist translations and translation move-
ments discussed in this book can be read as initiated by isolated individu-
als, as a whole the essays show that engaged translators are usually net-
worked with other translators and other activists in common enterprises.
One sees in the essays here that translators have cooperated with organiza-
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tions and groups of many types, from armed militants to legal experts,
from secret societies to mobilized artistic movements and dissident pub-
lishers, from NGOs to protest movements of many types. Above all activ-
ist translators tend to be networked with each other, illustrated in an inti-
mate way by the very personal account of Else Vieira. It is striking that
mobilized translators often become founders of discursivity, not merely by
importing new cultural discourses in their translations but also by initiat-
ing discourses through the representations in their translations and con-
structions deriving implicitly and explicitly from their translation choices.

Another important conclusion that follows from the studies in this
volume is that there are limits to translational resistance associated with
the very values that translators are engaged in changing. Put another way,
paradoxically many of the translations exhibit collusion with dominant
thinking even as they attempt to shift their target culture and target read-
ers in directions that diverge from the dominant. One sees an example in
the suppression by Garcia de Sena of anything that might challenge the
hierarchy of the Catholic church in Hispanic America, thus leading to the
muting of ideas pertaining to separation of church and state in his 1807
Spanish translations of the writings of Thomas Paine and other revolu-
tionary documents from the United States, as discussed in the essay by
Bastin, Echeverri, and Campo. Similarly, as Merkle indicates, even as Rich-
ard Burton attempted to open up late Victorian society to greater freedom
in sexual mores, he perpetuated many of the imperialist, racist, and patri-
archal presuppositions of British culture in his orientalist and misogynist
representations. We have seen that resistance and activism of all types are
always metonymic activities and that not everything problematic in a
society can be opposed or shifted at one and the same time, a factor that
is particularly apparent during cultural crises and times of rapid social
change. Nonetheless it can be dislocating to see this fissuring materialized
in translations and to realize that arguably progressive translators collude
with values currently considered objectionable.

The wide variation in the targets of resistance, the goals of engaged
translators, the strategies of translation, the affiliations of translators, and
even the collusive aspects of their work results from the extreme cultural
specificity of activist translations. All translations are located in their own
time and space, but the situated quality of activist translations stands in
high relief. The cultural specificity of such translations is connected with the
subject positions of the translators and the programmatics of the activist
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interventions undertaken. Contextually driven motivations are para-
mount in the strategies chosen by activist translators because the stakes of
their choices are high, particularly in agonistic and polarized power strug-
gles. Careful attunement of translation strategy to context is driven by the
political sensitivities of the target populations and the translators’ invest-
ment in influencing their audiences. Because struggles and contestations
are inherently in flux and often undergo rapid change, activist strategies
cannot be static; they must be precisely adjusted to the historical, political,
and cultural requirements of the time. In a sense activist translations con-
stitute a limiting case of speech acts governed by stringent felicity condi-
tions, determined both by significant presuppositions and by socially de-
termined signals of implicature, all of which are extremely context sensitive
and context dependent. In a highly charged or polarized ideological con-
text, any utterance or language act including translation will be scruti-
nized for its implications and its conformity to particularized communi-
cative expectations and presuppositions. Insofar as conditions are volatile
or in flux, these conditions can change suddenly and rapidly, necessitating
strategical agility in translation as in other forms of activist interventions.

Another way to look at this issue is to see the challenges facing activ-
ist translators and the readers of activist translations in terms of relevance
theory.? For activist translations context is relevant in the strongest sense
of the word. Relevance theory is useful for teasing apart and exploring the
complexities of activist translation because an engaged translation prod-
uct or practice can only be understood in terms of the precise context of its
performance and delivery. Moreover, in translating, rather than commu-
nicate or perform a political or ideological position directly in their own
voices and persons, translators elect to speak or act indirectly via their
translations. To put it another way, a translation is a text about a text or a
form of contextually situated metastatement; this is the case even if the
metastatement is seemingly only a form of reported speech or quotation
uttered in a new context (cf. Jakobson 1959:233; Holmes 1994:23-33; Lefe-
vere 1985, 1992). Thus a translation strategy must be carefully chosen to
suit the target context even as the context itself is highly relevant to the
significance of the strategy deployed. Obviously any scholarly assessment
of translation strategies must be equally nuanced.

A translation’s ideology is determined only partially by the content
of the source text—the subject and the representation of the subject—even
when the content itself is overtly political and enormously complicated as
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a speech act, with locutionary, illocutionary, and perlocutionary aspects of
the source text all contributing to the ideological effect in the source
context. The ideological value of the source text is in turn complemented
by the fact that translation is a metastatement, a statement about the
source text and its content that constitutes an interpretation of the source
text; in quoting a source text, a translator creates a text that is a represen-
tation with its own proper locutionary, illocutionary, and perlocutionary
forces determined by factors in the receptor context. Thus, even in a sim-
plified model, the ideology of a translation will be an amalgam of (1) the
subject and content of the source text and their representation in the
source text; (2) the various speech acts instantiated in the source text re-
lated to the source context; (3) the translator’s representation of the source
content and the source text; (4) the relevance of the target context of the
translation; (5) the various speech acts of the translation itself addressing
the receptor context; and (6) any resonances and discrepancies that exist
between the two “utterances” of source text and translation. A translator
can also address the target audience directly in paratextual materials.> An
activist translator makes strategic choices at all these textual levels, choos-
ing strategies for their power and effect in the context of the specific audi-
ence addressed. In addition to the ideological parameters that operate
at the level of the translated text, there are of course external factors that
relate to a translation’s ideological significance: the identity and affilia-
tions of the author, the identity and affiliations of the translator, the con-
nections of the translator with various social and political movements, the
reception context (such as reviews, censorship, legal action) of the transla-
tion, and so forth.

At the level of both the text and the metatext, the receptor context
frames the meaning of a translation: in this sense, among others, Gideon
Toury (1985:19, cf. 1980:28) is accurate in his dictum that translations are
“facts” of the receiving cultures. Metatextual implicatures are assumed or
constructed by translators and in turn metatextual inferences are made by
the audiences or readers of translations, situating a translator’s work and the
source text with respect to the immediate receiving context. A translator’s
position can be judged by inferences resulting from the choice of text, from
choices at the microlevels of the text (such as word choice or phrasing),
from form, from omissions and silences, from additions and explicitations,
and so forth, not all of which are consciously perceived by a reader. In as-
sessing the political or ideological significance of an activist translation,
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therefore, a reader’s inferences take into account much more than the mes-
sage of the source text and the message of the author or speaker of that
source text. The shift of context entailed in the place of enunciation of the
translator introduces a new field of considerations relevant to the inter-
pretation of the message, requiring inferences about metatextual issues as
well as textual ones. All of these considerations have been instantiated and
addressed in the essays in this collection.

