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Introduction

Colonial and postcolonial translation

Translation and colonialism are fundamentally connected, as Susan Bassnett and Harish Trivedi have argued in Post-Colonial Translation (1999). Bassnett and Trivedi insist that translation is not ‘transparent’ or ‘innocent’, but is instead a ‘highly manipulative activity’ between unequal participants from different cultural systems.1 Bassnett and Trivedi also observe the meaningful historical congruence of colonial expansion and the concept of the ‘high-status original’ that might be compared with a mediocre translation. This concept was ultimately extended from texts to systems, so that inevitably: ‘Europe was regarded as the Great Original, the starting point, and the colonies were therefore copies, or “translations” of Europe, which they were supposed to duplicate’.2

Bassnett and Trivedi’s research has shown that for centuries, texts were translated into European languages ‘for European consumption’, and that these texts were selected for their specific suitability for European readers.3 In addition to the material function of the translated text, the manner in which it is translated is clearly significant. Colonial translation effects a colonization of the text in the same way that the wider colonial project conquers subjects and spaces. Colonial translation involves the reinterpretation of metaphor in two ways: primarily, a colonial translation involves the erasure of ‘foreign’ metaphor, but in addition, there is an imposition of colonial metaphor on to the translation. This frequently meant heavy editing and mediation of the text, in order to erase culturally specific metaphor, and impose colonial metaphor on to that text. For instance, in addition to his frequent comparisons between ‘Oriental’ and Western stories and poetry, in the notes accompanying his translation of the Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam, Edward Fitzgerald openly disregards ‘Persian’ metaphor in favour of his own European description. Discussing the phrase ‘the white hand of Moses’ from the fourth stanza, Fitzgerald imagines this ‘whiteness to be more suitably represented ‘not, according to the Persians, “leprous as Snow,” but white, as our May-blossom in Spring perhaps’.4 Fitzgerald is just as quick to consider erasing stanzas altogether where he considers the imagery to be unpleasant, as in the example of stanza XLIII. He writes:

According to one beautiful Oriental Legend, Azrael accomplishes his mission by holding to the nostril an Apple from the Tree of Life. This, and the two following Stanzas would have been withdrawn, as somewhat de trop, from the Text, but for advice which I least like to disregard.5

Similarly, he is eager to ‘improve’ the versification, describing his decision to alter the rhyme scheme which he describes in the original as ‘a strange succession of Grave and Gay’. His translation omits some of the ‘Gay’ to correct his idea that this ‘recurs over-frequently in the Original’.6

In colonial India, the first translation was Charles Wilkins’ translation from Sanskrit to English of the Bhagavad Gita, which was followed by William Jones’s Sacontala. These were seen as emblems of the achievements of the colonial project which, according to Governor-General Warren Hastings, would far outlast the British presence in India.7 Translators were among the first of the Orientalists in India whose work enabled British colonial rule; the British approach was to gather, translate and use existing literary and legal documents rather than imposing an entirely new legal system on India. William Jones was one of these translators, along with Abraham-Hyacinthe Antequil-Duperron. Jones’s work for the British East India Company provided a stepping stone from scholarly to outright imperialist Orientalism. The first British Viceroy of Egypt, Cromer, applied the knowledge of the Oriental gained through translation and other scholarship, using his ‘personal canon of Orientalist wisdom’8 as a body of so-called knowledge by which to work. It was this that led to the establishment of the Oriental/Occidental binary that Said explored in Orientalism, where the Oriental was perceived to be ‘irrational, depraved (fallen), childlike, “different”’.9

Postcolonial translation

In response to this highly mediated colonial translation process, postcolonial literature has responded with postcolonial intralingual translations which aim to retell a historical event, the story of a location or a literary text. Maria Tymoczko has described this kind of translation process as one that aims to re-present not just one text, but a culture, comprised of a language, a literature, a legal framework, a history and so forth.10 Postcolonial literature has often responded to colonial discourse with direct retellings of canonical literature, retold from a postcolonial perspective. This kind of retelling can be categorized as translation, according to Roman Jakobson’s model of three translation types. Roman Jakobson’s three categories of translation bear witness to the many ways in which translation has been conceived by linguistic, literary and cultural theorists. Roman Jakobson’s categories of contemporary translation theory are ‘intralingual’ translation, a rewording of signs in one language with signs from the same language; ‘interlingual’ translation, or the interpretation of signs in one language with signs from another language (translation ‘proper’); and ‘intersemiotic’ translation or the transfer (‘transmutation’) of signs in one language to non-verbal sign systems (from language into art or music).11 ‘Intralingual translation’ best describes the way that Rushdie’s work performs (or becomes a) translation: this form of translation enables stories to be retold for new audiences or in a new historical moment. Examples of intralingual translations of literature written with a postcolonial perspective include Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea in response to Jane Eyre, Maryse Conde’s Windward Heights which retells Wuthering Heights, J M Coetzee’s Foe which rewrites Robinson Crusoe, and Peter Carey’s Jack Maggs, a postcolonial retelling of Great Expectations. There are many retellings of The Tempest, a potent symbol of coloniality, especially in the Caribbean; well-known translations include Aime Cesaire’s A Tempest and George Lamming’s theoretical retelling, The Pleasures of Exile. Other postcolonial texts perform acts of translation and retelling within new stories.

