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The End of History was supposed to follow the victory of the capitalist over the communist narrative. The non-end concerns the suite, at lesser and more fragmented levels. In the age of globalization, our struggles are now more between cultural and professional groups, between nations as such groups, rather than between economic systems. The Hegelian story only marginally touched translation; that which has followed has more to do with contacts between cultures, particularly contacts made by professional groups. If there is an end to the grand ideologies, it may thus be in the technical power of those groups as intercultures.  

Self-evidence

Ideology lies first in what is transparent, obvious. This was made transparent by Barthes long ago, through the mythologies that found ideologemes in the pack of Persil and the face of Garbo, in the symbols that surround everyday life. Barthes, one might recall, also entertained a form of non-ideology, the direct word and action of ‘the woodcutter who speaks the tree’. Yet we are older now and wiser; there is no such original moment; and tree-felling incurs environmental damage anyway. In translation studies, an echo of the Barthesian critique might be heard in Lieven D’hulst’s admission that one can only talk about translation through metaphor. We have only metaphors for translation, and thus mythologies, ideologies. Or better, the ideologeme is in the metaphor taken as a non-metaphor, when we believe in direct referentiality. Thus do we praise suspicion of the self-evident. Examples: ‘the translator must be faithful’, as if the thing were marriage or religion; ‘translation is recreation’, as if it meant sex; ‘there is no meaning transfer’, as if one could hold on to a meaning anyway; and so on. Almost everything said about translation—or anything else?—turns on such statements, creating self-evidence by analogies with some apparently more truthful sphere of experience. The sliding cannot help but permeate descriptive moments, if only in statements that ‘this is not translation’, where the line of demarcation is immediately metaphorical. Example: ‘Ye shall not add unto the word which I command you, neither shall ye diminish from it’ (Deuteronomy 4:2, cf. Revelation 22:18-19). In true translation, might say the Biblical theorists, there is neither addition nor deletion, as if language comprised Kabbalistic numbers instead of words: the Bible was not actually talking about changes of language. The necessary moment of exclusion recuperates the self-evident; there is no escape from such things. 

Scientism 

The idea of a descriptive science, of neutral access to the truth of translation—or of any object of knowledge?—, capitulates to the myths of self-evidence.  It is itself built on the dubious self-evidence that Translation Studies should be organized as a hard science, which remains an occasion for creating academic power structures. This can be justified in at least three ways: 

Nominalism

Surrounded by false self-evidence, one might attempt to think anew by renaming the object. To do away with previous names is to wipe the slate clean of accrued metaphor. Thus, for example, Skopos instead of ‘text function’ or ‘purpose’; localization instead of ‘translation and adaptation’. The creation of such names-for-things at once legitimates the thing and accrues power to the creator of names. These names are themselves caught in webs of metaphor, not gratuitously tapping the cultural authority of Greek in the German intellectual market, or indeed of product marketing in American multinationalism. Further, since the names can be for things of any order, there is no apparent reason why we should not go on naming ad infinitum. For instance, there are perhaps as many types of translation as there are translations, and they will all be legitimate for as long as we can keep on producing names for them. One might recall the 76 questions that Nord (1991) would have the translator ask of the source text before starting the translation... and each question names its object. Or again, Löscher names something like 137 ‘translation strategies’ (I can’t remember the number, but it was perfect), as if this had simple virtue as a pure number. 

How many translation types are there? How many norms? How many strategies? As many as you want, if you are disposed to keep looking. 


One definition states that a theory must have fewer terms than the object it describes. Nominalism overlooks this. It is cheap thought. More seriously, it forgets that the distinctions are made not just because it is possible to make them—we can indeed split cultural atoms—but because doing so should help to understand and solve a problem in some way. 

Predictionism 

So how might one separate the descriptive from the prescriptive? The question has been of some importance in recent decades. A capitalized Descriptive Translation Studies resolutely opposed direct prescriptivism and yet, in its more enlightened moments, has found itself called upon to help in the training of translators. Can it do so without compromising neutrality? 