As we have noted, at times translators guide readers’ responses by
making direct comments in their own voices to accompany the translations,
most notably in paratextual commentary including notes, introductions,
and critical essays, thus framing a translation and explaining how it should
be read, what inferences should be drawn, and what ideological import
the translation has in the receptor context. The extensive commentaries on
U.S. revolutionary documents by the Spanish translators discussed by Bas-
tin, Echeverri, and Campo stand as good examples, promoting new revo-
lutionary models directly through persuasive argument, as well as through
the ostensive value of the translated texts themselves. Similarly the com-
mentaries of Richard Burton discussed by Merkle have this character, and
indeed the commentaries are often as long as or longer than the translations
themselves. The metacommentaries within Monteiro Lobato’s children’s lit-
erature described by Milton also operate in this way, which explains why his
Peter Pan was censored in 1941 during the Getulio Vargas period.

No activist translation strategy can ever have a fixed or absolute mean-
ing divorced from context, whether that strategy depends on domestica-
tion (including radical domestication such as womanhandling or cannibal-
ization), foreignization, or even silence. It is relevance within a context that
establishes meaning. Similar surface structures in translational acts can
diverge at the level of deep structure, and divergent translation strategies
may function in similar ways despite surface differences. Even the commu-
nicative function of translation can be open to question or negation, as we
have seen; this is one reason that silence or refusal to translate can be such a
powerful ideological tool of resistance or engagement. As Aiu observes at
the end of her essay about the Hawaiian cultural revival, “The irony is that
in this situation both translation and non-translation work to empower
Hawaiians.”

What follows from the extreme cultural specificity of engaged transla-
tions is that any particular activist translation strategy will be time limited.
That is, if translation as an activist intervention is highly culturally struc-
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tured, temporally specific, and context sensitive, it follows that a transla-
tion strategy will generally be extremely situated in its temporal, cultural,
and ideological moment. Not only is it illusory to attempt to prescribe or
promote a single textual strategy for translational resistance or activism in
general, such a theoretical posture would actual impede translational activ-
ism. Any given strategy geared to a specific time, place, or political context
will normally be durable only for a restricted period of time. Because strate-
gies of resistance and activism in translation are so context sensitive, they
are liable to rapid alteration, as tactics of activism in general are: a resistant
or engaged translation strategy will be characteristic of a particular time,
place, movement, group of people, audience, or even a single translator—or
some intersection of these factors. Thus in order to understand an activist
strategy, it may be necessary to minutely situate the translation in its
cultural context: a scholar must understand the relevance of the year, the
place, the particular political situation, the specifics of a struggle at a specific
time, the actors involved, the translator’s identity and role in the partisan
engagement, and so forth. Things that are possible in one year, may not be
possible in another year. Some opportunities close down and others open
up. It is a truism to say that translations grow old but it may be the case that
resistant and activist translations are among those that age the fastest.

Contextual Shifts and Activist Translation
Strategies in Ireland, 1880-1980

Paradoxically the wide array of targets, goals, and strategies of activist
translations apparent in a heterogeneous collection of studies such as those
above has its counterpart in the variations of activist translation strategies
that characterize any specific ideological struggle employing translation
as an operational component over an extended period of time. The theo-
retical conclusions that emerge from a survey of a range of activist situa-
tions can be confirmed by examining the variation in and shifts of goals,
strategies, and tactics in activist translation movements of long duration,
that is, in specific histories of translational activism across time. Indeed, if
the place of activism is held constant, the variation through time of activ-
ist translational methods can be seen more clearly, with the time-limited
quality of translation strategies and goals becoming particularly evident.
Consideration of Irish cultural nationalism, one such extended cul-
tural struggle using translation, illustrates both the temporal and contextual
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specificity of activist strategies and also the wide variation in translation
strategies deployed effectively over a long span of time and even at a single
point of time, depending on the characteristics of competing discourses
and the nature of the political contestation. The wide array of translation
types across time and the specificity of strategies in relation to context that
have been associated with cultural nationalism in Ireland since 1880 are
illuminated by political events of the times, the political positioning of in-
dividual translators and their translations, and the position of the branch
of nationalism that individual translators were engaged with. These posi-
tions are staked out with respect to England and the world, of course, but
they are equally marked with respect to internal Irish political and ideo-
logical debates. Obviously within the framework of this short essay, the
evidence from such a long period can only be illustrated in summary fash-
ion; nonetheless, a few key cases of the translation of early Irish literature
into English in relation to their political contexts serve to indicate the main
points of the argument. Even in an abbreviated treatment, the highly vari-
able nature of the activist translations of early Irish literature is manifest,
and it is evident that shifts in strategy correlate with political and histori-
cal developments.* The brief survey below demonstrates not only that no
single strategy of activist translation has been privileged in Ireland but
also that the strategies actually documented are quite divergent, respond-
ing to the immediate needs of the historical and cultural moment, and de-
termined by the microcontexts of competing discourses at a particular
point in time. Moreover, it is evident that the individual strategies found
in Ireland’s translational history did not sustain themselves over an ex-
tended span of time, in part because no given strategy could meet the chang-
ing ideological needs of the nation for long. These variations are especially
striking in view of the fact that Ireland is a small culture which has had a
relatively homogeneous population until recently; moreover, cultural na-
tionalism in Ireland was a fairly unified movement for decades after 1880.°

Although such questions can be traced in the translation history of
early Irish literature into English from the late eighteenth century onwards,
the starting point for this survey is Standish O’Grady’s History of Ireland:
The Heroic Period, the two volumes of which appeared respectively in 1878
and 1880. The work was radical in its day because O’Grady offered English
readers a popularized history of Ireland and an introduction to the tradi-
tional native heroes. As is well known, O’Grady took up this task when he
found an English-language treatment of Irish history in the library of a
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country house that he was visiting; the book radicalized him because he
realized that despite his Irish university education, he had never been ex-
posed to the pre-English history of his own country. O’Grady set out to intro-
duce Anglophone Irish readers to their cultural heritage, and his writing
became a transformative experience for many people, earning him the so-
briquet “Father of the Irish Revival.” A modern scholar looking at O’Grady’s
work is surprised and even at times appalled, therefore, by the extreme do-
mestication of the Irish source texts, O’Grady’s activist agenda notwith-
standing. Almost everything in the two volumes is assimilated to the stan-
dards of English language and literature: genre, plot, episode, character type,
material culture, cultural concepts, and even names. Nonetheless the
popularity of O’Grady’s History and the fact that he initiated discourses of
cultural nationalism with his work suggest that his assimilative translation
strategy was artistically and ideologically successful.

