Experimental Translation



Practice as Research

The Goldsmiths Press Practice as Research series celebrates and explores the multiplicity of
practice research and the ways in which it is published. The series is committed to pushing
the boundaries of doing and disseminating research.



Experimental Translation
"""""""""" The Work of Translation in the Age
of Algorithmic Production

Lily Robert-Foley



Copyright © 2024 Goldsmiths Press

First published in 2024 by Goldsmiths Press
Goldsmiths, University of London, New Cross
London SE14 6NW

Printed and bound by Short Run Press Limited, UK
Distribution by the MIT Press
Cambridge, Massachusetts, USA and London, England

Text copyright © 2024 Lily Robert-Foley

The right of Lily Robert-Foley to be identified as the author of this work has
been asserted by her in accordance with section 77 and 78 in the Copyright,
Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Every effort has been made to trace copyright holders and to obtain their
permission for the use of copyright material. The publisher apologizes for any
errors or omissions and would be grateful if notified of any corrections that
should be incorporated in future reprints or editions of this book.

All Rights Reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,
distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means whatsoever without
prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations
in critical articles and review and certain non-commercial uses permitted by
copyright law.

A CIP record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN 978-1-913380-70-0 (pbk)
ISBN 978-1-913380-69-4 (ebk)

www.gold.ac.uk/goldsmiths-press

Title page image reprinted by kind permission of Delphine Presles. © Delphine Presles.

Goldsmiths

UNIVERSITY OF LONDON



Contents

Introduction
Emprunt

The Calque
Literal Translation
Transpose
Modulated

Equivalencias

Notes
Bibliography
Index

39

77

107

135

167

187

205

219
227
245






Introduction

“The vodka is good but the meat is lousy.” So goes a back-translation of
one of the first machine translations from English into Russian of the prov-
erb “The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak” (Matthew 26:41, in English
translation). It was the Cold War, and the first frenzy over the dream that
machines might solve for the luxury of the world’s costly multilingualism
was sending off sparks, generating human beings’ first encounter with
the odd errancies of machine translation (MT). Since then, the bemused,
sometimes astonished, sometimes disdainful human reactions to MT
have become a trope of machinic fallibility and potential: the menac-
ing, exciting question of whether machines can close the gap of language
difference.

But that’s impossible, isn’t it? Machines can’t translate meaning;
they don’t have a sense of sense, some humans might say (Bellos). They’ll
translate the wrong meaning of a word, translating an accidental hom-
onym (Poibeau), or miming syntax to the point of absurdity. Or they trans-
late overliterally and can’t get “humour, irony, metaphors, similes and
wordplay” (Youdale 9), cultural reference, or prosody: rhyme, rhythm and
music in language. Or they make grammatical mistakes, especially in lon-
ger sentences when questions of coherence and anaphora are concerned
(Hofstadter). Or the streamlining and standardizing of language and con-
tent eclipses the material context, the specificity of texts and languages in
translation (Larsonneur).

Machine translation has come a long way since the Cold War, when
Warren Weaver and his associates at MIT attempted to nail down the
rules of language that would reveal its deep nature as a universal code
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(spoiler alert: this doesn’t work). Statistical machine translation (SMT) in
the 1990s got much better results calculating the frequency and thus the
likelihood of a translation for a given segment by relying on large data-
banks of human translations made possible by the internet. And now, neu-
ral machine translation (NMT) translates not words but values produced
through natural language processing (NLP) matrices, which enable lan-
guages to meet in complex calculations and translate through encoding
and decoding.

So let’s see how a translation of the phrase “The spirit is willing but
the flesh is weak” holds up on June 23, 2022, when it passes consecutively
through all the languages of what is probably today’s most accurate free
online machine translator into English, DeepL:

Bulgarian: /lyxsT e TOTOB, HO IITBTTA € caba.

Chinese (simplified): DHIERE, AAFRE

Czech: Srdce je ochotné, télo neni silné.

