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Foreword

Blaise Pascal in his Pensées was not particularly hopeful about the constancy of affection. One day you wake up and the other is no longer the beloved but a complete stranger:

Il n’aime plus cette personne qu’il aimait il y a dix ans. Je crois bien : elle n’est plus la même, ni lui non plus. Il était jeune et elle aussi ; elle est tout autre. Il l’aimerait peut-être encore, telle qu’elle était alors. (II, 123)

[He no longer loves the person he loved ten years ago. I believe: she is not the same nor is he. He was young and so was she; she is completely different. Perhaps, he would love her still as she was then.]

For the French philosopher, the fickleness of human affections demands the durability of divine love. Underlying Pascal’s description of the hapless lovers is a particular way of viewing events, which is central to Western ontology. One moment the couple are in love, the next they are not. I am sitting or I am standing but I cannot be doing both at the same time. Otherwise, I am in the realm of the paradoxical. The work of logos is to determine. The more the object is determined, the greater the sensation of the object’s existence. Hence, the great movement in Western art in the early and late Renaissance, as EH Gombrich has pointed out, to give weight, heft and substance to the world through the determinations of the artist’s brush. The more vivid the sense of the world on canvas, the more it could be said to properly exist. The difficulty is what to do with or how to think about transitional states, that position between one state, one language and another. 

Aristotle in his Physics tries to offer a definition of the colour grey and claims that it is black with the respect to white and white with respect to black (67). There is a distinct uneasiness here about what is neither black nor white but something in between. The ontological fixation makes thinking about certain phenomena difficult or problematic. Can we say there is an exact moment when people fall out of love? Is there a precise minute or hour or day when I begin to grow old? Am I young at 11.55 am and middle-aged at 12? Can we specify the hour, the day, the year, when the Soviet Union entered irreversible decline? 

Answering any or all of these questions is not easy and suggests that our own specific conceptual traditions may not always be adequate to the experiences that are the lot of humans. The French sinologist François Jullien advocates the usefulness of looking at other traditions as a way of both revealing blind spots in how we interpret the world and locating repertoires of thinking that allow us to capture important dimensions to subjective and social experience. In his case, he draws on the Chinese term, biàntōng, which can be variously translated as “to accommodate to circumstances”, “flexible”, “to act differently in different situations” (26-27) as a way of thinking about transition in a way that is not beholden to Western ontological assumptions. The two characters that make up the word refer to “modification” and “continuation”. At one level, these are opposites but at another, each is the precondition of the other. It is thanks to “modification” that a process engaged in does not exhaust itself but is renewed and can “continue” and it is thanks to “continuation” that modification can communicate itself, can make sense in the context of the overall process. By way of illustrating what he means by “silent transformations”, Jullien selects one of the abiding themes of classical Chinese art, the passage of the seasons:

La « modification » intervient de l’hiver au printemps, ou de l’été à l’automne, quand le froid s’inverse et tend vers le chaud, ou le chaud vers le froid; la « continuation », quant à elle, se manifeste du printemps à l’été, ou de l’automne à l’hiver, quand le chaud devient plus chaud ou le froid plus froid. L’un et l’autre moment alternent, de modification ou de continuation, mais même celui de la modification, en réparant par l’autre le facteur qui s’épuise, opère au profit de son autre et sert à la continuation d’ensemble du procès. (27)

[The “modification” comes in the passage from winter to spring, or from summer to autumn when the cold changes to warm or the warm changes to cold; the “continuation” is apparent in the passage from spring to summer or from autumn to winter when the warm becomes warmer or the cold colder. Each moment of modification or communication alternates, but even modification, by repairing through the other the factor that is exhausting itself, operates to the benefit of the other and allows the whole process to continue.]    

From this standpoint, it is not defining Being or substance (offering precise definitions of what constitutes winter, spring, summer or autumn) that matters but rather the actual process of change itself. What the binomial term with its polar opposites attempts to account for is the nature and coherence of the transition just as each word I am writing is new (modification) but I am still (I hope) making sense (continuation). Thus, to return to Pascal’s example the focus is not on the subject, the lover who no longer loves or is loved, but on the process that leads to this state of affairs. The process itself becomes the true subject of enquiry. This enduring Western ontological prejudice is powerfully reinforced in the contemporary moment by the binary logic of the digital - one/zero, on/off. 

The focus on epochal moments of rupture – Ten Days that Shook the World – is inimical to the ontological status of translation which is infinitely more akin to Jullien's paradigm of silent transformations – the gradual shift from one state to another through the cumulative effects of a multiplicity of minor changes. This makes the relationship between translation and social change often difficult to account for as translation does not lend itself easily to the schismatic ontological drama of the Great Turning Point or the Revolutionary Event (Meylaerts and Gonne 133-151). On the other hand, in offering a more credible pointer as to how change actually occurs – whether this involves the dissemination of Buddhist teachings in China or the spread of Reformation thinking in Western Christendom – translation can help us to think through implications of changes in knowledge organisation in our culture.

 Errare humanum est. The Latin tag suggests the only error is to be believed we do not err. If the error is conscious, we call it manipulation, if unconscious, creativity. Errare, of course, also means to wander or to stray and here we have to be mindful of the nomadic logic of translation, the wandering between languages and cultures, the straying between disciplines and beliefs. If translation through the paradigm of silent transformation is so resistant to the dichotomous ontology of on/off, yes/no, us/them, it is because it inevitably involves a straying away from the essentialist comforts of partisan identification. We see an example of this errant behaviour in the fortunes of Alexis-François Rio’s De la poésie chrétienne (1836) translated into English in 1854. 