This paradox is explained by O’Grady’s political and historical con-
text. A Unionist, he wrote at a time when the question of Home Rule domi-
nated Irish and English political debate and when achieving Home Rule
seemed eminently possible. An assimilationist posture toward Ireland’s
native heritage might therefore have seemed judicious: it was consonant
with the drive for a form of sovereignty that parliamentary means could
achieve within the structure of the United Kingdom. O’Grady’s translations
repudiated stereotypes about the Irish that had become generalized in En-
gland for more than two centuries, portraying the Irish as other, barbar-
ian, wild, unable to govern themselves, and so forth, all of which had been
used to justify English colonial rule and later the incorporation of Ire-
land into the United Kingdom.® O’Grady’s translation strategies have the
strengths of their weaknesses: his collusion with English norms is inextri-
cable from his strategic promotion of the Irish as heroic, noble, civilized,
and just as capable of self-government (and Home Rule) as the English.
They reflect the social and ideological fissures of his rapidly changing era
(cf. Laclau and Mouffe 1985).

Scarcely a decade later such an assimilationist strategy was no longer
viable. After the fall of Charles Stewart Parnell in 1891, hopes of Home
Rule were largely abandoned as no longer possible in the changed political
circumstances. Far from trying to assimilate to English standards, which
may have seemed appropriate when Home Rule appeared likely, cultural
autonomy and disambiguation from England became dominant national-
ist goals of the period. Irish cultural nationalism had also matured in the
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decade since O’Grady had published his seminal work. The Gaelic Athletic
Association had been founded in 1884, promoting the replacement of En-
glish sports with native Irish ones. In 1893 the Gaelic League was estab-
lished and almost immediately ignited enthusiasm for an Irish language
revival. By the 1890s many more people had also become conversant with
the main lines of Irish patriotic history, the principal stories of native Irish
tradition, and the repertory of native Irish heroes, in part because of the
success of O’Grady’s writings and other popularized treatments. The de-
velopment of children’s books in English presenting summaries of medi-
eval Irish tales and historical narratives as a prelude to the conventional
political history of Ireland also dates from the period after O’Grady’s
translations, and some of those publications had been incorporated into
school curricula. These materials had educated the rising generation of
Irish citizens on a shared cultural heritage featuring icons from a litera-
ture and history that owed no debt to English master narratives. Although
no single political platform unified the population, increasingly the con-
cept of an Irish Ireland—an Ireland that rooted its identity in its native
language, history, and cultural traditions—had caught the popular imagi-
nation. After 1891, therefore, it became important to dissimilate Irish cul-
ture from English culture: cultural difference was stressed and even con-
structed. Rather than shifting Irish texts to dominant English standards,
for more than a quarter century after Parnell’s fall engaged translators em-
ployed strategies that furthered goals of an Irish Ireland. O’Grady’s transla-
tion strategies based on domestication to English norms were no longer
culturally or ideologically ascendant or appropriate.

Beginning in 1898, the centenary commemoration of the iconic but
failed Rising of 1798, there was a turn toward more overt activism includ-
ing the publication of nationalist and republican newspapers, demonstra-
tions for and against various political causes, disruptions of recruitments for
the British army, actions supporting the Boers against the English in the
Boer War (1899-1902), and the like. It is no accident that the translations
of Irish literature between this period and the establishment of the Irish
state in 1922 are all considerably less domesticated to English standards
than O’Grady’s work and that they are much more politically and ideo-
logically explicit and marked. Although the translations accede to (or col-
lude with) standards of decorum common to Victorian English propri-
eties and Irish Catholic morality and although they tend to elide many of
the distinct formal aspects of Irish narrative in favor of genres and styles
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that were already established in the European literary repertory, nonethe-
less all the translations of the period offer more assertive representations
of the Irishness of Irish stories, heroes, culture, and values than O’Grady
had done.®

Translation from Irish into English was an explicit political act from
the 1890s to 1922, when the Irish state was established. Translators appro-
priated Irish-language materials for Ireland’s immediate purposes of cul-
tural independence and its long-term goals of political autonomy, selecting
strategies that were compatible with discourses current in Irish cultural
nationalism. Translations from Irish literature developed models of hero-
ism and fostered a spirit of armed resistance, even as they fortified the Irish
with images that repudiated centuries of English prejudice and stereotyp-
ing. As a group the translators constructed discourses that focused on he-
roic biography and a sacrificial ethos, emphasizing the tragic inevitability
of internecine war in the source texts. These interpretations of Ireland’s old
heroic tales did not merely fit the values of the time: they were prophetic,
setting a trajectory leading to the revolutionary military action of the Ris-
ing of 1916, the Irish war of independence, and Ireland’s civil war.

The activist translations of the time were interwoven with other
projects and programs of the Irish political and cultural landscape con-
testing British dominion, including the language movement, the athletic
program, handcraft movements, publication of nationalist newspapers, a
retooling of the educational system, the development of a national litera-
ture in both English and Irish, and the establishment of an Irish dramatic
movement that staged formal theatrical productions, as well as rousing
skits, amateur theatricals, and tableaux vivants reinforcing many of the
same messages as the translations of the early literature. Cultural actions
in turn had counterparts in the projects of other groups promoting social
change including agrarian reform and labor organization, with paramili-
tary training an important component of the activism. In most cases trans-
lators were affiliated with at least one branch of the nationalist movement
and in many cases they played multiple roles. The Irish translators epito-
mize the way that engaged translators historically have had collective af-
filiations with larger activist movements and political programs, including
various forms of progressive cultural activities.

Despite the commonality of cultural assertion that unifies the trans-
lations from this period of Irish history, there are striking differences in
the actual translation strategies employed. Three examples illustrate the
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divergences and differing stances in the political field of Irish cultural na-
tionalism. The relationship to and implications of the strategies are appar-
ent if one asks about the ways that context provides a structure of relevance
for reading the texts and about the inferences it is possible to draw from
the representations and the formal characteristics of the divergent transla-
tion strategies.