Danish: Hjertet er villigt, men kroppen er ikke steerk.
Dutch: Het hart is gewillig, maar het lichaam is niet sterk.
Estonian: Stida on valmis, kuid keha ei ole tugev.

Finnish: Sydédn on valmis, mutta ruumis ei ole vahva.
French: Le cceur est prét, mais le corps n’est pas fort.
German: Das Herz ist bereit, aber der Korper ist nicht stark.
Greek: H kapdud eivor étotun, oALd To copa dev givat Suvoto.
Hungarian: A sziv készen all, de a test nem erés.
Indonesian: Hati sudah siap, tetapi tubuh tidak kuat.
Italian: Il cuore € pronto, ma il corpo no.

Japanese: NI TETULSA, KIETETULVAELY,
Latvian: Prats ir gatavs, bet kermenis nav.

Lithuanian: Protas pasiruoses, bet kiinas—ne.

Polish: Umyst jest gotowy, ale cialo nie.

Portugese: A mente estd pronta, mas o corpo nao esta.
Romanian: Mintea este pregatitd, dar corpul nu este.
Russian: YMm roros, a Te10—HeT.

Slovak: Mysel je pripravend, ale telo nie.

Slovenian: Um je pripravljen, telo pa ne.
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Spanish: La mente esté preparada, pero el cuerpo no.
Swedish: Sinnet dr redo, men inte kroppen.

Turkish: Zihin hazirdir ama beden hazir degildir.
English: The mind is ready, but the body is not.

If I had no idea of the procedure implemented in order to reach the
final translation in this series—that is, if someone presented the first and
last sentence of this experiment to me and said the result were a back
translation of a translation arrived at by a human between a single lan-
guage pair, I might not think this was entirely wrong. I might imagine that
the translator had a good reason for translating in this way, a reason based
on linguistic constraints or context, or a particular translational approach
or ethics that made them think the receiving public could not fully get the
English-language notion of spirit, or that the communicative line would be
cut or blocked or twisted with the reference to the relationship of domina-
tion between spirit and body. The idea (and the word) of spirit, after all,
can change radically from culture to culture, and modulates in the above
translations to something closer to heart (introduced with the translation
from Bulgarian to Chinese) and, from there, something closer to mind (in
the passage between Italian and Japanese). And couldn’t the move from
“willing” to “ready” in the passage from Dutch to Estonian betray a kind of
revisiting of the notion of will, which, rather than an inner failing, could be
seen as a set of affective circumstances coming together in the right way
at the right time? And what about weakness, which modulates into “not
strong” (passing from Bulgarian to Chinese), and finally loses its adjective,
so that it opposes “not ready,” rather than “strong”: the body is not weak, it
justisn’t quite ready. Is there a universe in which this last translation, “The
mind is ready, but the body is not,” could be read simply as a softer, gentler,
more forgiving variant of the original?

And what if the machine’s translation is meaningful? What if the
machine did infend to translate in that way? After all, there are people
who are claiming today that machines are sentient, and also people say-
ing that humans are less sentient than we think we are, driven by our pro-
gramming. But how do we know? How do we know how much sense the
machine is making in translation, or how much the meaning of sense is
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suspended, suspected, surrendered in these processes? The “intention”
in my imagined anthropomorphized reading of the proverb in the above
experiment happens on the level of language difference, that “irreducible
strangeness” (Waldrop), in lexical and grammatical slippages and changes
in perspective, for example between a negative formulation and a positive
one. How much “sense” is there in language simply performing itself, pro-
duced by the incalculable calculations of NMT?

This is the question that Ménica de la Torre, as well as many other
poets and experimental language artists working today with machine
translators and other translation technologies (voice recognition apps,
online dictionaries, crowd sourcing, subtitling, etc.), asks herself when she
includes Google translations of her own bilingual poem “Equivalencies/
Equivalencias” in her book Repetition Nineteen. What are the limits of
language in the age of algorithmic production? What does it mean for the
translator that language can’t help making sense, even when it has been
translated by a machine that “doesn’t deal with meaning” (Bellos 154)?
What does machine translation mean for the literary arts, for translation in
general and for human language?