The translation is read by John Ruskin who is particularly taken by what Rio has to say about the Sistine frescoes and the English critic begins for the first time to take an interest in a largely neglected Italian painter, Sandro Botticelli (Levey 291-306). Botticelli is subsequently championed by the pre-Raphaelite disciples of Ruskin and the rest is art history (Kermode 3-31). The translation strays back into the language of the source text in the prominence of Botticelli in Proust’s À la recherche du temps perdu, the French translator of Ruskin indirectly acknowledging the artistic benefaction of his English master (Karpeles 122-125). To err on the side of caution may be the preferred option of the censor or the self-censor of the translator in contested circumstances. However, even the most anodyne of translations can end up throwing caution to winds. Who would have expected a translation of a book on Christian poetry in the 1830s to change the course of Western art history and profoundly shape the iconographic outreach of one of the most important writers in the French language in the 20th century? It is indeed this spirit of nomadic enquiry, this desire to treat all comfort zones as potential exclusion zones, which informs the essays in this collection. In particular, the essays challenge the prescriptivist terror of what might be termed “errorism”, the use of translation “mistakes” as a way of punitively getting students to subscribe to the disciplinary regime of the fair copy. This version of the linguistic superego, which has dogged translation from the hazing rituals of instruction in classical languages to the Darwinian logic of elimination in thème and version tests for State competitive examinations in France and elsewhere, means that to err is to be consigned to the sub-human. This pedagogic war on error rarely has happy outcomes. For many, translation becomes forever after associated with the generalised anxiety of the language classroom, the forts en thème like the successful candidates in The Apprentice or The Weakest Link strutting forward into the rising sun of fame and fortune under the humiliated gaze of their more linguistically challenged peers. Another casualty of the war on error is translation practice itself which comes to seen as an arid form of substitutionism, finding the “right” word (preferably in a dictionary) or phrase (preferably on the internet) to avoid being outed in red ink. What the present volume demonstrates is the poverty of this legacy, the extent to which translation offers a way into thinking about language, culture and society that resists the summary logic of the “errorists”. 

Maggie Berg and Barbara Seeber in The Slow Professor have detailed the consequences of cultures of accelerated productivity for universities and the continual erosion of the spaces and possibilities of deep thought. As the impending ecological crisis demands decelerationist, long-term, non-extractivist thinking and practice it suggests that we look to translation as an activity which potentially offers careful, attentive, time-rich attention to language and text. The French translator Mireille Gansel describes how she initially retranslated “Sensible Wege”, the title of a poem by Reiner Kunze, as “Fragile Paths” and then, thirty years later, retranslated it as “Sensitive Paths”. A change in one word reflected three decades of reading and experience and she notes that at the moment of making the change she “understood translation both as risk taking and continual re-examination, of even a single word – a delicate seismograph at the heart of time” (36). 

This concern for time and the requirement to respect the time necessary for translation expressed by certain translators (Schwartz) is easily mocked by the pragmatico-realists of the translation industry but it is the intrinsic temporal logic of the latter that will precipitate ecological mayhem not the thoughtful deliberateness of the former. The championing of a different kind of translation kinetics – a one that values an investment in the long now – should no longer be seen as a quaint throwback to a world of unearned privilege but as the only feasible way of creating a world based on long-term sustainability. Reflecting on and discussing what are perceived or construed as errors is part of that careful, painstaking attention to the consequences of translated language. For translation to have a future it must reflect on how it might contribute to that future. Challenging fundamental ontological prejudices, helping to elaborate new forms of knowledge organisation and focusing on the development of non-reductionist approaches to translation analysis and pedagogy are part of this potential brief to which the present volume contributes. If Frank Wynne has argued that “translators are the beating heart that make it possible for stories to flow beyond borders and across oceans” (np.), translation must not only be about beating hearts but about thinking heads.

 

 

Michael Cronin

Dublin, 28 February 2019
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Introduction

			Ever tried. Ever failed. No matter. 				Try again. Fail again. Fail better. 

			Samuel Beckett (7)

 

The central tension that has wracked Translation Studies since its inception has been that of fidelity/infidelity to the source text. This paradigm is premised on linguistic fidelity, and as such is typified by the French vein in translation studies, which focusses on comparative micro-analyses of source and target text, as outlined by Jean-Pierre Vinay and Jean Darbelnet in their pioneering volume Stylistique comparée du français et de l’anglais. The authors establish a typology of translation procedures [“procédés de traduction”], which are often transformed into a compendium of errors by those who engage in pedagogical translation exercises. 

Our volume adopts a different angle – its approach seeks to focus on cultural errors, often determined by an incomprehension of underlying cultural references in the source texts and the source culture, and it veers away from purely linguistic considerations to examine translation problems via the wide-angled lens of intercultural contact zones (Mary Louise Pratt 33-40). The scope of the different chapters is resolutely interdisciplinary, and a macro-anal-ytical viewpoint is adopted by many of the contributors, who discuss a broad range of topics from cinema to visual art, from literature to music and politics. 