We can begin with Eleanor Hull’s compendium of translations and
refractions from the Ulster Cycle, published as The Cuchullin Saga (1898).
By calling the stories sagas, Hull evoked comparison with Icelandic lit-
erature, suggesting an affinity between the tradition of Irish heroism and
Germanic—specifically Viking—heroic tradition. The representation of early
Irish literature in terms of the Icelandic sagas invokes ideological (coun-
ter)discourses about nobility, heroism, and the valorization of preindus-
trial ideals and ways of life that were already well established in England
and Europe.’ In fact Hull’s title suggests a parallel to many of the most
famous Icelandic texts, including Njal’s Saga and Egil’s Saga. By implicitly
appropriating discourses in circulation about the Vikings for Irish heroes,
Hull casts a very different light on the native Irish from the common de-
rogatory English stereotypes or even the romantic representations of Mat-
thew Arnold in “On the Study of Celtic Literature” (1867), who had cele-
brated the Celts for their emotional sensitivity, their attunement to natural
magic, their melancholy, and the like. Hull’s image was pertinent to the
times, particular the centenary of the Rising of 1798, when cultural na-
tionalists in Ireland were celebrating the patriotic history and fallen mili-
tary heroes of the nation.

By contrast in Cuchulain of Muirthemne (1902), Augusta Gregory
translated a selection of the ancient aristocratic heroic tales from the Ul-
ster Cycle in the guise of short prose narratives recounted in the rural
Kiltartan dialect. Here the heroic tales are presented as folk narratives,
with Gregory’s choice of form and the Hiberno-English dialect underscor-
ing this association.'” What relevance did her context have for Gregory’s
choices and what political and ideological inferences could her readers
draw from her translation choices? This translation strategy would have
suggested discourses associating Ireland’s glorious and heroic past with
the contemporary peasantry as its legitimate heirs, thus valorizing rural
Ireland as the touchstone for an emerging nationalist ethos. In doing so
Gregory evoked romantic ideas about the folk that had served as the foun-
dation for nationalist movements across Europe throughout the nine-
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teenth century. This ideological stance came naturally to Gregory, who
was herself a gifted collector of folk literature.

Quite a different strategy is manifest in Mary A. Hutton’s The Tdin:
An Irish Epic Told in English Verse (1907). Hutton constructs a more milita-
ristic heroic version of Irish culture, recasting the medieval Irish prose nar-
ratives with their poetic inserts as verse epic. Hutton assimilated the Irish
form to dominant European standards for epic, namely long-line narrative
poetry, rendering the Irish texts as blank verse. Because she divided her
translation into “books” and included formulaic phrases (not always found
in the source text), the translation has a Homeric ring. The blank verse
and the high register of the language suggest the poetry of Shakespeare and
Milton as well. In this representation the Irish hero Ca Chulainn is implic-
itly compared with the Greek Achilles, a comparison that had been made
explicit earlier by Alfred Nutt in Cuchulainn, the Irish Achilles (1900). In
her translation Hutton reinforced yet another popular nationalist discourse
about the Irish: that their culture could claim an antiquity, dignity, and mili-
tary tradition equal to those of Greece, appropriating the prestige of Greek
culture for the Irish cultural revival. Hutton was an active member of the
Gaelic League in Belfast, and her work perhaps reflects the ethos of that or-
ganization, elevating the status of Irish culture and Irish language texts as a
way of bypassing English dominance. This translation was favored by the
Gaelic League, and it is telling that Hutton’s version was also used by Pat-
rick Henry Pearse (an important member of the Gaelic League and later
one of the martyrs of the Rising of 1916) in educating the boys at St. Enda’s,
his school for young nationalists. The boys were encouraged to model them-
selves after Cti Chulainn, whose words the school rendered as the motto
over the main door: “I care not though I were to live but one day and one
night provided my fame and my deeds live after me.” It would seem that
readers were encouraged to make revolutionary inferences as well as cul-
tural ones from Hutton’s translation strategy.

What should be noted here is that during the decade 1898-1907
there were a number of divergent translation strategies being deployed for
activist ideological and political purposes, all valid and useful for Irish
nationalism in general, but each related to specific discourses and ideo-
logical positions of the time. This set of Irish examples indicates how ac-
tivist translators are generally engaged with larger political movements;
indeed each of these three translators was affiliated with one or more spe-
cific groups in the nationalist field, often multiply connected with the
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movement in different roles including teacher, poet, playwright, folklorist,
publisher, scholar, and the like. The proliferation of translation strategies,
each effective in its own way, reminds us that it is rash and shortsighted to
imagine that any specific translation strategy can be prescribed as the priv-
ileged vehicle of translational resistance or activism even in a very specific
context. In one sense the translation strategies of Hull, Gregory, and Hutton
were competing, as were the discourses and political postures they implied,
yet the evidence can also be interpreted in another way. In the case at
hand, a relatively small and homogeneous culture at a particular moment
in history, during a period when the Irish nationalist movement was also
relatively unified, a variety of divergent translation strategies were all ef-
fective for activist purposes. Those purposes—though nuanced and dis-
tinct in their implications and differing in the inferences that readers
could draw—were compatible in the main and tended in the same direc-
tion. In fact one can argue that there was added value accruing from the
deployment of multiple distinct translation strategies: the nation as a whole
could simultaneously conceive the Irish heroes as being ancient, dignified,
noble, and militarily adept as the Greeks; heroic and valiant as the Vikings;'!
and standing for the ancestors of the simple, moral, dignified, and upstand-
ing Irish peasants, the bedrock of the nation.'?

A new stage of the Irish translation record is apparent after 1922 and
the founding of the Irish state. Prima facie it would seem that there should
have been an increase in the number of translations of early Irish literature
and other Irish cultural materials into English after independence, with
increased possibilities for representing and celebrating the distinctive fea-
tures of Irish culture and Irish literature in the new nation. The actual
historical record is therefore counterintuitive, because in fact translation
of the early literature into English virtually ceased in Ireland for almost
half a century. Paradoxically once Ireland began the process of nation build-
ing, discourses about and representations of Irish culture became even
more circumscribed than they had been under English rule.

This phase of zero translation can be interpreted in several ways. It
could be (and was) justified by the official promotion of Irish as the first
language of the nation. The justification is hard to sustain with respect to
medieval texts in Old and Middle Irish, however, because those states of the
language must be translated even for native speakers of Modern Irish.
Such translations could hardly have compromised the viability of Modern
Irish as a living language. It is also possible to correlate the lack of transla-
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tions with censorship in the new state. Particularly after the Censorship of
Publications Act of 1929, when clerical standards were formalized in offi-
cial regulations, it would have been virtually impossible to translate much
of the early literature in full. Because the early tales include sexual and
scatological elements, close translations would have violated common val-
ues and even laws pertaining to sexuality and decency in general. Many,
perhaps most, of the early stories have episodes involving nakedness, sexual
assignations, sexual offers and provocations, fornication, infidelity, adultery,
and so forth, all of which violated standards inherited from both Victorian
norms and Catholic mores. Cultural restrictions became even more severe
in Ireland after the adoption of the de Valera constitution in 1937, which
wrote into law and codified many features of the dominant ethos pertain-
ing to sexuality, chastity, and gender roles.

