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      Introduction: From Translation 
to Translating                     

      Th e initial idea for this book arose from the experience of living in diff er-
ent countries and languages. Living ‘in translation’ can produce a strange 
liberation by alienation. Speaking in a second language creates a sense 
of freedom and discovery whereby new ways of expressing the world are 
opened up which also opens up new worlds. Accompanying this is a 
sense of being able to discover oneself through these new experiences, as 
though the light of what is foreign or other can illuminate hidden recesses 
of oneself. Perhaps this is because there is an impression of escaping the 
shackles of what is expected of oneself in one’s home culture or ‘mother 
tongue’. ‘ Tromper la surveillance, ’ Jacques Derrida terms it: ‘eluding the 
watchful eye of some monitor, in order to tell the truth.’ 1  Words in a 
second language which seem to reveal something ‘new’ in the world can 
thus seem more ‘true’. We often don’t notice our ‘own’ language, the 
strange idioms where history’s ghost can live, whereas idioms of a second 
tongue can seem to resound with truth and wonder. In discussing transla-
tion, Maurice Blanchot describes this as the sensation that ‘words need 
a certain ignorance to keep their power of revelation.’ 2  Yet there is also, 
paradoxically, a sense of fi ction that seems to permeate this experience, as 
though the words of a second language are both more ‘true’ while at the 
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same time not being ‘real’. Words in another language seem to apply to 
the other or second country and not to one’s home. Th ere can be a feeling 
of living in a state of suspension when one lives in another country, as if 
‘real life’ were paused and would begin again on the return home. 

 All of these curious and vague ideas revolve around the linguistic 
construction of identity and alterity. In Ireland, ‘my’ country, the rela-
tions between language and identity are particularly complex. Few Irish 
nationals speak the Irish language  Gaeilge . Ireland is one of very few post-
colonial countries that lost its mother tongue so completely. ‘I only have 
one language, yet it is not mine’ 3  says Derrida of his relation to the French 
language; the same could be said for the vast majority of Irish nationals 
who speak the English language as their mother tongue. Speaking a lan-
guage that belongs to another country, but having no other language in 
which to speak, produces a sense of distantiation—the feeling of living 
in someone else’s home and a homesickness for somewhere you’ve never 
been. A desire to put philosophical fl esh on these skeletal (not to mention 
subjective) impressions motivated this book and its central questions: can 
we speak of subject and other as ‘constructed’? If so, what role does lan-
guage play in this construction? Do subject and other relate as languages 
in a play of mutually constructive translation? If so, what are the ethical 
implications of that exchange? 

 Th e practice of translation is of course as old as the history of lan-
guages. Insofar as it seeks to make an unintelligible meaning intelligi-
ble, it forms part of the history of hermeneutics. While hermeneutics 
as a discipline may only have arisen in the post-Kantian atmosphere of 
Romantic Germany, its roots reach back across antiquity. ‘Words spo-
ken are symbols or signs of aff ections or impressions of the soul; written 
words are the signs of words spoken.’ 4  Aristotle’s description of language 
as the clothing of inner mental experience in many senses off ers a neat 
summation of the dominant approach to translation for many centuries. 
As Jean Grondin has pointed out, the Greek understanding of saying 
as  hermeneuein  or ‘interpreting’ arises from the notion of language as 
a translation of the soul’s thoughts. Expression or  hermeneia  ‘is simply 
the logos comprehended in words.’ 5   Hermeneuein  then, as the interpreta-
tion of those words, is the process of mediating external signs inwards 
towards the ‘inside’ of meaning. Translation, as the transformation of 
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a word in one language into a word in another language, would follow 
much the same path as a general  hermeneuein . Th e meaning, the inner 
logos or thought ( dianoia ) could change its ‘outer’ clothing as simply as 
one changes a coat. 