How does one define the notion of cultural error? Cultural errors may take various shapes and forms and may generate comp-letely different readings of the source text in translation. They occur when the translator ignores or misunderstands one or several connotations that underpin a term, which is unique to the source culture. In this instance, the cultural error is due to an insufficient knowledge of the cultural environment from which the source text emerges. As Robert C. Sprung underlines: “Effective translation bridges the gap between cultures, not merely words” (xiv). Elsewhere, a translator may be conscious of the cultural implications of a term but is unable to transfer it appropriately into the target culture. This type of cultural error may generate ambiguous or inconsistent translations, which can lead readers of the target text astray. An instance of this can be seen when one examines the term “male nurse” – time and time again it is wrongly translated into German as “männliche Krankenschwester”. While it is correct from a linguistic perspective, any native German speaker would probably associate the term with transvestism, as verbatim it suggests the image of a male dressed up as a female nurse. The culturally correct term in German is “Krankenpfleger” [literally “carer for the sick”]. 

Translators can also ignore or overlook a cultural element in an effort to simplify a complicated cultural notion. This may lead to the elimination of a key aspect of the cultural notion that impedes the comprehension of the source text’s message.  Some translators also choose to omit certain cultural connotations in a deliberate attempt to attribute another meaning to the source text. This can be viewed as an effort on the part of the translator to reinvent the concept in the target culture in order to influence those who engage with the target text. In this case, the question arises as to whether the translator has made a cultural error or is attempting to manipulate unsuspecting readers. 

All of these definitions view the error in terms of loss or even manipulation, however, it is important also to acknowledge the positive dimension of the error. Errors can be the source of serendipitous discoveries, in science for instance, or can be the source of inspiration. Errors can also reveal modes of thought, which can in turn be typical of a particular cultural mindset. For theorist André Lefevere, in Translating, Rewriting and the Manipulation of Literary Fame, or for Clive Scott in Translating Rimbaud’s Illuminations, the divergences between source text and target text are not to be viewed as errors, rather they are to be considered as deliberate acts of re-writing or re-creation, where the notion of error is evacuated in favour of the creative impulse. 

Multiple volumes devoted to the notion of errors in translation have been published to date in the field of Translation studies. Umberto Eco’s Dire quasi la stessa cosa. Esperienze di traduzione and David Bellos’ Is that A Fish in Your Ear outline the many pitfalls that await unsuspecting translators. Jörn Albrecht in Literarische Übersetzung pays particular attention to literary translation from an historical angle but does not devote any space to the question of cultural errors. Mona Baker in Translation and Conflict argues that translation is a form of narration, and she outlines the disastrous consequences that errors in translation can have in relationships between warring nations. Maria Tymoczko and Edwin Genztler explore the thematics of the error from a sociological perspective in Translation and Power. The cultural aspect of the translation error is addressed in Translating Cultures by David Katan and in Translation, Power, Subversion by Román Álvarez and Carmen-África Vidal. However, only one or two chapters of these volumes are devoted to the notion of cultural errors, an entire volume on the topic has not been published to date. 

This volume is divided into three complimentary sections. Part One examines the controversial topic of the relationship between error and manipulation. The first essay examines the notion of cultural error through the prism of Paul Ricœur’s key themes of incongruence and inhospitality. Katja Grupp’s chapter on the Russian website InoSMI.ru leaves us in no doubt as to the important role translation and cultural errors play in international relations. The distinctly Russian flavour persists in the other essays in the section, which draw on the BBC’s production of Mikhail Bulgakov’s A Young Doctor’s Notebooks, while Stephanie Schwerter’s article explores the “Irishing” of poems by Vladimir Mayakovsky, Alexander Pushkin and Anna Akhmatova. Part Two is devoted to the (mis-)reading of cultural references. These essays address controversial topics like the reception of comics in the wake of the Charlie Hebdo attacks, and cultural errors that influenced the reception of the work of Omar Khayyám. The final section focusses on the serendipitous nature of the error by turning its attention to the creative dimension that emerges from cultural errors, and has a distinctly lyrical feeling, with articles that examine the work of Bob Dylan, Serge Gainsbourg, and the court airs of Edward Filmer. In this section, the authors address questions related to art, music, and literature (notably for the adaptations of Sophocles). In each case, they highlight the innovative impulse that is created by perceived cultural errors. 

The title of our volume seeks to highlight the incomeprehension fostered by a literal translation as a result of inadequate cultural information. The expression “parler comme une vache espagnole” can be traced back to Honoré de Balzac, where in Splendeurs et misères des courtisanes, the character Jacques Collin is described as “speaking like a Spanish cow”: “Jacques Collin parlait le français comme une vache espagnole en baragouinant de manière à rendre ses réponses presque inintelligibles et à s’en faire demander la repetition” (Balzac 419) [Jacques Collin spoke French like a Spanish cow, jabbering so much that he made his replies almost incomprehensible and was constantly asked to repeat himself]. However the expression, if nineteenth century etymologists are to be believed, makes reference not to a “vache” but to a “Basque” (Roznan 236; Quitard 676), in other words someone speaks French badly because s/he speaks with the accent of a native of the Spanish Basque province. In translating this idiomatic expression, one has to resort to paraphrase as a corresponding image does not exist in English. 

In conclusion, we hope this volume will provide food for thought for all of those who attempt to bridge cultural barriers via translation.  We have demonstrated that translators are more than mere wordsmiths; they also are also vital actors who decode cultural contexts in order to act as worthy intermediaries in the area of linguistic exchanges on the world stage. 