Again, however, there is another way to regard the absence of transla-
tions of early Irish materials after 1922. It can be looked on as a form of com-
mitted silence: an active engagement with Irish cultural nationalism and a
commitment to maintain the (now petrified) identity constructions and
representations of Irish culture that had been developed between 1890
and 1922, during the Irish revival and the Irish struggle for independence.
Such a commitment could only be enacted by silence and zero translation.
Retranslation of the early texts with more frank representations of the ac-
tual characteristics of Irish literature, culture, and history would have ex-
posed the manipulations of the earlier phases of cultural nationalism and
the constructivist representations of earlier translations. It would also have
displayed characteristics of early Irish culture that could have drawn
Anglophile censure or mockery during the founding years of the infant
state, a period when, like any postcolonial nation, Ireland was particularly
vulnerable. Indeed for decades after the independence of the Irish state,
Ireland continued to regard itself as embattled: the partition of the island
after 1921 and the continued inclusion of Northern Ireland in the United
Kingdom made this sense of contingency more than cultural paranoia.

After 1922 Irish nationalists were faced with a double bind: early
Irish literature and the literature of the Irish revival were both important
to preserve, promote, and celebrate as important elements of Ireland’s dis-
tinct national culture. It would have been damaging to the new nation-
state to have updated translations reveal that many of the founding cul-
tural documents—upon which Ireland had implicitly based its claim to
sovereignty—were immoral according to the standards of the new state:
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indecorous because of humor, “low” language, incidents of drunkenness
and erratic behavior, free sexual behavior, gross actions, and so forth. Simi-
larly new close translations would have revealed the manipulations of the
preexisting work of the cultural revival, thus doubly undermining the state’s
moral legitimacy and its claim to sovereignty. In consequence, even before
the promulgation of official censorship, the period after independence is
marked by the production of rewritings and sanitized retellings of the early
literature rather than close translations. Continuing the earlier translation
project of the Irish revival, these refractions became part of the educational
program of Irish schools, incorporated into the teaching of language, lit-
erature, and history."” In a sense an official version of the early mythos was
created that diverged from the actual medieval texts; this received body of
narrative became part of cultural literacy in the Irish state, and it spawned
a vast number of cleaned-up (i.e., censored and self-censored) versions
of early Irish literature that have continued to the present day in the form
of children’s books, popular histories, narratives at visitors centers, and
so forth.

At the same time the old texts were available without abridgment
in the early language itself—Old, Middle, and early Modern Irish—even
though the material was not translated in full into English in Ireland.! The
early texts were known to scholars and freely studied and translated by stu-
dents, provided they could manage the early language. Thus scholars consti-
tuted a sort of secret society, to which entrance requirements were fairly
stringent."” This paradoxical program of both silence and openness was in-
stitutionalized in the Mediaeval and Modern Irish Series, an instructional
series for language students published without translations; the series began
to be issued in 1931 and continues to be part of the publication repertory of
the School for Celtic Studies, a branch of the Dublin Institute for Advanced
Studies, and it includes a number of the “problematic” early tales.

In several of the studies in this volume, we have seen that silence and
the refusal to translate can be an active weapon in a cultural or political
struggle. Under this last interpretation of the absence of translations of
medieval texts in Ireland after 1922, there was an open conspiracy of si-
lence about the actual nature of much early Irish literature, culture, and
history. Rather than being a form of resistance against the dominant En-
glish norms supporting colonial oppression, the translational silence after
1922 can be interpreted as active support for the dominant brand of na-
tionalism and a form of collusion with the dominant norms of the emerg-
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ing state. The translational silence in Ireland after 1922 illustrates that
similar translation strategies can have different meanings depending on
sociocultural and geopolitical context, involving both different presuppo-
sitions and different inferences. By letting the old translations stand, trans-
lators after 1922 tacitly assented to the earlier textual representations and
implicitly subscribed to the established nationalist view of the past, but
with very different motivations. It is ironic that the social norms of the
emerging state had been partially constructed by the literary, dramatic,
and translation movements before 1922 but that in many ways those na-
tional norms later became oppressive and regressive constraints not only
on individual lives but also on the production of literature and other arts
in the new republic.

As we have seen, scholars and writers who chose translational silence
after 1922 were not engaged with any specific activist movement nor did
they support any particular microposition in the political spectrum; rather
they participated in the dominant nationalist project of the new state. To
understand their position, therefore, it is necessary to contextualize them
within the larger geopolitical context of Ireland’s position in the world as an
emerging postcolonial nation. We should note, moreover, that this national
project was not without its opponents, including translators. One type of re-
sistance to the dominant ethos of the republic took the form of translations
and refractions with significant erotic elements, such as “Phallomeda” and
“The Healing of Mis” by Austin Clarke (1976), some of which circulated
privately when publication was not possible.

These dominant representations of early Irish literature and culture
did not get systematically challenged in translation until the publication of
The Tdin (1969) by Thomas Kinsella, almost a half century after the estab-
lishment of the Irish state.!® In his translations Kinsella represented the
distinctive form of early Irish heroic literature (a mixture of poetic and
prose forms of various types) by mirroring the formal variation with mod-
ern English analogues. He also highlighted distinctive features of Irish
culture, including the cattle-based economy, the laws permitting concubi-
nage and polygamy, and some of the native religious beliefs, in part by im-
porting relevant Irish words for some of these cultural concepts into his
texts or by creating English words and phrases that would foreground
culturally distinct elements.!” In these respects Kinsella constructed trans-
lations that were resistant linguistically, conceptually, and culturally (cf.
Sommer 1992).
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At the same time Kinsella challenged dominant nationalist values by
transposing passages of the texts that had been suppressed in earlier En-
glish translations, including sections that undermined the notion of the
sexual “purity” of early Irish culture.'® He represented the sexual and scato-
logical elements of the texts graphically in his translations, even heighten-
ing these elements in some cases.” By translating the humor of the stories,
Kinsella undermined the solemn veneration of the early texts and Ireland’s
received patriotic history that orthodox nationalism insisted on. Most sig-
nificant for Kinsella’s activist strategies, he interrogated Irish heroism it-
self by presenting the heroes and their deeds in ways that challenged the
representations of his predecessors. Reproducing the self-reflexivity of
the ethos of many of the early tales, as well as the humorous light cast on
the heroic figures, Kinsella included the moral foibles and failings of the
heroes and stressed the heroes’ hyperbolic and grotesque nature, even as he
translated in full the extreme heroic deeds found in the medieval texts.
Thus, Kinsella represented the complex stance toward heroic culture char-
acteristic of many medieval Irish stories, a stance that self-reflexively ques-
tions the dominant premises of its own inherited warrior tradition. By
extension within the context of the established identification between the
medieval heroes and the heroes of 1916, Kinsella’s translations of the early
texts also examine the inherited nationalistic heroic ethos of his own time
in a complex translational version of mise en abime.?® Implicitly his work
invites reconsideration of the heroic pieties of the dominant Irish national
narratives and patriotic history that had been in the making for more than
a century, reflecting simultaneously on the traditional medieval heroes and
the historical figures of the modern period, particularly those like Pearse
who had avowedly modeled themselves on their medieval predecessors.

