Translations of Marx

Anthony Pym 

Notes for an article that somehow never got written. It seems to date from 1989.  
The translation of philosophy is characterized not only by eminently technical problems of terminological referentiality but also by the cotextual or peritextual presence of the translator, expressed in parenthetic original terms, the use of explanatory or interpretative footnotes, and the addition of prefaces and postscripts of all kinds. The cotextual work of translators—or other mediatory subjectivities—often provides the solutions to problems not solved on the more obviously translational levels of quantitative equivalence (term for term, sentence for sentence). It moreover modulates the problematic referentiality of this kind of text, linking its supposed universality to either the context of utterance or the context of reception. 


Cotexts may either reduce or expand text... reduce or expand the complexity of text. 


The problem of Marxism: a nineteenth-century philosophy used to run twentieth-century societies. It may be read either as an expression of subjectivity (context of utterance) or as an expression of universal truths that can be applied to all receptive situations (context of reception). 


In prefaces to the CM and C, Marxism is indeed presented as a kind of texhnical instruction manual. Engels’s preface to the Polish translation 

The problem with translating philosophy—notably as presented in Ladmiral 1975, 1979, 1981—would appear to be a close variant of that of translating most technical or specialized languages, with a certain leeway allowed for “literary” or “formal” constraints. But it is difficult to see how a philosophical translation could be judged according to criteria like “possibilité d’objectivation rationnelle” (Ladmiral 1981, 30), as if it were to enable the receiver to operate an accompanying machine. A translation will not be philosophical simply because its technical language is coherent and referentially exact; but a text may be philosophical because of the relation between its language and that of the context it which it is received. It is in terms of this second aspect that translating philosophy becomes not that of the problem of maintaining or recreating the philosophical nature of a source text.


According to an eminently Socratic tradition restated by José Ortega y Gasset (1951, 17), ideas cannot be transferred from place to place without losing their roots in philosophical confrontation with reality; when these roots are lost, the result is scholasticism, or perhaps an instruction manual. But the translator, who usually enters after the fact of transfer, may attempt to counter this reductive tendency

PROBLEMS FOR LADMIRAL:

Your 1981 article “Eléments de Traduction philosophique” is beautifully constructed and goes a long way towards identifying the specificity of its subject (or object!). But it inspires several comments:

1. You only deal with the translation of in-text terms and phrases, where TT quantities are to be approximately equal to ST. This means that questions of quantity are reduced to stylistic variants, to the inner world of professional technique. However, if the translation of philosophical texts may be assumed to be designed to spread knowledge, to influence, to change a receptive society one way or another, then it is extremely important to know the quantitative ratio between ST and TT; it is essentially to know if only part of an ST text was selected and rendered, or if, on the other hand, the translation expanded the original, adding notes, footnotes, prefaces, etc. in order to create an interpretative context. These processes of reduction and expansion, in real-world translating, often bear on the decisions made by translators at sentence level. In this sense, the absence of questions of quantity is to be regretted, especially since the writing of translators’ prefaces and footnotes would seem characteristic of philosophical translating. 

2. You comment, metaphorically, that literary translation has a geography whereas philosophical translation has a history; meaning that different literary translations may co-exist, but a new philosophical translation is destined to replace a previous one. I believe this to be an excessively centralist generalization based on a very exclusivist notion of translation. In Paris, it is perhaps possible to believe that all texts are always available, but this is certainly not so in Spain—I have been unable to find the original German of the Grundrisse!—and one is often forced to work with translated texts because of simple geographical necessity (or quantitative lack, which amounts to the same thing). This principle becomes more important when dealing with cases like the translation of Western philosophy (Nietzsche) and literature in Meiji Japan, where Parisian distinctions fail not only because Western philosophy and literature tended to be lumped together, but also because translation was necessarily selection (quantity) and interpretation (quality) in both cases. The philosophical translations and commentaries can be read today as texts on the confrontation between immanence and transcendence philosophies... they have their geography. 