 

 

Clíona Ní Ríordáin, Stephanie Schwerter

Paris, 15 February 2019
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From Incongruence to Inhospitality, 

and Back Again: 

Conceptualizing Cultural Error with Ricœur

Terence Holden

 

Introduction

 

If we are to engage with Ricœur’s late work on translation, we must first look through it. On Translation appears initially to present us with a somewhat sketchy theoretical framework cobbled together from a series of guest lectures; and yet it is one of the final products of a long and rich intellectual career. In seeking to gauge the value of this text for arriving at a deepened understanding of cultural error, I will treat it as the uppermost layer of a palimpsest. Ricœur proposes a dialogical theory of translation, which draws upon the dialogical model of self-identity which he develops in Oneself as Another. How­ever, little of the ambiguity of the latter text, in what concerns no­tably the relation between universal and particular, finds its way into his text on translation. Accordingly, I will here seek to explore the consequences for our conceptualizing of cultural error of a more sus­tained confrontation between these two works. 

	I will first reconstruct the guiding trajectory of On Trans­lation, which leads from the abandonment of the standard of corres­pondence underpinned by a metaphysics of the “perfect lan­guage” towards the standard of hospitality on which Ricœur founds his ethics of translation. I will then seek to bring out the particularity of the idea of cultural error, which thus emerges by considering what Ri­cœur contributes to Berman’s dialogical model of the “experience of the foreign”. I will ultimately argue that the true contribution of Ricœur lies in the unintended consequences which accompany his attempt to transpose his dialogical model of self-identity into the sphere of translation, and that a return to Oneself as Another requires us to revisit much of what Ricœur rejects in arriving at his ethics of hospitality. 

 

1. From correspondence to hospitality 

 

 The idea of cultural error which emerges from Ricœur’s short work on translation is the culmination of a transition. Ricœur’s point of de­parture is a rejection of the standard of correspondence from the per­spective of which cultural error would amount to incongruence between the translation and its original. The problem with this stan­dard, Ricœur tells us, is that it comes with metaphysical baggage and, in this first section, I will detail how the dialogical standard of hos­pitality is to emerge from a jettisoning of this baggage. 

The first element of this baggage is the notion of a “perfect language” which has nourished the utopian vision of many across the centuries. In the foreground is Walter Benjamin’s model of the “pure language” which does not suffer estrangement from the “crea­tive word” as all historical languages do. In accomplishing his or her task, Benjamin insists, the translator is to bring the latter into grea­ter proximity to the former (261). The messianic horizon of a pure language which Benjamin seeks is of course biblical in origin, al­though strongly influenced by the meditations on language by the German Romantics. A more explicitly secular refraction of the bib­lical notion of an Edenic language, Ricœur informs us, is the En­lightenment dream of “building up the complete library, which would be, by accumulation, the Book, the infinitely ramified network of the translations of all the works in all the languages, crystallizing into a sort of universal library from which the untranslatabilities would have been erased” (On Translation 9). 

It is this desire to transcend the limitations of lingua-cultural conventions, which represents for Ricœur the most regrettable aspect of both models. It is a desire, however, which is as old as Eur-ope itself. Europe was obliged “at the very moment of its birth to confront the drama of linguistic fragmentation”, we discover from Eco, and a natural response to this fragmentation was the search for a remedy whereby “some looked backwards, trying to rediscover the language spoken by Adam. Others looked ahead, aiming to fabricate a rational language possessing the perfections of the lost speech of Eden” (19). Into such retrospective and prospective projections of this same goal we may integrate the discussion surrounding the possibility of a universal grammar prominent in medieval culture, Lull’s meditations on a universal mathematics of combination, Dan­te’s hunt for a proto-vernacular, Bohme’s sensual speech and Leib­niz’s lingua genera. Eco detects the traces of this peren­nial dream in the generative grammar of Chomsky (45). 

Ricœur insists that the horizon of a “perfect language” trans­cending lingua-cultural limitations is also projected whenever the ideal of the “perfect translation” is brought into play, either implicitly or explicitly. In essence, it is brought into play whenever the stan­dard by which a translation is judged is that of “corres­pondence” or “faith­fulness” to the original. Any espousal or mere practical in­vest­ment in this standard presupposes the ideal of a third language, which overarches the original and target language, as a po­sition from which the level of correspondence can be established. More em­phatically, the notion of a perfect language is one possible res­ponse to the recognition that something more complex is taking place in translation than the mere “duplication” of the original. Accor­­­ding to the model of the “perfect” translation, the translator should do more than create a double of the original: the act of trans­lation should at least partially free the text from the limitations of the source language (On Translation 6). Benjamin expresses most clear­ly how such a dynamic brings into play the horizon of a perfect lan­guage. The translator is not to imitate the original but to awaken the pure language from within the original, the “ultimate, decisive element” which “remains beyond all communication – quite close and yet infinitely remote” (261). In pursuit of this element, Benjamin exhorts the translator to follow a trajectory, tangential to both sour­ce and target languages, which leads towards the pure language. 