Kinsella’s translations transgressed traditional English values and
textual standards far more than did those of his predecessors in terms of
propriety, mores, text types, narrative genres, assumptions about culture,
and so forth. At the same time, in representing both the heroic deeds and
the self-reflexive tone with which heroism is presented in medieval Irish
literature, his translations depart significantly from the work of earlier
translators; Kinsella interrogated and challenged the values of Irish cultural
nationalism, inviting reconsideration of the nationalist representations of
medieval Irish heroism and by extension the patriotic narrative of nation
in Ireland itself. These challenges to both English and Irish culture are
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embodied specifically in his representations of the principal hero of the
Ulster Cycle, Ct Chulainn. In both the early texts and Kinsella’s transla-
tions, Ci Chulainn is larger than life in heroic deeds, but he is also louse
ridden, he leaves his post for a sexual assignation, he lies, and he engages
in unheroic acts. The hyperbolic yet flawed nature of Kinsella’s hero—fully
transposed from the source texts—resonates with the hyperbolic venera-
tion of modern Irish heroes in the Irish Republic who were themselves
flawed, as human beings inevitably are.”! Kinsella interrogated Irish hero-
ism but did not repudiate it: in doing so he gave contemporary Irish na-
tionals a way to have their medieval and modern heroic traditions and to
be simultaneously liberated from many of their oppressive constraints.

Kinsella’s work was an immediate success and inspired many popu-
lar spin-ofts, perhaps the most well known of which is the album The Tdin
composed and recorded by Horslips in 1973. The modern resonance of
Kinsella’s work—including the humor, the hyperbole, and the questioning
of received values—fit with the ambience of the times. The ascendancy of
the United States geopolitically and culturally allowed Ireland to shift its
focus away from an obsessive fixation on England, moving beyond that
polarized opposition to affiliation with the more open mores and self-
reflexive humor characteristic of the U.S. The fact that the United States
had received so many Irish immigrants aided in this shift. Nationalist
movements opposing colonialism and civil rights movements worldwide
reinforced and valorized Kinsella’s insistence on cultural autonomy and
resistance against dominant oppressive cultural standards. Moreover, cul-
tural shifts in the 1960s—from the rock music of the Beatles and acerbic
comic television series to the sexual liberation sweeping Western culture—
all made Kinsella’s translation strategies timely.

In the series of translations being tracked here, it is possible to dis-
cern the three stages of writing often discussed in postcolonial theory.??
O’Grady’s versions of early Irish tales—highly adapted and domesticated
to English standards both formally and culturally—embody the tendency
in postcolonial cultures to introject the colonizers’ values and standards,
even as they construct resistant representations asserting Irish cultural
difference. A second stage is marked by the tendency to define the colo-
nized culture’s identity and values in terms of polar opposites to those of
the colonizers. This is the place of enunciation of most of the translations
between 1890 and 1922: they are less domesticated than O’Grady’s work,
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but nonetheless tied to English standards by the very insistence on negat-
ing those standards or by the tendency to define Irishness in opposition to
Englishness. The third stage of postcolonial writing emerges in Kinsella’s
work, namely an active attempt to define an autonomous cultural stance
separate and distinct from that of the colonizers, irrespective of the colo-
nizing power’s approbation or condemnation.?

Clearly the successful engaged translation strategies in Kinsella’s
work are radically different from those used before 1922. In light of the
cultural specificity of activist translation strategies, it is interesting to note
that there was a relatively small window of time in which Kinsella’s transla-
tion strategies in The Tdin were optimal. It is doubtful whether his repre-
sentations of Irish heroism in particular would have been nearly so palat-
able either to himself or to readers had The Tdin been launched a mere three
years later. After the resurgence of British oppression in Northern Ireland—
manifest in the determination to suppress the civil rights movement and
epitomized in the killings of Bloody Sunday on 30 January 1972—issues
related to Irish nationalism, attitudes toward England, and views of hero-
ism changed considerably throughout Ireland, north and south. Moreover,
once the cruelty of governmental forces and Protestant paramilitary groups
in Northern Ireland had accelerated and in turn revitalized the IRA, Kin-
sella’s own politics might have restrained his humor and his interroga-
tions of Irish heroism as a whole.?* It is fortunate that Kinsella published
his translations in 1969 when Ireland was receptive to the humor and self-
reflexivity of his engaged translation strategies, or the nation and the world
might have missed a great masterpiece of translation and twentieth-century
writing.

A sign of the narrow window of opportunity for Kinsella’s transla-
tion strategy mixing heroism, humor, and the deconstruction of heroism
is the translational posture of Seamus Heaney.?> Heaney began to translate
the Middle Irish text Buile Suibhne shortly after Bloody Sunday when he
moved to the Republic of Ireland in 1972. Published more than a decade
later, the translation is an indirect one, with Heaney relying on the edition
and translation of J. G. O’Keeffe (1913). In part the exercise was biographi-
cal: Heaney was drawn to the character Sweeney as a sort of alter ego, at-
tracted by the rhyming of their two names, by the fact that Sweeney like
himself was from the north of Ireland, and by Sweeney’s flight in the tale
southwards away from war. Driven mad by war, Sweeney spends the rest of
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his life living in the wilderness in sympathy with the natural world, a fate
Heaney perhaps imagined for himself at the time. The choice of Sweeney
also reflects the repudiation of the heroic character Ct Chulainn, similarly
a northern figure, and, by extension, repudiation of the entire tradition of
Irish heroism. Early in the escalation of hostilities in Northern Ireland, Ct
Chulainn had been appropriated and revalorized as a symbol of heroism
and violent confrontation by both sides of the conflict, figured, for exam-
ple, in wall murals in Catholic and Protestant areas alike. The partisan use
of Cu Chulainn complicated the position of writers from Northern Ireland
who wished to indicate their Irishness and their northern affiliation by
utilizing early Irish literature in their writing, yet who also wished to dis-
tance themselves from violence, as Heaney did. As I remember from con-
versations at the time with poets from Northern Ireland, one result was to
disparage Cu Chulainn and reject him as a useful symbol, because he was
seen as too violent and too “masculine,” in favor of more “feminine” mod-
els such as various strong female figures of Irish literature or, in fact, Swee-
ney. There are traces of these discourses in Heaney’s poetry and essays,
and they motivate his choice of text, his translation strategy, his represen-
tations, and his construction of discourses in Sweeney Astray, which was
finally published in 1983, almost exactly a century after O’Grady’s land-
mark refractions. The translation presents ironies on many levels, not least
that Heaney privileges a seemingly antiheroic and pacifist Irish tale for
translation in the 1970s but later—after becoming a Nobel laureate—chooses
to translate Beowulf (2000), the canonical text celebrating early English
heroism.