De la Torre translates her poem not once but twenty-five times, using
different procedures she refers to by number in her translation key (T1,
T2, T3, etc.). Versions T4, T6, T7, T9, T14 and T15 use Google Translate or
the Google Translate voice recognition app for smartphone. T15 uses the
autocorrect function in SMS. And she is not the only one. In Pink Noise
(2007), Hsia Yii uses collaged English- and French-language fragments
from the internet to create poems and then machine translate them into
Chinese. In Eighty-Four Doors, Baiden Pailthorpe uses Google Translate to
generate fifty-eight versions of the beginning of Orwell’'s 1984 to create an
art exhibit and film version from the results (2012). Annie Abrahams uses
Google Translate and voice recognition software for collaborative, per-
formed writing experiments, passing back and forth between multiple lan-
guages and technologies (2014). L'Indéprimeuse in France has produced
a Google Translation of Hamlet, Jambonlaissé (2018), that is regularly per-
formed in theaters. In “Deep Dante” (2021), Camille Bloomfield uses the
dropdown menu feature on DeepL to compose a stuttering, proliferating
meditation on 1.142 of Dante’s Inferno, “E caddi, come corpo morto cade.”
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But surely this is just whimsical play. Machines can’t really translate
literature, can they? Warren Weaver himself, the English language “father”
of machine translation, wrote in 1955, in one of the first scientific articles
devoted to machine translation: “No reasonable person thinks that a
machine translation can ever achieve elegance and style. Pushkin need
not shudder” (cited in Poibeau 171). Jean-Paul Vinay and Jean Darbelnet,
from whom I appropriate the seven translation procedures that I hijack in
the seven chapters (including the conclusion) of this book, likewise imply
in the introduction to their Comparative Stylistics of French and English
(translated by Juan C. Sager and Marie-José Hamel) that machine trans-
lation is suitable only for texts that can be “reduced to an unambiguous
transfer from SL to TL” and do not require any “special stylistic proce-
dures” (34). What then to make of this explosion of the use of MT in poetic
and language art practices?

First of all, machines have been writing poetry for at least sixty years,
if one takes Theo Lutz's Stochastische Texte (1959) as a starting point.
Practices that use automatic writing, such as the Oulipo, and language art
that use various types of electronic or technological tools, such as can be
found on the Electronic Literature Organization’s (ELO) website,! have a
rich, diverse history that is both fundamental and undeniable in any think-
ing of literature in our contemporary historical moment. And if machines
(or humans imitating machines) can write literature, why shouldn’t they
translate it? Avery Slater, in an article on “Machine Translation and the
Poetics of Automation” that has been crucial for my thinking in this book,
writes: “What transformation is underway once the work of art in the age
of mechanical (re)production is replaced, as a problematic, with the work
of art in the age of its computational generativity?” This quote is situated in
Slater’s discussion of Avant-Garde and Dada practices of absurd and auto-
matic writing, carrying through to the Oulipo, as responding to both lan-
guage mechanization and the structural linguistics that accompanied it as
atool and aresponse to the technological experimentation. Slater analyses
this with regard to developments in machine translation, much like I am
intending to do here. She formulates the question thusly: “If structuralism
gave us, famously, the death of the author, has it also given us the death
of the translator?” From the paradigm of the death of the author, it does
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not matter if the machine makes meaning or not, since meaning does not
reside in the text, but in the “intertextuality that is multiply constructed by
the reader” (Robinson, Experimental Translator 22, citing Arrojo 138-139).
And if machine translation can make meaning and can pass a translational
Turing test, if it can develop to the point of being indistinguishable from
human translation, does this mean the human translator is dead? What is
the space left over for humans to translate in?