A clever answer here is ‘prediction’. The scholar says to the student: You have X choices here (usually two): if you choose A, it is likely to lead to outcome O; if you choose B, it is likely to lead to P. One might say, for example, ‘if you choose option X, most clients/readers will react in way Y’ (Pym, Chesterman) or ‘a gain in X will mean a loss in Y’ (Toury). Such predictions can be tested empirically, since predictions are part of what empirical science is supposed to be about. They would seem to allow descriptive science to be used in weakly prescriptive ways. 


Does this absolve us of ideological intervention? Not at all. The empiricist must still invent the names-for-things, cutting the cake in not disinterested ways. Worse, this falsely passive empiricism can only hail repetition of the past, or the extension of perceived tendencies. As such, it leaves its users without reasons for wanting to change the way of the world (es kommt aber darauf an...). Or, in ideologies of original complexity, it pretends to pass the moment of responsibility on to the practitioner, as if the descriptive concepts themselves were not interventions.

Since the creation of names-for-things legitimates (and de-legitimates, as we are trying to do here), it is inevitably prescriptive. This sometimes worries theorists, who sense that they should be doing more than just create names. 

Descriptivism

The very distinction between prescriptive and descriptive approaches assumes a self-evidence that is far from evident. One might accept, analytically, a Kantian cut between judgements of fact and judgements of value. We might say, for example, that “UNESCO reports that 28,646 works were translated out of English in 1994”, and that is a fact (which may or may not be true: there are many cunning ways of defining and counting ‘works’). Yet there is always a reason for creating, selecting and reproducing such facts, since creation and selective reproduction involve human effort. In this case I have cited the phrase from a conference call-for-papers (Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona 2001) that also chooses to tell us that in the same year “less than 300 translations were from languages such as Arabic, Portuguese or Chinese” (not to mention Catalan). The arrangement of facts is necessarily framed and motivated by a judgement of value: globalization, it seems, is unfairly privileging English at the expense of languages of lesser extension. And there is an implicit call to action: something must be done to redress the imbalance, and no doubt the first action must be to attend the conference in question (which is why, after all, the text was written). There are many ideologemes here. Translation is cast in a strangely passive role, on the receiving end of global hegemonies; there is a myth of ideal equality (why should all languages, no matter what their extension, have the same number of translations in or from them?); there is the implicit belief that translation should be on the side of the smaller languages. It would perhaps not be remiss to assume that such values framed UNESCO’s original desire to collect and keep collecting the facts in the first place. 

Technique

Admittedly the hunt for ideologies can lead to excessive suspicion. I suspect, for instance, that the use of transfer-based MT (EU-Systran) in the European Union is motivated by a knee-jerk desire to maintain French as a source language. My reasoning is as follows: 1) transfer architecture, as opposed to statistical models, means that data bases have to be created anew for each language pair; 2) a lot of work has been invested in specific pairs such as French and Spanish, where syntactic similarities now allow remarkably good outputs in Spanish; 3) this is despite the fact that MT output is most needed for the pre-translation of texts from relatively unknown or opaque languages, and hardly at all for languages where a bit of basic language-learning can prove far more efficient. What this means is that 4) all the work done on the transfer glossaries can only delay the use of a statistical architecture incorporating controlled English, which is otherwise becoming the default source language. Such architecture could provide MT services where it is needed most, for the languages that have more recently entered the European Union, and could further be used to translate into the 50 or so languages of a truly plural Europe. 


My argument falls on deaf ears, even when extended to five or so pages. No, I am told, the French-English EU-Systran works well because a few individuals were enthusiastic enough to build the glossaries that make it work well. There was no ulterior motive. No one is guilty of bad faith. And I must certainly admit that such things do not work through secret networks of conspiring ideologues; there was never any need for hidden controllers. People simply do what it is possible for them to do, for a variety of reasons that might have nothing to do with the above ideological interpretation.


Yet, you see, people do do what it is possible to do. Here, in this simple relationship, is inscribed a certain ideology of technology: that one should do whatever it is technically possible to do. Indeed, the technical possibility justifies the act. Or further, the technology justifies our practice, independently of any debate over final aims or pertinent opportunity costs. 


There is much of this about. A peculiar passion for the linguistic use of corpora, for instance, analyzes translations in a way that is technically possible. Yet there was no great demand for this prior to the technology. Nor has the activity so far helped us to solve basic problems, as far as I know, nor indeed has it told us anything we did not know already, in part because of insufficient attention to the development of interesting or original hypotheses. 


