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Introduction

ALONE, EACH IN OUR
OWN LANGUAGE

IN THE very near future we will travel alone, each in our own
language. There will no longer be any need to learn foreign lan-
guages in order to engage with others. We may still debate the
relative merits of human versus machine translation, but the
latter will have overtaken the former. At a time when books
entirely translated by software are being published—in Octo-
ber 2018, the first machine-translated scientific work of over 8oo
pages was released in French, generated by DeepL (a machine-
translation program based on deep learning)—the question is
already being raised." Admittedly, the content of these books is
technical, but the advances in artificial intelligence applied to
this field are such that this software, and other similar programs,
even if not entirely based on the same learning models, are
translating literary texts with a certain degree of success. In
2018, ATLAS, LAssociation pour la promotion de la traduction
littéraire en France [ The Association for the Promotion of Lit-
erary Translation in France], launched a ten-year experiment

For general queries, contact info@press.princeton.edu



© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical
means without prior written permission of the publisher.

2 INTRODUCTION

comparing various translation tools (including Google Trans-
late and DeepL) and their evolution when applied to a selection
of classic texts, from Dostoevsky to Salinger.> We will thus be
able to measure, year by year, the improvements in these ma-
chines and their different learning systems.

There are, in fact, two ways to make machines intelligent. The
first, used until 2016 and commonly referred to in French as
“traduction automatique” [automatic translation], involves
“feeding” the system all the grammatical rules of languages and
dictionaries and training it to translate short segments while
flagging errors. This is “Phrase-Based Machine Translation,”
which relies on a statistical model. The second, now favored by
most computer-assisted translation (CAT) tools, involves “neu-
ral networks”; it inputs a vast amount of texts and translations
into the system and allows the machine to train itself, make
mistakes, and self-correct. At first, errors are flagged during the
practical training phase; then it learns to make its own choices
and adjustments. The algorithm gradually determines for itself
the translation rules it will use.

The shift brought about by the increasing efhciency of these
algorithms is economic and cognitive. It multiplies by thousands
the number of translations produced worldwide each day, accen-
tuating inequalities in linguistic representation and accelerating
the disappearance of the most vulnerable languages. It trans-
forms the work of the translator, shifting it toward correction and
verification rather than suggestion or creative invention. It com-
pels the translator, if she does not wish to become a mere subor-
dinate of the machine, to train in artificial intelligence at least
as much as in the languages and cultures to be translated. It
makes translation the central operation of communication but
less to protect each language’s singularities than to impose a new
“Globish,” which is no longer English but machine-assisted, or

For general queries, contact info@press.princeton.edu



© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical
means without prior written permission of the publisher.

INTRODUCTION 3

automatic, translation. It lays claim to equivalence, transpar-
ency, and substitution. Accordingly, machine translators favor
widely used languages and, unsurprisingly, are more effective
and more numerous in English than in Italian, in Mandarin
than in Uyghur, in Bengali than in Kannada. How, then, can
deep learning be taught for certain language pairs for which the
corpora of translated texts are extremely limited? Are there
enough exchanges between Farsi and Icelandic, between Swa-
hili and Korean, to train machines to translate them effectively?
When one considers that there are approximately six thousand
language pairs to be translated worldwide, the stakes become
clear. This problem entails the use of relay languages, a return
to certain historical practices of human translation, which rein-
force the dominant position of one or of a few languages and
increase the risk of error.?