Ricœur’s principal objection to this ideal of a perfect trans­lation, informed by the vision of a perfect language, is that the epistemic confidence it proffers comes at too high a price. The cor­res­pondence which this ideal installs as standard is impossible for any historically situated language to satisfy: only the “pure lan­guage” itself, within which the “totality” of the partial “intentions” of each language “supplement one another”, would be able to ensure that what is gained across the process of translation is not out­matched by what is lost (Benjamin 257). Translation is thereby in­scribed within a horizon of pathological mourning, and it is to free trans­­lation from this horizon that Ricœur seeks to replace the standard of corres­pondence with that of hospitality. It is worth citing Ricœur in full: 

When the translator acknowledges and assumes the irred-ucibility of the pair, the peculiar and the foreign, he ﬁnds his reward in the recognition of the impassable status reason­able horizon of the desire to translate. In spite of the agonistics that make a drama of the translator’s task, he can ﬁnd his happiness in what I would like to call linguistic hospitality. (On Translation 9)

Gone is the “kinship” between languages presupposed by Benjamin, we are instead confronted with their “irreducibility”. No longer may we entertain the standard of faithfulness invoked across the recon­stitution of the original within the target language; we are rather called to welcome within the “same” that which could never be re­duced to it: the distance between languages is no longer to be over­come; rather a certain “distance in proximity” is to be preserved in an act of self-alienation performed by the translator on behalf of the target language. The provisional status of this hospitality, of the welcoming the other within the same, establishes a correlation bet­ween translation and conversation, hence the “dialogical” charac­ter which Ricœur seeks to attribute to translation: translation is en­visioned as the product of a conversation between languages, and like all conversations remains unfinished, culminating at most in a “fragile” consensus (On Translation 10).

We might refer to the resonance of Eco’s exegesis of the myth of Ba­bel within Ricœur’s work when seeking to understand what is at stake in his turn towards hospitality. Genesis 11 presents us with a familiar myth: a plurality of languages is imposed as a curse upon humanity, who in its hubris seeks to build a tower to the heavens to rival God. Genesis 10, in its listing of the descendants of Noah, pro­vides a different reading of this plurality. It is presented merely as the product of the natural progression of one generation to the next, and as such it represents “a chink in the armour of the myth of Babel. If languages were differentiated not as a punishment but sim­ply as a result of a natural process, why must the confusion of tongues constitute a curse at all?” (Eco 10)

	What for Ricœur secures passage from a paradigm of trans­lation dominated by Genesis 11, a domination to which Benjamin’s work on translation clearly attests, towards Genesis 10 is the adoption of the dialogical model of translation orientated towards the stan­dard of hospitality. “Translation is deﬁnitely a task”, Ricœur tells us, “not in the sense of a restricting obligation, but in the sense of the thing to be done so that human action can simply continue” (On Trans­lation 19): the plurality of languages with which translation negotiates is not to be mourned; it is intrinsic to being human. The most human of actions is speech, and speech would be neither possible nor necessary from the perspective of a language purified of all heterogeneity. Such a language would be capable of no more than continuous monologue. Likewise, no standard of hospitality would be possible from the perspective of translation viewed in terms of correspondence underpinned by a perfect language to the extent that we cannot be hospitable towards ourselves. 

Ricœur’s model of translation, underpinned by the standard of hospitality where “the pleasure of dwelling in the other’s language is balanced by the pleasure of receiving the foreign word at home”, is certainly liberating in that it dispels any air of excessive mourning through its invocation of a “happiness” brought about through such an exchange (10). In what follows, I will pose two interlinked questions. Is this transition from correspondence to hospitality fully realizable? How in practice does Ricœur’s ethics of hospitality, in its unmooring from the perspective of a perfect language, change our understanding of cultural error? I will argue ultimately that an ade­quate response to the second question is contingent upon arriving at a negative response to the first. 

 

2. Ricœur and the dialogical model of translation 

 

By re-orientating the exercise of translation away from corres­pon­dence and toward the standard of hospitality, Ricœur’s model of translation strongly echoes the ethical turn in translation studies, or as Drugan and Tipton put it: “the well-documented shift in the past 20 years away from deontologically oriented approaches to trans­lator ethics towards differentiated approaches in which the whole communicative situation is brought to bear (Drugan, Tipton 119)”. Ricœur is notably influenced by Berman’s model of translation orien­tated towards the “experience of the foreign” as a criterion for iden­tifying cultural errors in translation, and it is Berman who first calls for a reorientation towards a “dialogical relation between for­eign language and native language” (9). I will enquire here into how Ri­cœur transforms our understanding of cultural error by seeking a more precise understanding of how he advances this dialogical model initially proposed by Berman.

Berman inscribes the act of translation within an over­arching relation between domestic and foreign cultures which en­dows trans­lation with two vying impulses. On the one hand, trans­lation is infiltrated by the “reductive drive of culture” which seeks to “do­mesticate” the foreign text or carry out a “systematic negation” of its “strange­ness”. On the other hand, there is a “desire” for the foreign which impels the translator to reach beyond the confines of his or her domestic culture towards the very strangeness, which the for­eign culture embodies (5). The extent to which trans­lation allows it­self to be animated by one or the other impulse may serve as a crit-erion for the identification of an errant trans­lation. However, this would be a criterion which implies a shift in emphasis away from an understanding from “good” and “bad” translation in terms of more or less faithful reconstitution of the original. We are instead directed towards the type of “discursive strategies”, as Venuti puts it in his engagement with Berman, which are harnessed across the process of translation itself (23): the “trumpery” which conceals the “mani­pul-ations” of the foreign text, or the “respect” which strives for such correspondence, as Berman tells us (92). It is this respect which in the work of Ricœur will assume the form of hospitality towards the foreign. 