Ditto, I suspect, for the terminology and localization industries, breeding a revolution a week while the stock prices held up. 


And the same for email, among many other electronic things, whereby apparent efficiency in communication takes up more of our time.


And cars, which make cities grow in a way that needs cars. 

The trap of technology is not just that it becomes its own ideological justification. The more profound danger is that technical competence obscures the need for ideologies of ends. We think about the tools and not about the things we need the tools for, as is commonly said. 

Technology will bring us many more translations, many new kinds of translations, and new ways of talking about translations. It risks replacing the role of the intellectual. Which is why we might still need strong and elaborate ideologies.

Left and right

The Marxism that once told me things about ideology is no longer of relevance. Yet I retain the odd positive comment about why there are ideologies, in the grand sense of systematic ideas that seek to explain a worldview. For the early Lukács or the Goldman of Le Dieu caché, the great work of art or philosophy was great precisely because it embodied the ideology of a class or social group. Ideology might then lie in a profound understanding of the world, incorporating aesthetic and emotional as well as purely notional values. The great artist or thinker managed to extract that essential system from its diverse cultural manifestations in work, art and everyday life. For Althusser, such anchoring in a social group was even a necessary feature of valid thought. Indeed, the thought, the theory, was itself to be found in the basic practices of common people. Marxism could be true if and only if it embodied the ideology already in the practice of the working classes (for some, it was true only if more efficient). Capitalism might also be true if it embodied the practice of classes that accumulated surplus value. In a sense, the task of the intellectual was to draw out the ideologies that were already there. 


The ideologies of left and right are no longer in our Western cultures because the corresponding social classes are no longer clearly separated in those cultures. There is thus little sense in applying those categories to the present or history of translation. 


Yet there he was, the director of a Parisian poetry journal, subsidized to the hilt, arguing that the translation of poems from small languages into French was somehow helping to stave off the death of cultural categories. Note that the translation was à deux mains: the linguist gave the meanings, the French poet ‘recreated’. Oh the glory of poetic solidarity with the world... and you don’t even have to learn their two-bit language! In vain did I try to argue that this was a convenient tax-spending exercise, to ease the conscience of the engulfing culture. In vain did I try to model the quantitative dynamics involved, actually counting the books, the translations, the historical tendencies, the relational principles that explain why the globalizing margins of the world use just one lingua franca. In vain, indeed, did I try to insist that the problem of minority languages was first and foremost economic; that a language like Catalan (since my reply to the French poet was my first and probably last ever talk in Catalan), yes, a language like Catalan could effectively buy itself a translating future. In the end he screamed: “If we do not save these languages they will die!” (in French, of course). The numbers apparently have nothing to do with the moral principle. The poet thought he was on the left, and I on the right, since the complications of numbers sounds suspiciously like apologetics. And I thought I stood more firmly on the left, since critical economic analysis of social phenomena is one of the things I thought I had learned from Marx. Let us admit, however, that we were neither left nor right, since there were no social classes present that would allow such positions. These were simply two ways of thinking about what intellectual groups should be doing.


It is as if the ideologues, who once thought they were leading troops, had suddenly looked around and found themselves alone, abandoned. No matter, say some, we weren’t seeking power anyway. Just as well, say others (after Gramsci, Adorno, Goldman as well), ideas are corrupted when they become dominant. So let us never gain power! Let us dissent when we approach dominance! Let us forever differ away from anything like a closed ideology! Our role, as intellectuals, would be to remain critical of whatever comes along. Thus was invented the language of ‘resistance’, of the Adornian nicht mitmachen, the Brechtian Neinsager, the Deleuzian praise of minority, the Bourdéiste sociology of the sociologist, the Derridean vigilance as an irony of power. You may recognize a few belated counterparts in translation theory.

Much as I like the idea of criticizing whatever comes along, even to the point of criticizing the ideas I like, such slick displacement is no longer convincing. We must, indeed, participate, mitmachen. 

This is because, first, we can never not participate. Such, at least, should be the message behind what we have said above about there being no neutral descriptive position. We are in the world of ideologies, whether we like it or not. So it is better to work with open eyes, to look squarely at whom we are working for and with, rather than act as if our salaries and institutions were merely camouflaging the heart of a subversive terrorist.  