Slater also posits literature as the limit and litmus test of machine
translation, a gauge for the way that machines are changing the way
humans translate, and therefore the way they write and live in language.
What I am proposing to do here, in this inventory, analysis and creative
critical experimentation of what I will call “experimental translation”
(although it has been known by many names), is to push this litmus and
limit to the extreme, and to suggest that this practice of experimental
translation is a way to respond to and interrogate, to seek to understand,
but also to resist and oppose in many cases what machine translation is
doing to language, that most “human” of language productions. Although
not all of these experiments with translation begin with literature (many
start with language-learning manuals, for example), when texts get taken
up in this kind of experimentation, they often end up somewhere in the
wastes and wilds of what one might call literature, and frequently poetry, if
only because “poetry” is the moniker that is often given to uncategorizable
experiments in writing.

There is a strand of thought in the history of translation studies that
suggests that the division between signifier and signified, the construction
of the sign itself in metareflection on language, only happens because of
translation, through translation. If a word (for example) does not come
up against its untranslatability in another language, how can one know
that there is breakage, static on the line between the materiality of a word
and what it represents, or between a word and the sum total of what it
can represent in the potential infinity of its iterations? It is only by seeing
that a word in translation might not mean the same thing, or that a mean-
ing in translation can be broken and splintered into many words, that one
can operate the split between signifier and signified in what can at least
sometimes be uttered and received as a felt totality in one single language
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(if such a thing exists). This is one reading of the famous allegory of the
Tower of Babel. Walter Benjamin, in “The Task of the Translator,” called
this the “foreignness of languages,” represented in his figure of the frag-
mented vessel glued back together (Benjamin/Zohn 78), and in his idea
that any act of translation is striving toward the truth of language itself. In
Paul de Man’s reading of Benjamin’s famously equivocal essay, this truth is
the structure and deconstruction of signification itself, in language. We see
this carried through in postcolonial thinking about hybridity, for example
in Homi K. Bhabha, where the process of translation, which aligns with “a
theory of culture,” serves as a “motif or trope for the activity of displace-
ment within the linguistic sign” (Rutherford and Bhabha 210).

But in MT, and especially NMT, the sign is dead. If translation is fun-
damental to the thinking of the sign in language, what does it mean that
“the sign is gone,” to quote Rita Raley in her responses to questions after
her talk at What's the Matter in Translation?/Traduction et matérialité, a
conference I co-organized during the writing of this book. No longer can
writers and translation and language scholars rely on the signifier/signi-
fied model in any work that seeks to take on the contemporary discourse
and practice of translation. And yet, this thinking is so embedded, so ines-
capably anchored into the fabric of reflections on language that it is almost
impossible to conceive of language in any other way.

In NMT, there is no signifier or signified, but tokens, numerical values
that represent linguistic segments in a given corpus. You can think of a
token as a word, although they are not words, since it is not always possible
to strictly define what a word is. How many words is “didn’t”? Or “machine
translation” —is that one word or two? What about “hot dog”? There’s a
whole science to breaking that down.? Those tokens are then calculated for
their vector embedding, a complex set of calculations that represents the
relationship of a token to other tokens in the corpus, based on their likeli-
hood of appearing together in the same “word window,” usually between
three and fifteen tokens. Each vector is multidimensional, since it is look-
ing not only at one token’s or one word window’s relationship to another’s
(this is already a kind of linear vector), but also that token’s relationship to
many others, and each of those to many others. Vectors can also show word
similarity, so that the machine knows that dogs and cats are animals or red
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and blue and purple are all colors, and therefore might find themselves in
similar situations in parallel word windows. This means that the machine
is tapping into something like syntagmatic and paradigmatic models for
signification, without any recourse to a binary signifier/signified model.
In machine translation, this massive, imaginary, multidimensional matrix
of tokens encoded for their vector value—called vector space—in one lan-
guage is decoded into the vector space of another language.