In the not-too-distant future, more and more travelers will
crisscross the planet equipped with an earpiece capable of
translating their interlocutors’ words into their own language,
regardless of their mother tongue. Currently, this type of
device—which, let us not forget, the characters in Star Trek
already have—is commercially available for about fifteen lan-
guages. It performs a kind of consecutive translation, in which
speech and its translation are not perfectly simultaneous but
instead are separated by the few seconds necessary for the ma-
chine to capture the voice, send it to the cloud, transcribe it, and
translate it. For the 2020 Olympic Games in Japan, Sourcenext
produced a device, the Pocketalk, capable of translating over
seventy-five languages for the tourism market (hotel staff and
taxi drivers). The revolutions in machines and algorithms are
so rapid that any data is already on the way to obsolescence.
This reflection leads us into a world where predictions are real-
ized faster than forecasted rain falls.
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In order to think the transformation of relations that this de-
velopment in computer-assisted translation implies, we must
stop thinking translation as an exclusively positive operation of
welcoming the foreign or of learning about others through their
language. We must stop praising it or seeing it merely as a space
of encounter between cultures and different ways of thinking.
Translation can also become the primary instrument in a drive
toward an isolated world, where each person approaches the
other only through the narrow end of an earpiece. Transpar-
ency is violence. While taking care not to view these changes
through a lens of dread or anxiety, it nevertheless seems impor-
tant to think the whole of communication processes differently;
and for this reason, as well, to understand translation as an am-
biguous and complex operation, capable of both the best and
the worst. We must recall the power of appropriation and the
reduction of alterity that it has demonstrated throughout the
history of cultural encounters, encounters that are also histories
of domination.

The contemporary generalization of a positive discourse on
translation—as a factor of plurality and openness, of ethical
relation to the other, which now makes it, more often than not,
the antithesis of war or conflict—deprives it of a significant part
ofits thought-provoking force. Beyond the fact that translation
sometimes plays a decisive role (and hardly to its credit!) in the
processes of war, as Emily Apter demonstrated in the case of
the war in Iraq, Mona Baker for the Israeli-Palestinian conflict,
and Alain Ricard in the context of apartheid, translation is also
the irreducible space of confrontation.* Of all of the objects of
thought, few are so insoluble in dialectics, few remain so obsti-
nately bound to the two, to difference and opposition. Placing
the language of translation within the vocabulary of democratic
consensus is therefore not without paradox, nor without
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difficulty: It implies reducing, weakening, or even entirely ne-
gating all the conflicts inscribed within it. This ethical turn in
translation, which reflects a broader shift in general political
discourse heading in this direction (striving for a pacified soci-
ety, without conflict, living in a world without enemies . . .)
imposes itself at the cost of diminishing the difference between
the one (or the self) and the other, of a confidence that is likely
spurious with regard to reciprocity and empathy. It is these
paradoxes and difficulties that I would like, in part, to unpack
in the following chapters, in order to restore to translation its
potential for active negativity.

Negativity does not stem solely from the supposed loss that
occurs in the passage from one language to another. As a space
of relation, translation is also a site of conflict that must be regu-
lated in order to preserve a form of pluralism. “Agonic transla-
tion” could be the name for this tamed antagonism. Its potential
is theoretical insofar as it seeks to overturn the dialectic by re-
fusing synthesis. It is also political: how to think difference that
isirreducible, conflict that is irresolvable? Finally, it is practical.
Many translators are quite well acquainted with the performa-
tive aspects of this conflictual confrontation with the other (the
other language, the other author, the other text . . .), a relation
in which they struggle, in which their own language is weak-
ened, and which often leaves them feeling powerless or
incomplete—failing. Identifying the ways in which translation
is now engaged in the discourse of consensus also reveals how
these pathways mark a discursive shift both from earlier dis-
courses and within the long history of discourses on transla-
tion. In certain places, translation continues to incite conflict:
There is a polemic of translating and a polemic in translating.
Recalling this aspect of reflection, analyzing the force of the
negative in translation thought—this is one of the aims of this
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book. The point is not simply to invert a positive discourse into
a negative one but rather to institute a dimension of conflict
that allows one to perceive the contradictions that arise within
the practice: forces of domination or of vulnerability among
languages, new relations stemming from the interaction be-
tween humans and machines, which reconfigure communities
and the links established between them.