3. The exclusion of quantity and geography are part and parcel of the exclusion of “place”—milieu, context—needed for your model of the individual and the universal: “La logique du sens philosophique d’un texte est la coïncidence entre la singularité idiosyncratique d’un Auteur et l’universalité d’une réflexion à laquelle elle renvoie chacun de nous...” ; “... l’universalité rationnelle de ses récepteurs que nous avons tous vocation d’être.” (1981, 31). You are quite right to have seen that one must define philosophy in order to describe the specificity of translating philosophy, but I wonder if the reference to Habermas (or more generally to “rationalism + dialogue”) is a sufficient definition. It’s not a bad definition, but why does it come out so Cartesian and French (far more Reason than dialogue)? It looks and sound altogether too comfortable, so let me challenge it with two rather extreme models of the relation between (Western) philosophy and (Western) translation. The orality and immediacy of Socratic dialogue denied writing, and by extension translating, as degradations of philosophical confrontation with reality. It would thus be possible to define philosophy as that which cannot be translated. Inversely, Whitehead (I think) has described Western philosophy as a series of footnotes to Plato. In this sense, following the initial degradation, it would perhaps be possible to envisage a kind of philosophy that is nothing but translation of previous philosophy (this is a widespread impression). Since neither of these models presents a satisfactory relation between original and translation, there must be something wrong with the spatial underpinnings involved. It is clearly insufficient to talk about immediate dialogue in the sense of Socratic rationalism; and one cannot simply do away with context as does the model of infinite retranslatability. If there is a universal rationalism to be attained, I believe it must be built stone by stone, concrete context by concrete context, as an historical accumulation and not as a tower for a dialogic leap of faith. 

OPPOSED TO HABERMAS’ RATIONALISM, USED BY LADMIRAL: Here there is no social place.

TRANSLATION IN THE EPISTEMOLOGY OF MARX 

Heidegger: untranslatability of philosophy: wir sprechen nicht im Ernst. Husserl: no pronouns

Robel: A text is the sum of its translations... Philosophy as a supra-cultural activity, widening the frame of other discourses. 

José Ortega y Gasset: “ideas” cannot be transported from place to place without losing their roots in real philosophical confrontation with reality.” When this happens, the result is Escolasticismo. (“Medio siglo de filosofía”, 1951, in Revista de Occidente, 1980, 3, Madrid, p. 17).

Marx: The importance of the frontier curiously reappeared when Marx was searching for analogies between money and language, considered difficult because “ideas do not exist independently from language”. However:

Ideas which first have to be translated out of their mother tongue into a foreign language in order to circulate, in order to become exchangeable, offer a somewhat better analogy; but the analogy then lies not in language, but in the foreignness of language (1857-58, 163).

We won, and indeed the East European Empire has fallen and material victory may inspire philosophical regret for the passing of a century or so of battle. Now, surely, there can be no return to Marx, of all people; a large page of history has turned, and facile victors proclaim the end of the book. Yet one doubts that the human mind will so facilely resign itself to an eternal wandering between moving pragmatic strategies. The model most applicable is surely that of having to draw new ideals from a new material situation: “Bei mir (inverting Hegel) ist das Idealle nichts andres als das im Menshenkopf umgesetzte und übergesetzte Materielle,”
 says Marx, the ideal results from upward conversion and translation. One would merely have to get down to work and start translating revolution into philosophy, again, were there world enough and time. 


How is it possible to cite Marx—it could have been Gramsci—in response to the passing of Marxism? But at the time of writing, in February 1990, there are many nineteenth-century ghosts flickering across television screens. The end of the East is perhaps no more post-modernist than were the ends of the Austro-Hungarian, Ottoman, and indeed Tsarist Empires: we are witnessing the same return to regionalist nationalisms, the same aspirations for technological advance, the same movement of ideas from West to East. The translation involved is not vertical but horizontal, a movement from a developed center to a developing periphery, now as it was in the nineteenth-century. When Engels wrote the prefaces to the latter translations of the Communist Manifesto, he attributed the dissemination of the text not directly to the vertical production of enlightenment but to the spread of industry itself, to the horizontal movement of the technology of the day. When machines move, there follow translations, including philosophy. 


Certain kinds of translating can exist almost independently of criteria of equivalence. But one of the more interesting examples of private translating is to be found in economics, and precisely at that point in economics which Althusser described as a “epistemological break”—the intellectual equivalent of revolu​tion—between Ricardo and Marx.


 Significant cases are to be found in litera​ture, where it becomes possible to talk about translating as a mode of creation and of translations as a literary genre. Other cases, however, are less concerned with creation as such, but with translating as a private and extended mode of comprehend​ing a particular source text: this is the kind of translation that Ezra Pound valued as a genre of criticism.
 There is nothing especially literary about such exercises, since the translating involvement, essen​tially epistemological in function, is to be found in numerous fields of inquiry. Lacan’s renderings of Freud’s psychoanalytical terms could be considered in this same light, or are at least justi​fied by a discourse of epistemological fidelity rather than transla​tional invention. 


