Workshop on Colonialism and Translation in South Asia
June 1 and 2, 2009

Room G5, Percy Building
Newcastle University

Monday June 1

11-12: REGISTRATION with coffee and tea in foyer of Percy Building
12-1: Language and Translation in Colonial India
 Opening remarks and Javed Majeed (Queen Mary College, London University), “What’s in a (proper) Name? Particulars, Individuals and Authorship in the Linguistic Survey of India and Colonial Scholarship”. 

1-2 lunch

2-3 Colonialism, Translation and Malayalam Literature
Udaya Kumar (University of Delhi and Leverhulme Visiting Professor at Newcastle University), “Defining Location:Translation, New Genres and the Literary Public Sphere in Late Nineteenth-Century Kerala”
Dilip Menon (University of Delhi), “The Artifice of Translation and the Anxiety of Originality”
3-3:30 Tea break

3:30-4:30 Tamil Literature and Colonial Translation 

GJV Prasad (JNU), “Tamil in Translation: Language and Identity”

Hephzibah Israel (University of Delhi), “Protestant Prose or ‘Poetic Fiction’?: Attitudes to Genre in Protestant Translations in Colonial South India” 
5:30-7: Wine reception in foyer of Percy Building
7:30: Conference dinner at Secco’s Restaurant

Tuesday June 2
10-11:30: Bengali Literature, Colonialism and Translation 

Malashri Lal (Delhi University),  “Gender & Translation: The ‘Writing Woman’ and  Interpretations of  Self and Society”
Baidik Bhattacharya (Newcastle), “Impossible Gestures: Translation and Canonicity in Colonial Bengal” 
Saugata Bhaduri (JNU), “Colonial Translation and the Genesis of Modern Bengali Language and Literature” 

11:30 -12 coffee break
12-1: Translating Nation and Colony
Francesca Orsini (SOAS), “National literature: Metaphors, understandings and translation practices before and after Independence”
Neelam Srivastava (Newcastle), “Troping Translation in the Colonial Novel in English: 1894-1901”
5 pm, Public Lecture on Indian Autobiographies, Seminar Room 1, Percy Building 
Professor Udaya Kumar (Leverhulme Visiting Professor at Newcastle University) will give a public lecture on “Self-Narration and Humiliation: The Political Subject in Dalit Autobiographies”. 
Abstracts

What’s in a (proper) name? Particulars, individuals and authorship in the Linguistic Survey of India and colonial scholarship.

Javed Majeed

This paper examines how the Linguistic Survey of India (1894-1928) grapples with the proper names of Indian languages and dialects. For the Linguistic Survey India is a site for the integration of different branches of modern European linguistics (phonetics, historical linguistics, dialectology, etymology, and philology) into a unified working project. However, this paper addresses the modes of thinking and the operations of thought which precede this formal organisation into linguistic knowledge. The published volumes of the Linguistic Survey, and especially the unpublished files, foreground the process of naming in the Survey’s attempt to separate out individual entities from each other, whether these entities are languages, dialects, individual sounds, or individual human beings. At this level, before any formal organisation of linguistic knowledge, the Survey evinces what might be called a metaphysical mode of thinking. 

This paper also addresses the question of the proper names of individual human persons in India, and how this was approached in the Linguistic Survey and in wider British colonial scholarship. It shows how this casts light on the nature of the colonial state, and its mode of producing knowledge of India.

Defining Location:

Translation, New Genres and the Literary Public Sphere 

in Late Nineteenth-Century Kerala

Udaya Kumar

The turn of the nineteenth century was marked in Kerala not only by a proliferation of translations from English, but by varied practices of translation, ranging from direct rendering to free adaptation and to the creation of independent works modelled on the original. Translation practices inhabited a space where diverse and conflicting interests intersected. This paper will try to describe some of them and understand the role that translation played in the creation of a literary public sphere in Kerala. Among the various uses to which translation was put, the following merit close attention: (a) translation as a means for the creation of new genres of writing and new modes of imagination; (b) the use of translation to redefine proprieties of representation; (c) the invocation of a comparative frame to develop critical debates on literary value; and (d) the contestatory uses of translation for intervening in a new political or communitarian public sphere. My paper will focus in particular on the emergence of a new discourse on processes of literary translation, especially the rhetoric used and the justifications advanced, the literary debates occasioned by the appearance of the novel as a new literary genre, the development of new vocabularies for describing the social domain through translated textbooks and political writings, and finally, the appearance of technical manuals on translations which also propose new criteria for the evaluation of contemporary Malayalam writing. I shall argue that translation practices and public discussions on them performed a crucial role in defining the location of Malayalam literary culture.

