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“Yes,” I answered, “but with you like this, it’'ll get on your dress and your
face.”

“Sowhat,” she concluded. And I did as she said but no sooner was I done
than I flooded her, again, this time with fine white come. Meanwhile, the
smell of the sea mixed with the smell of wet linen, our naked bodies, and
the come. Evening was gathering, and we stayed in that extraordinary
position, tranquil and motionless, when all at once we heard steps crum-
pling the grass. “Please don’t move, please,” Simone begged.

THE POLITICS OF TRANSLATION

from Outside in the Teaching Machine (1993)

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak

The idea for this title comes from Michele Barrett’s feeling that the pol-
itics of translation takes on a massive life of its own if you see language
as the process of meaning construction. In my view, language may be
one of many elements that allow us to make sense of things, of ourselves.
[ am thinking, of course, of gestures, pauses, but also of chance, of the
sub-individual force-fields of being which click into place in different
situations, swerve from the straight or true line of language-in-thought.
Making sense of ourselves is what produces identity. If one feels that
the production of identity as self-meaning, not just meaning, is as plu-
ralized as a drop of water under a microscope, one is not always satisfied,
outside of the ethico-political arena as such, with “generating” thoughts
on one’s own. (Assuming identity as origin may be unsatisfactoryin the
ethico-political arena as well, but consideration of that now would take
us too far afield.) One of the ways to get around the confines of one’s
“identity” as one produces expository prose is to work at someone else’s
title, as one works with a language that belongs to many others. This,
after all, is one of the seductions of translating. It is a simple miming of
the responsibility to the trace of the other in the self.

Responding, therefore, to Michele with that freeing sense of responsi-
bility, I can agree that it is not bodies of meaning that are transferred in
translation. And from the ground of that agreement [ want to consider
the role played by language for the agent, the person who acts, even
though intention is not fully present to itself. The task of the feminist
translator is to consider language as a clue to the workings of gendered
agency. The writer is written by her language, of course. But the writing
of the writer writes agency in a way that might be different from that of
the British woman/citizen with the history of British feminism, focused
on the task of freeing herself from Britain’s imperial past, its often racist
present, as well as its “made in Britain” history of male domination.

Translation as reading

How does the translator attend to the specificity of the language she
translates? There is a way in which the rhetorical nature of every lan-
guage disrupts its logical systematicity. If we emphasize the logical at
the expense of these rhetorical interferences, we remain safe. “Safety”
is the appropriate term here, because we are talking of risks, of violence
to the translating medium. I felt that [ was taking those risks when I re-
cently translated some late eighteenth- century Bengali poetry. I quote
a bit from my “Translator’s Preface”:
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I 'must overcome what I was taught in achool: the highest mark for
the moat accurate collection of synonyms, strung together in the moat
proximate syntax. I must resist both the solemnity of chaste Victorian
poetic prose and the forced simplicity of “plain English’, that have
imposed themaselves as the norm... Translation is the moat intimate act of
reading. I surrender to the text when I translate. These songs, sung day
after day in family chorus before clear memory began, have a peculiar
intimacy for me. Reading and surrendering take on new meaninga in such
a case. The translator earns permission to transgreas from the trace of
the other - before memory - in the closest places of the self

Language is not everything. It is only a vital clue to where the self loses
its boundaries. The ways in which rhetoric or figuration disrupt logic
themselves point at the possibility of random contingency, beside lan-
guage, around language. Such a dissemination cannot be under our
control. Yet in translation, where meaning hops into the spacy empti-
ness between two named historical languages, we get perilously close
to it. By juggling the disruptive rhetoricity that breaks the surface in
not necessarily connected ways, we feel the selvedges of the language-
textile give way, fray into frayages or facilitations. Although every act of
reading or communication is a bit of this risky fraying which scrambles
together somehow, our stake in agency keeps the fraying down to a mini-
mum except in the communication and reading of and in love. (What is
the place of “love” in the ethical?) The task of the translator is to facili-
tate this love between the original and its shadow, a love that permits
fraying, holds the agency of the translator and the demands of her imag-
ined or actual audience at bay. The politics of translation from a non-
European woman’s text too often suppresses this possibility because
the translator cannot engage with, or cares in sufficiently for, the
rhetoricity of the original.

The simple possibility that something might not be meaningful is con-
tained by the rhetorical system as the always possible menace of a space
outside language. This is most eerily staged (and challenged) in the
effort to communicate with other possible intelligent beings in space.
(Absolute alterity or otherness is thus differed-deferred into an other
self who resembles us, however minimally, and with whom we can com-
municate.) But a more homely staging of it occurs across two earthly
languages. The experience of contained alterity in an unknown lan-
guage spoken in a different cultural milieu is uncanny.

Let us now think that, in that other language, rhetoric may be disrupt-
inglogic in the matter of the production of an agent, and indicating the
founding violence of the silence at work within rhetoric. Logic allows us
to jump from word to word by means of clearly indicated connections.
Rhetoric must work in the silence between and around words in order to
see what works and how much. The jagged relationship between rheto-
ric and logie, condition and effect of knowing, is a relationship by which
aworld is made for the agent, so that the agent can act in an ethical way,
a political way, a day-to-day way; so that the agent can be alive, in a
human way, in the world. Unless one can at least construct a model of
this for the other language, there is no real translation.
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