This is also because, second, the people we are working for and with are gaining in effective power, whether we like it or not.

And this is because, third, in the absence of the grand social classes, we do have these narrow technocratic castes, disenfranchised and meritocratic, multiethnic because technical skill is no longer a coloured virtue. These castes are where our students, our readers, our sponsors are or are headed. 

Translation is a practice 

Post-deconstruction: New and old  

When we associate with deconstruction, postmodernism, poststructuralism, we should signal what principles we associate with those terms. For some decades we have developed a language of sophisticated dissent that is now far too easy to speak. Any literature teacher and her brother can find the semantic plays and slides in any text; anyone can imitate the always-already, the For..., the And..., the shot-through-with, the honey stolen from France. Such has become the language of our mediocrity; repeating forms instead of thinking. I am upset not with the ideas invested in that language, but with the way the language has blocked the development of further ideas. 


It is easy, and even necessary, to accept the following: there is no transcendental signified, no external observational position, no neat division between binary terms, no unified subject, no unified object, no singular origin, no singular end, no separation of origin and end, no one-to-one, no full transfer (all of which should follow from the first of the propositions, on the absence of the transcendental). It is easy, and even necessary, to see the mouvance of those propositions as profoundly translational, or to read Derrida, virtually any part of it, as a theory of translation in the widest sense. And it is easy, and sometimes necessary, to use those propositions as a reading practice, to undo the concepts that would seem to exclude them. Any text can be deconstructed; any system of thought can be undone through analysis on its dependence on language. All of that is clear; those were lessons learnt long ago. 


However, we should no longer think that such things have stopped Western thought in its tracks, to the extent that we can do nothing better than shout out the death of God, like so many raving Zaruthustras. The above are no longer dangerous propositions. They are basis of thought that has long learnt to live with uncertainly, since at least the physics of the early twentieth century. For many, this is not a world-view; it is an evidence.


How can we proceed when there is no firm ground beneath our feet, when our every word is shifting its meaning as we speak? Quite easily: experimentally, probabilistically, self-reflexively, calculating and accounting for uncertainties, and seeing our every action, including those of faith, as bets made in a world of chimeras (such was the lesson that Goldman learnt from Pascal). Since uncertainty is not uniform, we can assess the odds and still act, despite all the doubts. 


I think every word I have published is compatible with the tenets of deconstruction; it is by no means an enemy ideology. I have tried to proceed within those propositions. And it has not been too difficult. 


But I have played the odd dirty trick: I have called the thing old, outdated, born of the context of 1968 (Derrida did publish the fundamental texts in 1967), now stifling, an impediment rather than an aid to intellectual work. Like so many quietist madrecitas, deconstruction would deftly wave a finger at any intervention in the world: be careful, you have no solid words, no referent ideas, no worldly insurance. Thus would it condemn us to monastic humanities, no longer copying manuscripts but still endlessly re-reading past texts, as if that could provide directions for a future. To call that old is not to say it is wrong. One can accept deconstruction, then move on to other things, more pressing.

The nations live on

The mediocrity of our ideologues comes, in part, from our own little globalization. Electronic communications bring us together to talk about translation, or indeed to do translations, across the globe. This has many positive aspects, as indeed does the increasing stratification of cultures. We talk freely about translation as if it were just the one phenomenon, across the globe; we accept the panoply of prestigious metaphors—from whatever ideology is reigning this week—as if they would operate in any clime whatsoever. In this, the peripheries are made to follow the grand ideas of the centres, at best applying those ideas to work on local texts, at worst becoming local heroes because of some contact with the centre. 


Why mediocrity? Because the more we form such crosscultural special-interest groups, the less we participate with the range of interests physically around us. And the less we cultivate such contacts, the more freely we accept the metaphors of other disciplines. An example: One might point to the minoritizing revolution, since that sounds like a good idea; it comes with the prestige of French literary studies. Yet when you get out there and try to sell that idea to practising translators, what will they say? –My client wants a clear text; I am here to build up my language; my prime duty is write as the author would have written... (metaphors of water, construction, metempsychosis).  