The importance of this particular example cannot be dissociated from the numerous and ultimately fatal intellectual problems encountered by west-European Marxism in the 1970s. At precisely the historical point where supposedly true ideology started to reveal inexplicable inadequacies with respect to its economic and class base, it became necessary to explain how the ideologue in question had gained the privileged access that could justify continued belief in his writings. As Hegel had foreseen, epics are created when the corresponding myths no longer convince. Several narratives were proposed and circulated: Marx was supposed to be a privileged witness of the most advanced capitalist state of his time; he was rumored to have discovered truth because he willfully positioned himself on the side of proletarian discourses; or alternatively, revelation was occasion​ally thought to have issued from his status as a neo-Hegelian philosopher with a social conscience.
 Lyotard (1974, 117-126) even suggested that Marx was so much in love with English capitalism that it became a unified female body whose child he wanted to father. Pêcheux ignored the copulatory thesis to suggest that, like Baron Munchhausen, true Marxism would have had Marx pull himself up into the air. But the 1970s was a bad time for espousing privileged centralism. After all, nineteenth-century England had little to do with the third world; it had even less bearing on the problem of unequal economic exchange; left-wing intellectuals found it increasingly difficult to pretend that they were really just clever factory workers—Sartre had pleaded for their “universality of vision”—; and neo-Hegelian thought tended to be associated with the pernicious title of totalitarianism. So numerous fairly intelligent people found themselves with the problem of believing that they were right but being unable to say how they had come to be right. Hindess and Hirst (1977) sought to evade the issue by simply ridding their Marxism of epistemology. E. P. Thompson (1978) amused himself convert​ing epistemological arrogance into mechanical societies. Yet these moves toward non-explanation were essentially motivated by one very powerful explanation: Althusser’s description of how Marx came to be a Marxist economist. 

According to Althusser, Marx developed the essential elements of his theory in 1857-58 when “translating” the writings of David Ricardo, using the virtual distance between instincts and concepts to break with a view of economics based on distribution:

Marx was thus able to translate the language of his predecessor through an immediate substitutive reading, pronouncing the word surplus-value where Ricardo says profit, or saying relations of production where Ricardo says distribution of revenues (1972, II, 37). 

Perhaps the most surprising thing about this notion of translating as linguistic replacement is that, in this particular example, it is not at all metaphorical. The Dietz edition of Marx’s notebooks (Grundrisse 1953, 360 ff.) shows Marx reading Ricardo’s Principles of Political Economy and Taxation (1817), citing the English text and translating or paraphrasing in German. This was basically a study technique. As Martin Nicolaus notes, “Marx often translated the English text of the writers he quoted into German in such a way as to bring out what fro him were the vital point’s of the writer’s thought” (Introduction to Grundrisse, 1973, 66). The result is a bizarre and often amusing search for equivalents, involving not only transfer from English into German (the least of Marx’s worries), but also translation from a discourse on distribution to a discourse on production. If this is supposed to be the precise point at which Marx became Marxist, then translation would appear to be an appropriate model for analysing the epistemological break concerned. 


The translational process is not as immediate as Althusser would have us believe. It continues over several hundred pages, mixing Ricardo’s terms with citations from Mill, Say, Storch, Carey, Aristotle, Spinoza, Rousseau, Kant and of course Hegel. The text is basically in English and German, but there are also terms drawn from at least four other languages, taking all the peculiarly polyglot liberties allowed in communication not intended for public consumption (the same profusion of languages is to be found in the correspondence with Engels). There are of course significant observations on the development of English capitalism, but there are also examples drawn from societies in four continents, spanning about three thousand years of history and all conveniently centralised in the British Museum. There is a lot more happening in this text than can be found in Ricardo, whose work cites Adam Smith, Say, Malthus, and not a great deal more beyond the economics affecting the English money market in the first two decades of the nineteenth century. Considerable complexity thus derives from the contextual transfer from the London Stock Exchange to the British Museum. It is not then surprising to find that, in the midst of this supposedly “immediate substitutive reading”, there are about twenty-five pages in which Marx actually forgets that he has just discovered surplus-value (Mehrwert) and reverts to the Ricardian discourse of Zins (ground-rent / interest). The replacement of terms certainly occurred, but not quite as simply as Althusser would have us believe. It was a long translational process involving considerable work. In fact, the translation was to remain fairly inconclusive until the writing of Das Kapital, a context in which claims of equivalence to Ricardo should be considered irrelevant. 