What is absolutely crazy about this is that the machinations of word
vectors end up giving us something like meaning. One example? that crops
up regularly is:

king - man + woman = queen

In other words, if you take the vector associated with the word “king,”
subtract the vector “man” and add that of “woman,” you get “queen.”
Allison Parrish uses colors to show the same principle, adding vectors for
red and blue together to get purple.* This blows up any model for language
that is thinking of the meaning of language as a relationship of referents
to an external (or internal) reality, since meaning is produced by vector
space: the plotting of tokens on a matrix according to where they fall in
language use—and not in relation to what they represent. But language
still represents, and organic bodies are still feeling it in space-times other
than vector space, and what do you do with that?

Thereisa quiet crisis going on abouthow meaning happensin language.
Itis not dissimilar to the crisis that occurred in art with the advent of photog-
raphy that Benjamin wrote of in “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical
Reproduction” (from which this book takes its name), in which he won-
ders “whether the very invention of photography had not transformed the
entire nature of art” (Benjamin/Zohn 229). Many theorists, as well as artists,
have posited this technological rupture as the impetus for the Avant-Garde
(Scheunemann 2005). And experimental translation shares much with the
Avant-Garde: its critique of the institutions that frame it and give it its iden-
tity, as well as the crisis of originality, the aura of authenticity and author-
ship, the questioning of the regime of mimesis in representation—which
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includes an experimentation with the fracture and disruption of the sign
(for example, in the Avant-Garde practice of montage).

And like the Avant-Garde, what I will be positing in the pages that fol-
low as a practice of experimental translation is translation that opposes
itself to translational norms, and, by opposing these norms, interrogates
them, “helps readers understand translation in transformative ways”
(Robinson, Experimental Translator 32). So why not simply use this term,
Avant-Garde, as I have done elsewhere (“To Erre Is Calque”), and call this a
practice of Avant-Garde translation rather than experimental translation?

My reasons have to do with the specific relationship of experimental
translation to translation technology, but also the way that translation is
situated within literary and linguistic institutions. For Peter Biirger, who
first advanced the now well-known theory of the Avant-Garde, it was pre-
cisely because the effect of photography could not be transferred to the
literary sphere that Biirger discounted Benjamin'’s locating of photography
as the impetus of the Avant-Garde:

Because the advent of photography makes possible the precise mechanical repro-
duction of reality, the mimetic function of the fine arts withers. But the limits of
this explanatory model become clear when one calls to mind that it cannot be
transferred to literature. For in literature, there is no technical innovation that
could have produced an effect comparable to that of photography in the fine arts.
(Biirger/ Shaw 32)

Although experimental translation shares cultural, institutional and
formal elements with the Avant-Garde, its story is different, precisely
because it is located in relation to a very different set of techno-cultural
apparatuses. When Biirger’s book appeared in German in 1974, MT already
existed as a viable cultural project and as a series of prominent and well-
funded scientific and mathematical experiments. In 1977, one of the first
MT systems, TAUM-METEO, would be put into place to translate Canada’s
weather reports (Poibeau 64). Two years after that, also in Canada, in
1979, bpNichol would publish his Translating Translating Apollinaire, a
series of “translations” based on an original poem he wrote in response
to his translation of Baudelaire’s poem “Zone” (more on this a bit later).
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But Biirger was operating on an assumption of the literary institution as
monolingual and thus based on models of nation-state linguistic identi-
ties, and so missed the very fact of translation as part of what the word
“literature” might mean.