Rushdie’s texts exemplify this postcolonial need to retell, with Midnight’s Children, a narrative of the independence and Partition of South Asia, most directly performing this retelling of colonial or European versions of that historical period. With their strange magical powers, the midnight’s children embody the dubious gift of independence and of the preceding so-called benevolent colonial rule. The Satanic Verses is a rewriting of the idea of migration from South Asia to Britain, while Shalimar the Clown presents the history of Kashmir anew, by juxtaposing it with the contemporaneous European historical period of the World War II, and thus equalizing those histories.

Approaching Rushdie’s work as translation in this way might raise questions about the lengths to which a definition of translation can be put to work. However, the conventionally limited definition of translation that operates in some Western thinking does not represent translation as conceived in some SouthAsian languages and contexts. In Sanskrit, the word for translation, anuvad, means ‘saying after or again, repeating by way of explanation, explanatory repetition or reiteration with corroboration or illustration, explanatory reference to anything already said’.12 The sense of translation coming after an original persists in this definition, but the connectedness between original and translation stops there: there is no insistence on faithfulness in grammatical, stylistic or contextual senses.

Rushdie’s translation is one of languages and structures as well as stories, and he explicitly produces stories which are inspired by oral narrative forms, while they are written in a new English language in a bid to possess that language rather than allowing those stories to become possessed by the language of the former colonizers. In this way Rushdie has taken up Chinua Achebe’s call to use the English language which is inherited by the postcolonial subject, but to make that language a new English that can carry the weight of the formerly colonized subject’s experience.13 Aside from translation theory, the theoretical background for my thesis is largely in postcolonial studies. In particular, I engage with work by Homi Bhabha, Laura Chrisman, Edward Said, Nicholas Harrison, Robert Young, Frantz Fanon and Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin to add to my discussion of some key concerns of postcolonial studies. Susan Bassnett and Harish Trivedi’s edited collection of essays, Post-Colonial Translation, brings the fields of postcolonial studies and translation theory together, especially in Maria Tymoczko’s essay ‘Post-colonial writing and literary translation’, where it is claimed that ‘post-colonial writing might be imagined as a form of translation’.14 Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin support the idea that translation and postcolonial theories are conjoined:

In the last few years several critical discussions of post-colonial translation have emerged . . . and a great number of scholars are beginning to address the issue as the theoretical problems of translation in post-colonial countries attracts their attention. The standard problem – “is translation really interpretation” – familiar to all translation theory becomes a crucial issue. Questions of cultural familiarity, the implied construction of the audience, the problems of constructing the “other” have particular relevance in this context.15

Linguistic features of Rushdie’s work and frequent considerations of desire and of the female body mean that Julia Kristeva’s work has been an invaluable source offering methods of interrogating Rushdie’s narrative structures and symbolism. The instances of spectacle present in much of Rushdie’s writing, and Rushdie’s being considered a postmodern writer by many of his contemporary commentators, led to my inclusion of some of the ideas of Baudrillard and Lyotard whose postmodern theories provide further insight into Rushdie’s cinematic images and bodily mutations. Reproducing cinematic images in verbal form suggests a further type of translation, one that Jakobson describes as ‘intersemiotic’.16

In translation

In Rushdie’s work, translation always involves temptation and transgression, aspects of translation practice which are implied by the symbolic origin of translation and language difference within the worldviews of the three Abrahamic religions. The construction of the tower of Babel, leading to the subsequent division of human speech, was caused by human transgression: the tower was built in an effort to gain knowledge of God. The division of human speech gave birth to a temptation to translate, hard to resist, just as the tower of Babel was constructed when the temptation to transgress became too strong to resist.