The extreme importance of this private use of translation is that its slow production of a new discourse requires that the source text be seen as inadequate expression. For Marx, Ricardo had discovered something (the primacy of production, and thus the historicity of labour as the source of value), but did not have the words able to give his discovery adequate form. It was thus necessary to convert the words into a suitable revelation of their concealed content. The result is a massive quantitative expansion of the textual surface, similar to what happens in the kind of extension praised by Nabokov when calling for “translations with copious footnotes, reaching up like sky​scrap​ers to the top of this or that page” (1955, 512). But Marx does not employ the line that separates expression and content through the production of translators’ footnotes. The result of his work on Ricardo is exactly the opposite to what happens in cases where extreme literary fidelity to the ST surface requires a frontier between source and commentary, letter and spirit: his strategy was instead to do away with what was originally said, in order to retain what was originally seen. 


Marx took some pains to describe why it was necessary to translate Ricardo in this way:

Ökonomen wie Ricardo, denen am meisten vorgeworfen wird, sie hätten nur die Produktion im Auge, haben daher ausschliesslich die Distribution als Gegenstand der Ökonomie bestimmt, weil sie instinktiv die Distributions​formen als den bestimmtesten Ausdruck fassten, worin die Produktions​agenten in einer gegebenen Gesellschaft sich fixieren (MEW, XIII, 627). 
This passage is perhaps more revealing than the actual line-by-line translation of Ricardo. Althusser cites and translates it as:

... instinctivement, il voyait dans les formes de distribution l’expression la plus nette des rapports fixes des agents de production dans une société donnée (1972, II, 38; italics in Althusser’s text). 

The obvious quantitative difference between these two texts is not without its ideological consequences. In the French text, Ricardo has become the only economist worthy of mention (Marx referred to “economists like Ricardo”); the fact that Ricardo had been criticized for only seeing production has been eliminated so as to isolate and highlight the adverb “instinktiv / instinctivement”; “plus net” for “bestimmtest” loses the sense of “defined” or “determined” which might otherwise have been retrieved through association with “bestimmtest” in the eliminated phrase; “voir” instead of “fassen” (to grasp) similarly suppresses the idea of economists doing theoretical work, blatantly pushing aside the opposition with the omitted “im Auge” (Ricardo was criticised for only seeing production); and the reflexive of “such fixieren” has been lost so as not to bother Althusser’s concept of economic agents as rationally determined Träger or bearers of functions. The fact that these remarkably shoddy transformations are not due to linguistic constraints can be demonstrated through compar​ison with Dangeville’s previous version of the same passage:

On reproche essentiellement à des économistes tels que Ricardo de n’avoir en vue que la production et de considérer la distribution comme le seul objet de l’économie. En fait, ils sentaient instinctivement que les formes de la distri​bution définissaient le mieux les agents de la production au sein d’une société donnée (Anthropos Edition, 1968, 24). 
In short, Althusser’s translation makes Marx conveniently adopt the Leninist argument against spontaneity (the argument at the base of Althusser’s own epistemology). It may be that he tried to do with Marx what Marx had done with Ricardo. But there are at least two important differences. First, Althusser presented his text as a public equivalent, whereas Marx translated as a private search for equivalence to something unexpressed. Second, Althusser’s translation is a quantitative and qualitative narrowing of the source text, reducing its interpretative context in a way that bears no comparison to Marx’s massive enlargement of the frame strictly pertinent to Ricardo’s economics. 


The terms in which Althusser referred to Marx’s translation of Ricardo curiously reappear in a further significant text, The Communist Manifesto, at the point where Marx distances himself from “German or ‘true’ Socialism”:

The work of the German literati consisted solely in bringing the new French ideas into harmony with their ancient philosophical conscience, or rather, in annexing the French ideas without deserting their own philosophic point of view.


This annexation took place in the same way in which a foreign language is appropriated, namely, by translation.


It is well known that the monks wrote silly lives of Catholic Saints over the manuscripts on which the classical works of ancient heathendom had been written. The German literati reversed this process with the profane French literature. They wrote their philosophical nonsense beneath the French original. For instance, beneath the French criticism of the economic functions of money, they wrote “Alienation of Humanity”, and beneath the French criticism of the bourgeois State they wrote “Dethronement of the Category of the General”, and so forth. (1848, 110)
The English rendering loses the opposition between Übersetzung and Untersetzung, but the image of writing “over” or “under” the original nevertheless conveys something of the distinction between accumulative translation and a mode of reductive annexation. Marx’s translation of Ricardo was clearly accumula​tive (the original shines through at every moment); Althusser’s treatment of Marx, on the other hand, may fairly be described as reductive annexation.