But also, translation never had the status of autonomy (as somehow
beyond or outside social life, labor and class) against which Biirger sets
up his critique of modern art. And experimental translation, as a kind
of Avant-Garde, is responding to the specific practice and institution of
translation. It is interrogating, challenging, resisting and opposing the
norms of translational practice, and thereby also delineating them. This is
embodied in its relationship to language difference, and also its critique of
originality and authorship, which happens on the level of challenging the
law of fidelity in translation. The question of aura in the Benjaminian sense
is articulated in a totally different way in the institution of translation, since
no translation intends to be the original—it is in fact the very condition of
possibility of a translation that it is not the original. In fact, to conceive of a
translation as a perfect reproduction—a photograph—of an original is not
a point of rupture, but rather the traditional regime that is here begging to
be ruptured. Likewise, the critique of art as an institution, and its relation-
ship to lived reality and to labor that is harnessed by the Avant-Garde, is
completely discombobulated in a critique of the institution of translation,
which, on the contrary, has struggled to assert itself as an art form, and is
rather a form of labor, paid by the sign, word, or page. In fact, read in this
way, translation was always and already a kind of Avant-Garde.

But still, Avant-Garde studies have done an excellent job evolving with
the times and adapting to the specific circumstances of art practices and
the cultural contexts in which they occur. And certainly, one could call
experimental translation “Avant-Garde translation” or “Neo-Avant-Garde
translation,” just as others have called it “creative translation” (Santiago
Artozqui), “poetic translation” (Tim Atkins), “potential translation” (Pablo
Martin Ruiz and Iréne Gayraud), “translucinaciéon” (Vincent Broqua by way
of Andres Ajens by way of Jena Osman and Juliana Spahr), “transcreation”
(Haroldo de Campos), “transelation” (Erin Moure), “perverse translation”
(Sherry Simon), “queer translation” (Allison Grimaldi-Donahue and
Amanda Murphy) and “performative translation” (Delphine Grass).
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The real reason I settled on the word “experimental” is because of
what Vincent Broqua calls its “fallible force,” the potential of meaning that
comes from the difficulty the word “experimental” encounters to fix on
one single definition. This happens first of all in the translation of the word.
As Broqua remarks, the word “experiment” as we hear it in English does
not exist in nominal form in French (the language in which Broqua writes
his article), and in its verbal form, expérimenter, it is actually a faux-ami, a
false friend or false cognate, and back-translates from French as “experi-
ence.” Expérience, on the other hand, in French, means “experiment” in
English. Butitis also a question of temporality and periodicity: “The exper-
imental has the particularity of being neither modern, nor contemporary,
nor Avant-Garde, nor postmodern... It is what tests, resists and pushes his-
tory and temporality to their edge. It is perhaps also for this reason that
it is impossible to stabilise the experimental in a permanent definition”
(“Temporalités de I'expérimental” 5).°

This interrogation of periodicity is not to be confused with an immu-
nity to temporal, ideological virtues, but is rather a testing, a pushing of
translational norms, as they are fixed by a certain, specific, translational
climate: historically, culturally, linguistically and technologically. The cri-
tique of norms in experimental translation is profoundly situated, in its
language and in its cultural and historical specificity.

A first critique of translational norms that happens in experimental
translation is of the presumption that translation is a transparent transfer
of meaning, which likewise relies on a sense model of translation (that
one translates meanings rather than materiality, in language or other sign
systems). This joins with another common discourse surrounding trans-
lation, that of the inherent goodness of translating everything—the idea
that translation can and should cross all borders and thereby solve for
the problems of cultural difference and conflict. Tiphaine Samoyault, in
her book Traduction et violence, has analyzed this discourse as part of
the “vocabulary of democratic consensus in neoliberal societies” (24).
“Setting the language of translation in the vocabulary of democratic con-
sensus does not happen without paradox or difficulty: it implies a reduc-
tion, a weakening, even a complete denial, of all the conflicts inscribed
within it [and] comes at the price of a reduction of the difference between
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one (or oneself) and another, of belief—likely false—in the reciprocity of
empathy” (11).°

Samoyault compares this discourse with the promise of MT, not only
as that which will provide mathematical solutions to the ambiguities of
human communication, but also that which will provide total access,
all the time, to information in any language. Michael Cronin too has cri-
tiqued this aspect of translation technology as promising the “ultimate
translatability of all content to the binary code of machine language”
(Cronin 105). This in turn is connected to the “cult or transparency” (107),
which is not just universal accessibility but also universal surveillance,
and also universal, unregulated access of capital. Free-flowing data also
means free-flowing capital. The power of capital to cross borders freely
can thus be read as tangential to the discourse that translation crosses
borders freely. One might also compare this to a presumption of math-
ematical or monetary equivalence that infuses certain practices and
discourses of translation—the injunction of equal value between a trans-
lation and its original.