For many years now, I have chosen to teach the movements
through which literature circulates and is transmitted, rather
than literature itself. The reason is probably because I recog-
nized that the experience of literature is something “for one-
self,” which cannot be taught. Rather than the scholarly path
offered through literary history, I preferred to take a detour
through the atlas, by way of the travels of texts and languages,
where works are in perpetual transformation and never truly
resemble themselves, where we encounter so many stories of
returns, discoveries, injustices, and forgettings. Another reason
is that my academic discipline, comparative literature, has been
profoundly transformed by its opening to world literature.
World literature should not be regarded as a unified whole,
graspable through knowledge or intellect; rather, it must be
seen as a set of relations, one that can be systematized (as Pas-
cale Casanova demonstrates in The World Republic of Letters)
but that can also be approached more flexibly, by bringing to
light certain specific relations whose features reappear in other
instances (according to variables identifiable across space and
time). Above all, one can develop a translating thought that
best accompanies the decentering brought about by a global
perspective, one that is neither Franco-centric nor exclusively
Euro-centric (as was long the case with comparative
literature).
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This is the task I set for myself with the students I mentor
over the course of their master’s or doctoral program. With
Claude Mouchard at Paris 8 University we founded a student
journal entitled Translations, for which we invited the many for-
eign students in our courses to introduce us to their literature
by way of translation. We have published everything from
Georgian to Korean poets, from short contemporary Icelandic
prose to old Creole folktales, from Bambara proverbs to Pales-
tinian poetry. The collaboration of students whose native lan-
guage was French was crucial for giving the translations stabil-
ity, giving them sense and rhythm. Translation is a collective
art; it allows us to reflect on forms of literary collectivization on
several levels: because there are always at least two people in-
volved, and there can also be more (and it’s no surprise that
Oulipo’s experiments placed translation at the forefront), but
also because the work itself is conceived as plural or composed
of the entirety of its states—written, oral, past, present, and still
to come. This is Borges’s thesis on Homer, as well as Léon
Robel’s and Jacques Roubaud’s on poetry.® For a time, I presented
this idea of a plurality of the work and the relative disappearance
of the original as paradoxical. I now see it as self-evident. The text
has no true existence except between its different versions. No
single version is granted primary authority; nor do we even mark
the substitution of authority through which translation is some-
times conceived. Instead, we put this question back into play,
notably by abandoning the issue of “faithfulness.” This perspec-
tive reengages, in contrast to the long-assumed stability of writ-
ing, modes of transmission that are closer to orality. In this way,
this line of thinking contributes to a renewed conception of the
literary text, one that may perhaps reconcile orality and writing
or, at the very least, refuse to treat them as two completely sepa-
rate modalities of the literary.
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The practice of translation is essential for thinking it; many
theoreticians have emphasized this. It is through translation
that one experiences both the resistances of translating and the
powers of conflict inherent to them. Alongside Michel Deguy,
Claude Mouchard (still), and Martin Rueff, we have made this
the guiding principle of the academic journal Po@sie. Poetic
reason or unreason are also translative reason or unreason. In
the effort to translate poets, it is not transparency that is vio-
lence, as with machine-assisted translation, but rather the hand-
to-hand encounter with the language [langue] forged by the
poem beyond its limit. Meaning is no more definitively en-
closed in the poem than sounds or words. They can take flight.
Starlings give shape to their flight, enigmatic for us, but aston-
ishing and beautiful. And yet they fly and move, transporting
their form elsewhere according to a rhythm that traces their
space and their time. The poem puts us on trial [a Iépreuve],
challenging our quotidian and social uses of language and the
misunderstandings they provoke. By translating it, we liberate
the relation between speech and truth.

Translating to remain face to face
In silence

In the mirror of language
Translating to rejoin myself
There, where I no longer am
And to rejoin them

Where they can no longer be.
Translating to repatriate myself
Syllable after syllable

Word after word

Phrase after phrase.
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Translating like closing my eyelids
—suture points.

Translating against the ashes
Translating against the ashes
Translating against the ashes.’

Violence lies first in the language that separates before it
unites. The plurality of meaning is a source of conflict before
it is a source of richness. Translation must also contend with
this kind of violence, to repatriate the dead and all that has been
silenced. “Translating against the ashes”—against the violence
of destruction, translating against inevitable disappearance. By
directly confronting the conflict inherent in every encounter,
translation also takes on the violences of life in common and of
the world.
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