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Translation
All texts presented to readers as translations are heavy with their authors’
philosophical presuppositions about the nature of language, textuality,
and cultural history. These presuppositions too often remain unexamined;
a translator should say something about them.

The literature on the theory of translation is very substantial.1 Yet the
field of South Asian translation studies remains insufficiently theorized.2
Amongst eclectic studies that havemost influencedmy theory and practice
of translation are Zimmermann (1989) and Eco (2004). I have been deeply
influenced by the arguments of Venuti (1995), although I disagree with the
author’s final thesis. However, I fully agree with Venuti’s central idea –
that different language communities have widely-varying expectations of
the translations they receive. As he says,

Fidelity cannot be construed as mere semantic equivalence: on
the one hand, the foreign text is susceptible to many different
interpretations, even at the level of the individual word; on the
other hand, the translator’s interpretive choices answer to a do-
mestic cultural situation and so always exceed the foreign text.
This does not mean that translation is forever banished to the
realm of freedom or error, but that canons of accuracy are cul-
turally specific and historically variable.3

This is important and, it seems to me, true. It demolishes the belief that a
translation can be correct in any absolute sense, or indeed that one can ever
provide translations that satisfy all audiences. The success of a translation
is contingent on the reader’s culture and mother tongue just as much as on
the skills of the translator.

I have described some of my ideas about the theory of translation in the
introductions to two of my previous books, Metarules of Pāṇinian Grammar
and The Roots of Ayurveda. Withmany other translation theorists, I consider
the act of translation to be, theoretically speaking, impossible. Languages,

1Baker and Saldanha (2009), Baker (2010), and Venuti (2012) provide entry points
to the general field, while Mohanty (1994), Garzilli (1996), Mohanty (1996), and Susan
Bassnett (1998) address issues specific to translation in the South Asian. Further relevant
studies include Álvarez and Vidal 1996; Tymoczko and Gentzler 2002; Fischer and Jensen
2012; Rodgers et al. 2013.

2As was noted by Krishnamurthy (2009: 458); in spite of the important reflections
of Sarukkai (2016), the field needs further studies parallel to the mature reflections of
Elshakry (2008) on Arabic scientific translation.

3Venuti 1995: 37.
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cultures and histories, are incommensurable.4 In order to have a genuine
experience of understanding a Sanskrit text, one must read it and under-
stand it in its original language, without performing translation eithermen-
tally or in writing. For this, one has to bring a level of preparedness to the
task, having acquired the source language as a child or through substantial
later study. Only when one can read and understand without translating
can one move on to translation. Translation is, in my view, a narrative ac-
count authored in the target language, of themental states – especially sen-
tences – experienced by the translator while reading and understanding in
the original source language. These processes were eloquently theorized
by George Steiner under the name “hermeneutic motion”.5 A particularly
clear example of notational variation is the use of the table to present ori-
ginally textual material.6
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