Ricœur responds to the uncertainty which Berman ex­presses concerning how exactly we are to conceptualize the relation to the foreign within a dialogical model of translation. Ber­man arrives at his “experience of the foreign” through an engage­ment with German romantic theories of translation through which such a dialogical model may be glimpsed only imperfectly. The ro­mantic framework is limited, Berman tells us, in that it formulates the re­lation to the foreign within the parameters of the model of Bildung which projects a “cyclical” dynamic of exodus and odyssey whereby the individual arrives at an authentic form of self-relation through confrontation with the foreign. However important a contri­bution, this model of Bildung makes towards the valorization of engagement with the foreign, it proposes a model of selfhood which entails that, however far the self departs from its point of origin, it is only ever ultimately in search of itself (136). 

Berman underlines the need to advance beyond the initial steps made by the model of Bildung towards a more authentically dialogical conceptualizing of this desire through which the foreign is sought as an end itself, no longer within a cyclical dynamic but one of reciprocal exchange. Within the confines of his work on German Ro­man­ticism, however, Berman does no more than evoke the need for such a model and show how it is foreshadowed in later figures such as Schleiermacher and Hölderlin. We may understand Ricœur’s work on translation as an attempt to proceed further along this path on which Berman sets out. A deepening of the dialogical model of trans­lation proposed by Berman is thus the implicit goal, which animates Ricœur’s project of leaving behind the standard of corres­pondence and the horizon of a perfect language.

We should also appreciate the extent to which the rejection of this standard and the dispelling of this horizon occur under the aegis of the dialogical model proposed in the earlier work Oneself as Another. This work presents us essentially with a meditation on the dialogical roots of self-identity. Self-identity is dialogical in character, Ricœur tells us, to the extent that otherness is constitutive of it. It is across dialogue that we become in a fundamental sense who we are. “It is first for the other that I am irreplaceable”, Ricœur tells us; and it is equally first for me that the other is irreplaceable: individuality is not a property which we possess, it is rather a status to which we accede and which is bestowed upon us across everyday commu­nication; it is thus derived from a capacity for speech and an ethics which is always implicitly in action across speech (Oneself as Another 193). 

This ethics can only be imperfectly codified since it is spon­taneous and inherently dynamic in nature. In essence, it stipu­lates the following: we can arrive at a positive understanding of ourselves as autonomous, responsible individuals worthy of esteem only with­in relations of mutual affirmation with others; we cannot attri­bute self­­hood to ourselves without simultaneous attributing it to others and all the dignity that it confers. This dialogical model re­mains in the background and silently directs the transition, which Ricœur plots from the rejection of perfect language towards his dialogical model of translation. 

What does this extension of the dialogical model of Berman, brought into contact with the dialogical model proposed by Ricœur in Oneself as Another, contribute in practical terms? Whether it be in his philosophical engagement with time, memory, communication or action, in his later work Ricœur is especially fond of establishing aporia: essentially lines of fracture which no philosophical dis­course may heal in its inherent drive to arrive at a systematic whole. The fragments which assemble around this fracture nevertheless expose their own incompleteness from the inside, impelling the search for a means to overcome their division. Ricœur invariably pro­ceeds to demonstrate that, while no theoretical solutions to such aporia may be found, we may find a means of negotiating with them by appea­ling to a “practical” or “ethical” form of exchange. If we are to under­stand how the notion of hospitality advances the dialogical paradigm of the experience of the foreign, and thereby provides us with an en­riched model of cultural error, we must identify the central aporia, which animates Ricœur’s thinking on translation. We must follow the consequences of this aporia beyond those explicitly registered with­in the confines of Ricœur’s brief engagement with the theme of trans­­lation. 

The aporia in question is that, as Ricœur puts it, translation is “theoretically incomprehensible” but “actually practicable” (On Trans­lation 14). This aporia arises from the following consideration: 

either the diversity of languages gives expression to a radical heterogeneity – and in that case translation is theor-e­tically impossible; one language is untranslatable a priori into another. Or else, taken as a fact, translation is ex­plained by a common fund that renders the fact of trans­lation possible; but then we must be able … to find this com­­mon fund, and this is the original language track. (On Translation 13)

Either a basic kinship exists between languages, to the extent that they all draw in some way upon an “original language”, or there is a basic incommensurability between languages which cannot be over­come. We have seen that Ricœur rejects any notion of an origi­nal language, and to this extent accepts the “theoretical impossi­bility” of translation; however, we are prevented from settling upon this extreme, “we are thrown back upon the other bank”, by the simple fact that “since there is such a thing as translation, it certainly has to be possible” (On Translation 15). Ricœur is ultimately content to oscillate between these alternatives of the theoretical impossi­bility of translation, which emerges upon abandoning the presuppo­sition of a perfect or original language, and the practical reality of trans­lation. This is because the problem of this “impossibility” is not in fact his primary concern: his real concern, to recall, is with deepen­ing the dialogical aspect of Berman’s model of the experience of the foreign. To this end, the dramatizing of this aporia serves as some­thing of a pretext for or means of exalting this dialogical dimension by exposing the theoretical groundlessness of the practical gesture of communication. 

	This groundlessness allows Ricœur to highlight all the more that translation is “set in motion by the fact of human plurality” alone: not, that is, fundamentally by any standard of truth orientated towards the search for a perfect language (On Translation 29). By the mere establishing of the aporia, Ricœur has already arrived at his overarching objective which is to reinforce the engagement with the foreign as an end in itself beyond the limited horizon of the cyclical model of Bildung as Berman reconstructs it. 