The critique of ultimate translatability or translation as presumed
neoliberal consensus in the algorithmic era is the continuation of a cri-
tique that has existed in translation studies since Tejaswini Niranjana’s
Siting Translation, which critiques the philosophy of the transcendental
signified as pretence to a universal meaning that is in fact the heritage of
European colonial metaphysics.

As Barbara Johnson points out, translation “has always been the translation of
meaning” (Johnson, Difference in Translation 145). The idea that signified and sig-
nifier can be separated informs the classical conception of philosophy as well as
translation. Derrida has long contended that translatability as transfer of meaning
is the very thesis of philosophy. The notion of the transcendental signified that for
him is a founding concept of Western metaphysics “[takes] shape within the hori-
zon of an absolutely pure, transparent, and unequivocal translatability” (Derrida,
Positions 20). The concept of translation that grounds Western metaphysics is the
same one that presides over the beginnings of Orientalism. Neither is prepared
to acknowledge, in its humanism and universalism, the heterogeneity that con-
taminates “pure meaning” from the start, occluding the project of translation.
(Niranjana 55)
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A first norm of translation that is challenged in experimental transla-
tion, then, is the presumption of sense, of meaning-driven translations—a
presumption that is both reified and put into question in the age of NMT
and algorithmic production. This does not mean that experimental trans-
lation does not translate meaning or is somehow against the translation
of meaning. To critique does not mean to throw the baby out with the
bathwater. Of course there is something called meaning, and of course
sometimes we translate that, and sometimes it makes sense to translate
it. Experimental translation does not forbid the translation of meaning: it
wonders about it, probes and tests its limits.

The same may be said of fidelity. The law of fidelity, which is perhaps
the first law of translation in the popular imaginary and in translation class-
rooms (in France, at least, students are deducted points for straying too far
from the original or changing its meaning), also stems from European colo-
nial discourses of meaning that privilege the transcendental signified, in a
trifecta of patriarchal apparatuses that structure the translational norms that
experimental translation questions: God, State and Capital. In all three, it
is a fidelity to the transcendental signified that is required. The first of these
is embodied in the injunction to be faithful to the divine word of God, and is
inherited from biblical translation, embodied in the legend of the Septuagint
inwhich scribes translating separately all produced the same word-for-word
translations, inspired by an “invisible prompter” (which Douglas Robinson
compares to the “MT earbud” [Experimental Translator 42]). The second
can be identified in the figure of the translator as traitor, but also insofar
as the stabilization of the very notion of translation as we think of it today
is dependent on the separation of national languages as distinct entities
and thus on nation-state boundaries (Berman; Sakai). The last relates first
of all to the idea that a text is property, owned by an author or a publisher,
and thus subject to copyright law, which also connects the state to capital
(Venuti). The translator is never the owner of a translation.

The concept of norms and the identification and mobilization
of norms in translation studies is not new, of course. Gideon Toury’s
Descriptive Translation Studies (1995) hinged on the identifying and ana-
lyzing of translational norms on the level of translation policies (what gets
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translated and by whom and for whom), as well as methodologies—both
those embodied in the departure text and the conventions regulating the
language and culture of the arrival text, but also operations that happen in
the process of translation and govern decision-making. This likewise led
to a field of study devoted to the identification of translation universals, or
translation processes that traverse all instances of translation (Mauranen
and Kujamiki). Norms can also be prescriptive and code for an evalua-
tion (tacit or explicit) of their correctness, as Theo Hermans has pointed
out. This is another way in which experimental translation questions and
opposes translational norms: by erring (see chapter 2 especially).

Hermans also re