When human language was divided, translation was conceived in order to aid communication. Attempting to heal the linguistic rift, translators transgress linguistic as well as other barriers. As André Lefevere observes: ‘translations can be potentially threatening precisely because they confront the receiving culture with another, different way of looking at life and society, a way that can be seen as potentially subversive’.17 The act of translation is subversive according to the Biblical understanding of translation precisely because the act of translation takes language into human hands and out of God’s control in an effort to pre-empt the ideal unilingual future in the advent of glossolalia, after which time there will be no need for translation. The Islamic understanding of human language diversity, important to address in relation to Rushdie whose undergraduate research in Islamic History led to his engagement with the Qur’an in his writing, is slightly different. Umberto Eco writes about a version of language division as told by Ibn Hazm, from his scrutiny of the Qur’an:

In the beginning there existed a single language given by God, . . . [this] original language was so rich in synonyms that it included every possible language. Thus confusio did not depend on the invention of new languages, but on the fragmentation of a unique tongue that existed ab initio and in which all others were already contained.18

This version of the source of translation is perhaps even more tantalizing, as it suggests that the original state of one common language can somehow be obtained again, because ‘in any language men may discover the spirit, the breath, the perfume, and the traces of the original’.19

Some translation theorists engage explicitly with ideas of a desire and temptation which compels them to translate – note, for example, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s claim that, in order to produce a translation, one ‘should adopt a procedure of “love” and “surrender” towards the original’.20 In many cases, the desire and temptation of the translator is evident through the images and examples used to explain a theoretical approach, suggesting that desire and temptation are inherent properties of the translation process. An example is provided by John McWhorter who, in The Power of Babel, claims that his initial awakening into a ‘lifelong obsession’21 with language and translation occurred as a result of his first, childhood feelings of romantic love:

I fell in love for the first time at four years old. Her name was Shirley and we were both in a piano class. . . . Watching her joyously greet her family, I was shocked to hear that as soon as she started talking to them, I couldn’t understand what they were saying! This was the first time in my life that I had ever known that there were languages other than English, and it remains the profoundest shock I have ever encountered . . . I was so frustrated that I cried like the child I was – partly because I felt that this revelation had lost me the girl of my dreams and partly because I was absolutely dazzled by the idea that there were ways of speaking that I could not understand, that there were other ways to talk.22

The child’s desire is defeated by the fact that the object of his affection speaks a different language from him, yet this leaves him ‘dazzled’, a word that evokes admiration and fascination (or desire) as well as surprise. McWhorter implies that to cross that language barrier in order to fulfil his desire would be a transgression that he could not perform – instead, he ‘had lost’ the ‘girl of [his] dreams’. As if in fear of mistranslation or miscommunication, this event compelled him to learn other languages – he writes, ‘I became so obsessed with my language deficit that I left a note on the blackboard for the rabbi . . . asking him how I, too, could learn Hebrew’.23 Gaining knowledge of Shirley’s language, McWhorter implies, the inter-linguistic relationship would not be such a transgression. Entering a foreign language without adequate knowledge is considered to be the transgressive element, in McWhorter’s terms.

For Umberto Eco, transgression and temptation combine in the event of translating a passage about a portrait of a young girl wearing an open corset. Various examples of translations into English and Italian from the original French are examined, but their vagueness frustrates Eco, who wants to know just ‘how open was that bodice or corset?’.24 This detail, Eco suggests, is ‘rather relevant since the topic of that scene is the subtle and malicious charm of the aunt at the time of her glorious youth’.25 Eco suggests that in order to render the image correctly, he must use 13 words instead of the 8, 9 and 10 words in other translations which were closer to the original ‘from the rhythmic point of view’.26 Eco’s transgression of rhythm and literalness was performed because of the temptation of the image in the original: ‘the relevant element in that visualisation was the exciting and seductive waistline of the young bride, and it was that that I had to make visible, thus abandoning any effort to translate literally’.27 These examples illustrate the synthesis of translation and temptation at the level of content. Like Spivak, Rosemary Arrojo, in her essay, ‘Interpretation as Possessive Love’, claims that the process of translation itself involves desire – for Arrojo, the translator is a ‘seduced, faithful reader’ who is cautious about transgressing, and thus treats the original text with ‘extreme fidelity’.28 As an example, Arrojo suggests that the ‘careful “word for word” translation strategy’ undertaken by Hélène Cixous ‘has a lot in common with a successful love affair’ where ‘a reader and author’ are ‘happily brought together’.29 However, what begins as a loving union soon turns into ‘a violent desire to possess’ that original text – for Cixous, this takes the form of ‘her “transgressive” desire to be in the mother’s position’ – for the translator who was the ‘child’ of the author of the original text to become the ‘mother’.30 This possessive desire of the translator is compared by Arrojo to the oppressive nature of ‘patriarchy and colonialism’.31 For Rushdie, though, translation does not necessitate the colonizer’s overpowering of the ‘native’ or the language of the colonizer subsuming that of the colony.

Talking about his work, Rushdie describes translation as primarily a migratory event, occurring when the migrant is ‘carried across’ a geographical boundary, replicating the etymological meaning of the word ‘translation’ in the physical
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