The Time and Space of Activist Translation

This brief sketch of the diverse politicized translation strategies in Ireland
over the course of a century and the radical shifts driven by contextual
change within an extended history of activist translation confirms the find-
ings of the essays in this volume as a whole. The Irish evidence also docu-
ments the varied goals that activist translators pursue and the engaged af-
filiations that they maintain even within a single small culture. The Irish
case illustrates that activist translation strategies are highly variable and
that they are sensitive to context, minutely located in time and space. The
situated nature of engaged strategies and the impact of cultural, political,
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historical, and temporal factors become particularly evident when one
holds the spatial and national context constant. In a longitudinal study of
this sort it is also in some ways easier to trace how activist translation
strategies respond to the specific ideological demands of the moment.

The Irish data demonstrate that many translation strategies are ex-
tremely time limited. Here the radical shift in translation norms in the pe-
riod after the appearance of O’Grady’s assimilationist texts illustrates how
an approach that was socially transformative in one decade becomes use-
less and perhaps unacceptable a short time later. An even shorter window
of time available for a specific engaged translation strategy is apparent in
the case of The Tdin by Thomas Kinsella, for within three years the politi-
cal events in Northern Ireland put Kinsella’s translation strategy into
question in some quarters. Finally, despite the same temporal, historical,
and political context, with translators sharing most of what Gideon Toury
(1995:56-58) has called “initial” norms, the Irish data demonstrate that dif-
ferent translators choose different strategies in order to position their trans-
lations in relation to specific partisan debates so as to create particularized
representations with ideological implications. Here one can cite the trans-
lations that appeared in the same decade by Eleanor Hull, Augusta Greg-
ory, and Mary Hutton, all of whom agreed on the desideratum of produc-
ing translations that would support Irish cultural nationalism and dispel
English stereotypes of the Irish. Nonetheless the implementation strate-
gies in their translations of how to constitute representations of Irish cul-
ture are radically different albeit in ways complementary. These examples
indicate how futile it is to attempt to promote or prescribe a single strategy
for activist translation as the correct or privileged approach in one place
and time, not to mention across time and space in general.

The essays in this book converge on the same basic conclusions. To
understand resistance in translation, we must ask “resistance to what?” To
address engagement in translation, we must explore the causes a translator
is committed to and engaged with. In an investigation of any activist trans-
lation or translation movement, the motivations and purposes of activism
must be determined. The problem of defining the object of resistance, en-
gagement, and activism returns us again to the choices translators make
and to the metonymic nature of both translation and activism. Translators
decide to privilege specific aspects of a source text in their transmissions,
their silences, their constructions, and their representations, especially in
activist situations. Those choices are not random but are driven by the im-



The Space and Time of Activist Translation 251

mediate ideological, political, and cultural contexts the translator is work-
ing in and translating for. They are also driven by the translator’s affilia-
tions and place of enunciation in those contexts. All these factors are
minutely specific in time and space, and that specificity is never more op-
erative than in instances of engaged translation, because a successful ac-
tivist translation must fit the felicity conditions of its time.

No writer or translator can engage all struggles. This is one reason
that an activist translation strategy is often extraordinarily time limited: it
can change from year to year and sometimes even from month to month.
A corollary is that not all resistant or activist translation goals will be
viewed as positive by all readers or critics: because societies are heteroge-
neous and because they also change through time, one person’s liberation
is another’s agitation, cooptation, or even imprisonment. As Baer indicates
in his essay above, it can even be difficult to perceive translational activism
in another context. Moreover, to say that a translation is resistant, en-
gaged, or activist does not suffice to conclude that it is ethical or responsi-
ble. The process of choice that is intrinsic to translation makes translations
inherently controversial, none more so than activist translations. In turn the
controversial potential in any translation—but especially activist ones—
will have ethical dimensions involving contestations about responsibil-
ity and affiliation. The heterogeneity in social views about values has a di-
rect correlation with regimes of translation and hence with debates about
how translations should be undertaken, debates that often take a prescrip-
tive turn.

Thus, to say that a translation is activist does not suffice to conclude
that it is responsible, that it is effective, or that it has followed a certain pro-
cedure, employed a specific strategy, or created specific representations.
We have seen that activist translation movements typically have collusive
aspects. Because the methods chosen for realizing a translator’s goals are
those that seem most likely to succeed at a particular moment in a partic-
ular context and a particular ideological framework, engaged translation
strategies are inevitably pragmatic, hybrid, adventitious, and improvised
so as to be most effective as determined by the judgment of the translator
at the time. No activist strategy can simply be prescribed for all times and
all places, nor can a totalizing critical analysis of resistant or engaged trans-
lation practices be effective. The wide range of activist translation goals
and strategies and the cultural specificity of those goals and strategies in
relation to the time and space of translation are confirmed not only by
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examining a wide range of case studies but also by following the changes
over time in extended histories of translational activism.

As the studies in this collection indicate, whatever the data used, it is
clear that activist translations are not merely communicative transactions.
Nor are activist translations effective primarily because of their form,
style, or textual strategies. Rather activist translations are performatives—
they are acts within broader fields of specific political and ideological pro-
grams of action and their effectiveness is a function of their performative
nature. The flexibility and pragmatism of activist translators enable trans-
lations to participate in many different types of political movements and
to serve those movements in very diverse ways. Challenging hostile cul-
tural frameworks, introducing newness into the world, changing societies,
and confronting oppression and physical coercion are not easy processes,
yet as a mode of activism, translation has vitality, adaptability, and robust-
ness that give it a protean participatory power.

Notes

1. The notions of felicity conditions and implicature are associated with the
work of Austin (1975), Searle (1969), and Grice (1975, 1981). See also the general dis-
cussion in Lyons (1977:2.592-613, 725-45).