In practice, what this means is that Ricœur accentuates the “heterogeneity” which exists between languages in order to further exalt the dialogical dimension in the experience of the foreign. Ri­cœur’s fundamental preoccupations are evinced by a further dis­place­ment relative to Berman’s modelling of the “experience of the foreign”. Berman certainly raises the thematic of “untrans­latability” on a number of occasions over the course of his survey of the ro­mantic theory of translation. He evokes the romantic “will” for their work to become “untranslatable” (38). Yet the un­trans­la­table element of any text, he argues, is never what is most essential to the work: 

Languages are translatable, even though the space of trans­latability is loaded with the untranslatable. Linguistic un­translatability lies in the fact that all languages are different from each other. Linguistic translatability in the fact that they are all languages. (127)

The dimension of untranslatability, the referential nexus idiomatic to each language, represents a hurdle to be crossed: translatability con­stitutes the more fundamental reality which both enables and directs this overcoming. Berman, in short, would strongly protest against Ricœur’s raising of the dimension of the untranslatable into an ab­solute under the guise of the “impossibility of translation”. 

It is not my objective here to take sides in this debate over the relative or absolute status of untranslatability; in any case, I hope ultimately to make clear that Berman and Ricœur are brought in different ways before the same composite standard: it suffices here merely to emphasize how much Ricœur’s dialogical theory of trans­lation needs this dimension of impossibility. The “impossible” act of translation is one which must rely exclusively on the dynamic which Ricœur outlines in Oneself as Another: to recall, we become who we are, an individual worthy of esteem, through a dialogue which serves simultaneously to confirm the other as an individual worthy of est-eem. This desire for mutual confirmation across dialogue can be the end of translation only if it is also the condition of possibility for a trans­lation which would otherwise be “im­possible”. 

If translation is rendered possible rather on the basis of a pre-existing dynamic, then this dialogue reverts once again to be­coming a means. This reversion can in fact be observed within Ber­man’s work, however much he seeks to enhance the dialogical di­men­sion. Language is fundamentally translatable, he argues, since the literary work is already a form of “alienation”, in this case a form of alienation which language imposes upon itself through the me­dium of the artist. It is in the nature of language to work upon itself, and translation merely takes this work one step further (127). 

Berman does not appear to register the consequence that the dialogical dimension of communication with the foreign is there­by reduced to an intermediary stage in this reflexive and cyclical dynamic whereby language carries out this work upon itself. He re­turns us unwittingly to the model of Bildung as a frame for inter­preting the experience of the foreign. The guiding assumption of Ri­cœur’s work, that translation must be rendered “impossible” if its dialogical dimension is to emerge as an end in itself, is in this sense justified. 

It is the accentuating of the dimension of untranslatability, towards the end of enhancing the dialogical aspect of translation, which is most crucial in understanding Ricœur’s contribution to our understanding of cultural error: this enhancing in itself does not take us much beyond Berman or his other interlocutors such as Venuti. Let us return to Ricœur on being “set in motion” by human plurality, as both the end and condition of possibility of translation: “Have we not been set in motion by the fact of human plurality and by the double enigma of incommunicability between idioms and of trans­lation in spite of everything? And then, without the test of the for­eign, would we be sensitive to the strangeness of our own lan­guage?” (On Translation 29)

Translation is “set in motion” not simply between the do­mestic and foreign, but also between the foreign which is external and the foreign which is internal to the domestic language. This ex­change is an organic offshoot of Berman’s model. In seeking to en­gage authentically with the foreignness of the source language, Ber­man exhorts us to harness “the speaking force” of the target lan­guage which “derives from its multi-dialectal roots”. A translation which respects the dialogical exchange between domestic and foreign is one which pursues a “double movement:” it seeks also to unlock the often neglected or devalorized “meanings of the natural and native language” (160). In similar terms, Venuti advo­cates that we harness the foreignness within the target language to counteract the do­mesticating tendency of translation, drawing on 

the conventionalized language of popular culture … to ren­der a foreign text that might be regarded as elite litera­­ture in a seamlessly fluent translation. This strategy would address both popular and elite readerships by defamiliar­izing the domestic mass media as well as the domestic canon for the foreign literature. (Venuti 12) 

The translator can use popular idioms in the translation of putatively elite texts, breaking down frontiers between languages by breaking down boundaries within a linguistic community. We may likewise interpret Ricœur’s reminder of “the other half of the problem of translation”, that of “translation within the same linguistic commu­nity”, as an example of this double movement (On Translation 24). “We rediscover, within our linguistic community”, Ricœur tells us, “the same enigma of the identical meaning which cannot be found”: we extend hospitality to the foreign by confronting the foreign which is within ourselves (On Translation 25). 

It would appear that the meaning and purpose of Ricœur’s idea of linguistic hospitality is ultimately quite orthodox. To the ex­tent that we may remain within the framework established by Ber­man in seeking to address in “prac­tical” terms the “theoretical” im­possibility of translation, the theo­retical abyss with which Ricœur con­fronts the translator does not ultimately seem that daunting. At first glance, the contribution of Ricœur, in practical terms, appears quite modest. 