 Th e occasional commentary on translation found in the works of 
Roman orators and unnamed grammarians, stages translation as a choice 
between two opposites. Faced with a text in Greek, a Latin scholar, in the 
later words of St. Jerome following Cicero, should proceed: ‘ non verbum 
e verbo sed sensum de sensu ’—‘not word for word but sense for sense.’ 6  
Yet these Roman commentators and their early Christian counterparts 
in many senses follow the Greek approach to language in that the trans-
position of meaning is considered a simple dissociation of signifi er from 
signifi ed—whether that be at the level of the word or the broader level of 
the phrase. What is distinct in St. Jerome, and also in the commentary of 
Augustine, is the question of divine inspiration. Provided the translator 
proceed in faith, her words are guaranteed by the presence of the divine 
logos. While the Reformation placed interpretation and translation at 
the centre of the European stage, the resultant theories of translation 
remained largely confi ned to biblical exegesis. Although Wilhelm Dilthey 
claims that the Reformation led to the birth of hermeneutics in its 
Romantic form, Grondin argues that the infl uence of the Church fathers 
was far greater than often thought ‘so that this pivotal period is much less 
revolutionary than the classic history of  hermeneutics, itself indebted to 
Protestant theology, would suggest.’ 7  Th rough the Reformation debates, 
the question of translation, or more broadly interpretation, centred on the 
relation to a transcendental divine spirit which made itself present in the 
transformation of words. Moreover, for many centuries translation was 
concerned with the transfer of meaning from one text to another, from 
one said to another said. My interest here is the movement of translation 
towards its own limit; towards the unsaid, unsayable and untranslatable. 

 Th e fi rst step of this movement, propelled by a confl ux of historical and 
philosophical forces, was taken by Eighteenth Century German speak-
ers. German speaking translators at that time sought to defi ne them-
selves against the prevailing French and English literary trends. Rather 
than aiming for a transparent translation where all traces of the ‘origi-
nal’ text’s foreignness had been erased, translators working in German 
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endeavoured to make the foreign as obvious as possible. Johann Gottfried 
Herder advocated ‘bending’ German itself to a foreign strain in order to 
accrue ‘great advances’ to the German language. 8  In this regard, Johann 
Heinrich Voss’s translations of the  Odyssey  (1781) and the  Iliad  (1793), 
the fi rst to retain the hexameter in German, had a profound impact on 
the German literary scene. 9  Th ey ushered in an openness to translation as 
a possibility of transformation—not of the foreign text but of the German 
language itself. Such a view of translation as linguistic enrichment marks 
the move away from the separation of language and thought towards an 
understanding of thinking as inherently linguistic. As Lawrence Venuti 
phrases it ‘language is conceived, not as expressing thought and meaning 
transparently, but as shaping them according to linguistic structures and 
cultural traditions which are in turn shaped by language use.’ 10  Between 
Voss’s  Odyssey  and  Iliad,  Immanuel Kant’s three critiques appeared; the 
 Critique of Pure Reason  was published the same year as Voss’s  Odyssey  
(1781, second edition 1787), followed closely by the  Critique of Practical 
Reason  (1788) and the  Critique of Judgement  (1790). Th e seismic shift in 
thinking that ensued evidently led to a radical re-evaluation of language 
and translation, although this was by no means immediate. 

 Kant’s phenomena/noumena distinction introduced both an emancipa-
tion and a limitation of reason. On the one hand, the projection of a fi nite 
subject’s categories upon the world of experience is what makes that world 
and the experience of it possible. On the other hand of course, the world 
as it is experienced is not the world as it is in itself. Th e disjunction intro-
duced by Kant made way for the philosophical hermeneutics of the twen-
tieth century via its romantic precursors of Friedrich Schleiermacher and 
Dilthey. Grondin describes post-Kantian philosophy as unfolding along 
two diff erent paths: speculative idealism and hermeneutics. While these 
may well not have been in line with Kant’s own ambitions, they nonethe-
less emerge from an interpretative, that is to say hermeneutic, engagement 
with the latter’s thinking. It is in Schleiermacher and Dilthey’s response 
to Kant that we can fi nd the beginnings of a shift in the direction of the 
unsaid; the concern of post-Heideggerian philosophical hermeneutics as 
it is found in the work of Hans-Georg Gadamer and Paul Ricoeur. 11  

 Traditionally understanding was considered ‘normal’ or ‘natural’ 
so that a method of hermeneutics was considered requisite only in the 