2. See Sperber and Wilson (1995) on relevance theory.

3. Cf. Tymoczko (2003a, 2007:254-55).

4. More detailed discussions of the translations considered below are found in
Tymoczko (1999).

5. On the extent of historical and current diversity in Ireland, see Cronin and O
Cuilleandin (2003).

6. The stereotyping of the Irish is discussed in Curtis (1968, 1971).

7. O’Grady’s project can be compared to those of the translators discussed
above by Baker, Bastin et al., and Vieira, where translation of the texts per se is para-
mount, whatever the textual strategy.

8. The use of European formal analogues is significant. The Irish had been ori-
ented to the Continent for almost 2000 years; after the seventeenth-century English
conquest, Ireland used its European affiliations in various ways to maintain its culture
and to leverage some independence from English colonial rule.

9. See Helgason (1999).

10. Many of the tales about Cu Chulainn and the Ulster Cycle heroes had in fact
persisted in Irish oral tradition to the twentieth century, so Gregory’s representation
was not altogether fanciful. See O Stilleabhdin (1970:597-99).

11. This was a representation that itself challenged Anglo-Saxonist discourses
of the time. Cf. Curtis (1968, 1971).
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12. There were still other translation strategies of the period that constructed
alternate representations of the early Irish, among the most interesting of which is A.
H. Leahy’s Heroic Romances of Ireland (1905-06). Leahy appropriated the prestige of
medieval romance (including Arthurian romance) for the Irish; this was a genre that
had high standing in English culture, particularly among the Pre-Raphaelites, and
Leahy’s formal archaizing style is reminiscent of translations associated with that
movement. Hence Leahy offered another set of images that were useful for Irish cul-
tural nationalism. The representations in scholarly translations were useful in still
other ways; see Tymoczko (1999:73-74, 122-41).

13. This development was prefigured by the use of sanitized versions of early
Irish literature, particularly stories about Ctt Chulainn, at St. Enda’s under the direc-
tion of Pearse. Cf. Tymoczko (1999:74, 80).

14. Some scholarly translations (at times expurgated) of the early texts ap-
peared in England (for example in the Irish Texts Society’s publications), others in
Scotland, and still others in the United States and Germany, but almost none of the
secular vernacular literature that might be considered morally controversial was
translated in Ireland itself.

15. The parallels with Merkle’s study above are obvious.

16. I have written extensively on Kinsella’s translation strategies elsewhere
(Tymoczko 1999), so here I will summarize his work briefly, concentrating on its sig-
nificance for the question of activism and translation.

17. We can compare here the insistence on the use of Hawaiian words for dis-
tinct conceptual and metaphorical thinking discussed by Aiu above.

18. Here we can compare the projects of the activist translators discussed above
by Merkle and Ben-Ari.

19. At the end of Tdin Bé Ciiailnge, for example, Kinsella deviates from the
main manuscript he is translating to import erotic or scatological passages from an-
other manuscript, thus amplifying these features in his translation (cf. his endnotes,
1970/1969:280-83).

20. The identification of the heroes of the war of independence with the medi-
eval heroes was part of mainstream Irish discourse: a statue of the dying Ca Chulainn
by Oliver Sheppard in the General Post Office in Dublin serves as the memorial to the
heroes of the Rising of 1916.

21. Not accidentally, Joyce also represents his protagonist Stephen Dedalus
as louse ridden, ironically identifying his hero with Ca Chulainn here and else-
where; see the arguments in Tymoczko (1994:88-89; cf. 2004:46-47). The hyper-
bole of the early texts is also mirrored in modernist Irish writing, notably James
Joyce’s Ulysses and Finnegans Wake and Flann O’Brien’s At Swim-Two-Birds. As
author and translator Kinsella follows a path already trodden by Ireland’s great mod-
ernist writers.

22. Cf. Tymoczko (1999:178-80) and sources cited.

23. It is noteworthy that Kinsella’s text was published initially by Dolmen Press,
one of the few independent presses in Ireland at the time, an artistic and ideological
choice for Kinsella. In view of his strong assertion of Ireland’s autonomous cultural
heritage, it is interesting to note that Kinsella’s Tdin was published for mass-market
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distribution by Oxford University Press in 1970 and has remained in print since. Ob-
viously things were changing in England as well as in Ireland.

24. The escalating bitterness of the political climate in Northern Ireland and
changes in the Irish political context associated with the Troubles in Northern Ireland
may have contributed to Kinsella’s decision not to finish a second volume of transla-
tions from the Ulster Cycle, a project he was actively working on when I first met him
in the mid 1970s.

25. See Tymoczko (2000c¢) for a more extensive analysis of this case.
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More than merely linguistic transposition,
translation is a vector of power, resistance, re-
bellion, and even revolution. Exploring these
facets of the ideology of translation, the con-
tributors to this volume focus on the agency
and activism of translators. Spanning two
centuries and reaching across the globe, the
essays examine the varied activist strategies of
key translators and translation movements.

From silence to radical manipulation of
texts, translation strategies are instrumental in
significant historical interventions and cultural
change. Translation plays a pivotal role in
ideological dialogue and struggle, including
resistance to oppression and cultural strait-
jackets of all types, from sexual puritanism to
military dictatorships. Situated in their own
space, time, history, and political contexts,
translators promote ideological agendas by
creating new cultural narratives, pragmatically
adjusting tactics so as to maximize the social
and political impact.

The contributors to this volume explore
ways to read translations as records of cul-
tural contestation and ideological struggle;
as means of fighting censorship, physical
coercion, cultural repression, and political
dominance; and as texts that foster a wide
variety of goals from cultural nationalism to
armed confrontation. Translations are set in
relief as central cultural documents rather
than derivative, peripheral, or marginalized
productions. They are seen as forms of ethi-
cal, political, and ideological activity rather
than as mere communicative transactions or
creative literary exercises. The essays detail the
initiative, resourcefulness, and courage of in-
dividual translators, whose willingness to put
themselves on the line for social change can
sometimes move the world.

MARIA TYMOCZKO is professor of
comparative literature at the University of
Massachusetts Amherst. She is coeditor of
Transiation and Power and author of Enlaying
Translation, Empowering Translators.

“The scholarship in this volume is

meticulous and impeccable. ...

Because of the wide range of situa-
tions considered in the essays and
because the notion of resistance is
significant in many different disci-
plines, the volume should appeal to
readers in a broad spectrum of fields
beyond translation studies.”

—~Carol Maier, coeditor of Between
Languages and Cultures: Translation and
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