This is because it is in fact the unintended consequences of Ricœur’s enhancing of the dialogical element, particularly of the attendant gesture of accentuating “impossibility”, which are most significant in shaping our understanding of cultural error. We can bring out these consequences by engaging more closely with Venuti’s extension of Berman’s paradigm, specifically with regards to this appeal to the dimension of intra-linguistic translation as a means of negotiating the difficulties of inter-linguistic translation. Venuti’s appeal to the neglected and devalorized multiplicity of dialects with­in the target language is in response to the domestic drive of language, not to Ricœur’s problematic of the impossibility of over­coming the heterogeneity which exists between languages; and it goes by the name of “scandal” rather than “hospitality”. 

The latter as a standard is to assume a heavier responsibility than the former: the potential for “scandal” is to assist merely in the production of a “good” as opposed to a “bad” translation; “hospi­tality”, before distinguishing “good” from “bad”, is to render trans­lation possible in the face of its theoretical impossibility. It thereby also assumes a much more ambiguous status. We might turn Ri­cœur’s formulation on its head: hospitality may rather be that which serves to conceal the impossibility of translation, an act of arch-“trumpery” to use the vocabulary of Berman. We may note Venuti’s own grudging admiration for “the sheer achievement of boldly dom-esti­cating translations” orientated by the standard of corres­pon­dence as by a mirage (81). 

We may further note the much deeper capacity for failure on the behalf a translation orientated by the standard of hospitality: the appeal to intra-linguistic translatability may descend into, or indeed may always represent, a spectacle whereby translation loses itself in its own internal abyss in the guise of extending hospitality to the foreign language. Once the horizon of the “impossibility” of trans­lation imposes itself, a possibility for parody emerges as an unmis­taka­ble consequence of Ricœur’s ethics of hospitality: a parody which “corrupts”, to co-opt Ricœur’s own vocabulary, the standard of hospitality from the inside. 

In seeking to enhance the dialogical element of Berman’s paradigm, it is this unintended consequence which stands out as Ri­cœur’s singular contribution; and it is no minor one: through en­gagement with Ricœur we arrive at a new class of error. The title which I chose for this article is somewhat misleading. Certainly, Ri­cœur’s theoretical framework allows for a conceptualization of cul­tural error in terms of the gesture of inhospitality exemplified by the domesticating translation. If not more dangerous then certainly more disconcerting, however, is the error of the parody of hospi­tality. At the risk of sliding into the abyss which Ricœur’s work opens, we might argue that this possibility of parody did not suggest itself to him because a theory of correspondence continues to orien­tate his ethics of hospitality: to be precise, he presupposes that the foreign which opens within a linguistic community is of the same nature as the foreign which opens between linguistic communities. We might say that this presupposition raises the spectre of an original language, which has never fully departed the horizon, how­ever much we turn towards the standard of hospitality. 

Perhaps, then, the position at which we arrive by following Ricœur is one of multiple types of cultural error and, ultimately, a composite standard for judging them. Another aporia, beside that which opens between the theoretical impossibility and practical reality of trans­lation, insinuates itself into the fabric of Ricœur’s text: upon pursuing the dialogical dimension to its endpoint in hospitality, we are “thrown back” towards the standard of correspondence. There is a need to better conceptualize the relation of hospitality with corres­pondence, and to better interiorize this residual in­vest­ment in the horizon of an original language. This is a need which is not formu­lated explicitly by Ricœur; however, it is one which force­fully sug­gests itself upon a more sustained cross-referencing of his short work on translation with the earlier work Oneself as Another.

 

3. From hospitality to correspondence

 

We are returned to the incompleteness of Ricœur’s modelling of the ethics of translation and to the model of cultural error which emer­ges from it. There is notably an outstanding need to identify a way of ne­gotiating between the standard of hospitality, projecting the error of inhospitality, and the standard of correspondence, pro­jecting the error of incongruence. In this final section, I will suggest how we may proceed towards the negotiation with this aporia by re­turning to the theoretical framework of the earlier text. 

The transition towards hospitality in Ricœur’s work on translation echoes the transition towards solicitude in Oneself as An­other. Solicitude as a normative standard is anchored by the face to face relation between two individuals, which is to say that it is “addressed to persons in their irreplaceable singularity” (Oneself as Another 263). Already in the encounter with another across speech, to recall, there is an implicitly ethical dimension, which is betrayed if we attempt to extract and express it in abstract terms. To seek to iden­tify the other as a representative of a certain species endowed with a set of properties worthy of this gesture of solicitude is to lose sight of the immediacy of this interpellation by another. The idea of morality which emerges from the process of abstraction from this immediacy finds its exemplary in Kant who speaks not of solicitude but of respect which is bestowed upon all rational beings in comp-liance with a universal moral code. 

We have here another of Ricœur’s aporia: for Kant, the moral perspective can be considered universal only to the extent that it is purified of all attachment to the contingent circumstances of any empirically given situation, such as those of the face to face en­counter, or from the extra-rational inclinations of the individual, such as the inclination towards solicitude. Ricœur’s pitting of the situ­ationally bound expression of solicitude to another individual across speech against the respect which the universal moral law in­cites us to accord to all individuals who possess certain identifiable properties is what, in his work on translation, takes on the form of the distinction between the standard of hospitality set against the standard of correspondence informed, either explicitly or implicitly, by the perspective of a universal language. The face to face relation of solicitude finds its corollary in the translator’s focus on the dis­cursive strategies which express hospitality or a lack thereof to­wards the translated text as to a partner in communication, set against a focus on the identification and reconstitution within the tar­get language of its textual physiognomy. 
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