Althusser may have been unscrupulous as a translator, but he was not necessarily wrong with respect to epistemological virtue. As an accumulator of knowledge, Marx did indeed avoid much of the spontaneous vision of his predecessors, translating from a distanced perspective based on both suspicion and respect for his sources. He did indeed discover certain economic categories by translating the discourse of established belief into new analytical terms, as is often the case in scientific revolutions. But the textual result of this distancing is a massive widening of the interpreta​tive frame, and not, as Althusser would have it, a simple applica​tion of the cleansing powers of Theory. The translational strategy involved looking very closely at how the source text was produced, and not especially at the authoritative distribution of its surface forms.


Marx was in fact using the philological methods that had enabled Wolf to demolish the identity of Homer and were soon to allow theological Modernism to question the authority of the Bible as God’s Word. The great texts at the base of European culture were already being seen as collections of utterances-in-situation, to be understood and translated through reconstruction of the productive situation, and not through fidelity to the surface form itself. The essential task of translation was the reconstruc​tion of history, and not the reproduction of text. 


The reason for such strategies is to be found not in economics, nor in linguistics, but in the enormous time-scale revealed by Lyell’s Principles of Geology (1830-33). Suddenly, at the begin​ning of the nineteenth century, the bottom had fallen out of the known age of the world, and what was written stood in remarkable contradiction to what could be read in rocks. Hence Ruskin’s lament of 1851: “If only the Geologists would let me alone, I could do very well, but those dreadful hammers! I hear the clink of them at the end of every cadence of the Bible verses” (cited by Burrow 1968, 20). It was not by mistake that Charles Darwin took Lyell’s work with him on the Beagle and effectively applied the geological time-scale to the evolution of the species. Nor was there any perverse caprice in Marx’s desire to dedicate Das Kapital to Darwin. In the same years as Marx was translat​ing Ricardo, the theory of evolution was being framed in terms like the following:

... when we regard every production of nature as one which has had a history [...] in the same way as when we look at any great mechanical invention as the summing up of the labour, the experience, and even the blunders of numerous workmen, then will the study of natural history become! (Darwin, 1859, 455-456, italics mine).

It is in this sense that Foucault was quite correct in denying that Marx had achieved any profound epistemological break with his intellectual environment: “... on the deepest level of Western knowledge, Marxism introduced no real rupture [...] Marxism swims in nineteenth-century thought like a fish in water” (1966, 274). Foucault was also extremely astute in locating the essence of nineteenth-century thought, the notion of history working its way slowly toward an end, precisely in Ricardo’s discovery of labor as the source of value (1966, 265 ff.). But what the notion of a unitary episteme fails to reveal is that, within the apparent homogeneity of nineteenth-century thought, the epistemological approach based on the triad of history, labor and production also affected the way each of these thinkers translated each other. Ricardo had necessarily to be interpreted within a wider frame; the British Museum had necessarily to replace the London Stock Exchange as the context of serious thought. The epistemological break to be found in Marx’s translation of Ricardo thus does not concern so much the theoretical principles involved as it does the tremendous historical and geographical context within which those principles were interpreted. The translation of historical utterances-in-situation required that the translated text have a wider or more inclusive frame than the source text; sophisticated complexity was destined both to absorb and to distance naïve observation. Most nineteenth-century prose translations, includ​ing numerous heavy and over-worked prose renderings of Homer and the Bible, are to be understood in this light, and not necessarily in terms of intentionally arcane literalism.


I am suggesting that Nida’s twentieth-century evangelical principle of dynamic equivalence in fact has its historical origins in the nine​teenth-century methods he opposes (1964). What has changed is not the epistemological approach to ST, but the sociological extension of the TT reader. If an 1862 equivalence-effect princi​ple could be based on the reader as a “competent scholar” (Nida, 1964) [repeated by P. Cauer in 1896, cf. Newmark 1981, 132], the historical transition to a reader who is “normal and has aver​age encyclopaedic knowledge” (Koller, 1972) or to the native addressed by Nida, alters the sociology, but not the epistemol​ogy.


If Marx’s expansive translation of Ricardo can ultimately be attributed to the discoveries of geology, Althusser’s reductive translation of Marx has much to do with the tyrannical prestige enjoyed by theoretical linguistics in the 1970s, when it was believed that the world could be explained by several deceptively simple notions of structure, including those that could describe translation as an “immediately substitutive” replacement of signi​fier for signifier. Now, at the end of the 1980s, we tend to look more closely at historical utterances-in-situation. Which is precisely why we should not allow Theory to bestow us any automatic superiority over the enormously rich monuments of nineteenth-century thought. 

� Marx, 1867, 27. 


� Ezra POUND, 1960, 47. 


� For an amusing if not always enlightening discussion of these positions, see Pêcheux 1975. 