The Artifice of Translation and the Anxiety of Originality

Dilip M. Menon
Early Malayalam novels presented the reader with the story of translation abandoned. In 1889, Chandu Menon, in the introduction to his novel Indulekha, stated that he had begun with the idea of translating Benjamin Disraeli’s novel Henrietta Temple but then had given up the idea so as to write something that reflected a local authenticity. From the 1930s novels like Les Miserables, plays like Ibsen’s Ghosts, and the short stories of Guy de Maupassant are translated into Malayalam and the renowned critic “Kesari” Balakrishna Pillai begins to write extensively on movements in contemporary European literature. So from the artifice of translation to the acts of translation what indeed is being enacted in Malayalam literature over a half century? Considered through the prism of the idea of the world republic of letters as enunciated by Pascale Casanova, “intranslation” is the act of carrying over of value from Europe into an impoverished canon. Modernity is the process of translation of metropolitan culture in the tropics. Is this indeed what is happening or is translation an artifice through which the world is domesticated and made to conform to local concerns? Is translation the trope in which the anxiety of originality in local languages is rendered; a seeming deference that actually argues for a sameness of purpose?

Protestant Prose or ‘Poetic Fiction’?: Attitudes to Genre in Protestant Translations in Colonial South India. 

Hephzibah Israel

The question of genre has been an important but implicit issue in the history of the translation of Protestant texts for a Tamil audience. Genre became a contentious issue, when Protestant missionary translators repeatedly chose prose genres over poetic despite being well aware that Tamil religious culture was exclusively expressed in and responded better to verse. Catholic missionaries in South India from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries had recognized the cultural importance of verse and had translated extensively into Tamil verse. However, Protestant missionaries who arrived in South India in the early eighteenth century, unlike Catholic missionaries, were suspicious of Tamil Hindu poetry and, with a few exceptions, labelled it as lying, distorting, immoral and effeminate. Prose, on the other hand, was introduced into Tamil literary culture, as elsewhere in India, as the form that carried truth—historical, scientific and moral. This Protestant introduction of prose as the fit means to carry religious truth and present moral instruction is clearly evident in the persistent translation of the Bible and Protestant literature into a new, especially-created, somewhat awkward Tamil prose. Such missionary attempts to control, structure and circulate religious meaning and truth were countered by Protestant Tamil converts who responded by re-translating Protestant literature into Tamil poetic genres. 

By investigating the reasons why particular devotional genres were chosen by either Protestant missionaries or Protestant Tamils to translate Protestant texts, my paper demonstrates that in this context, genre functioned not simply as a stylistic literary device but participated, by creating effects of reality and truth, in the social re-organisation of knowledge systems. The paper examines the strategic intentions of Protestant translations in choosing prose genres over poetic as an exercise of power. The paper analyses how the perceived authority of Protestant prose forms over Hindu verse was used to frame the reader’s perception in favour of what is truly ‘religious’ as against the ‘poetic fiction’ and  ‘superstitions’ of Hindu scriptures. The paper investigates how Protestant texts, scripture, tracts, and sermons, for instance, guide the potential convert’s reading practices and control the uncertainty of communication through the deployment of an inflexible, strident and ‘transparent’ prose. 

The paper also demonstrates that while prose genres were employed by missionary translators to re-organise religious language, sacred images and personal devotion along acceptable lines, Protestant Tamils have repeatedly borrowed from Tamil sacred and secular literary traditions to write Protestant poetry. Protestant poets have written and translated a considerable body of literature, and translated some books of the Bible, adopting both classical and popular verse forms to express Protestant devotion. This preference for poetic over prose genres is an important indicator of Protestant Tamil consciousness of defining religious identity in relation to the literary expressions of other religious communities in Tamil society. The paper indicates how, for Protestant Tamils, the use of verse genres has been a way to dialogue and compete with rival religious sects, both Hindu and Catholic, who possessed a sophisticated variety of Tamil religious poetry. Recognizing that generically shaped knowledges are bound up with the exercise of power, the paper does not view this difference in attitudes to genre, as it has hitherto been the practice, primarily as an assimilative strategy used by Protestant Tamils to ‘Indianise’ themselves. Instead, it uses this contest over genres to formulate exploratory questions regarding the relationship between religious traditions, literary translation, genres and self-labelling within the colonial context.

Gender & Translation:

The ‘Writing Woman’ and  Interpretations of  Self and Society
Malashri Lal

 The presentation will focus on women’s autobiographical writing, not autobiography as such. What I have in mind is a consideration of how the colonial influences, specially in education, brought women to the world of self expression both about their own lives and also in interpreting the social developments around them. A complicated matrix becomes operational. I will attempt to see “translation” as a way of comprehending textualities from other cultures, (eg. Toru Dutt) and also translation as a rendering of social change by the colonial “writing woman”.  Through re-reading the life story of Sarala Devi for example, who was Rabindranath Tagore’s niece and a literary editor, or pulling out of the archives the works  of  less known women in the Brahmo Samaj movement, one may address the gender issue in the close attention the women pay to  their fathers and guardians. Male mentorship often provided the lens by which women looked upon society—their own writing testifies to this while it also subverts the dominant authority. The paradox of being granted access to “modern” education  in an otherwise conservative colonial milieu while being subtly restrained by the inherited codes of traditional society caused internal tensions which remained largely masked from the public. The writing too is carefully measured to show no apparent schism. However the tools of feminist  reading allow us to enter the silences of the texts to reinterpret these “orderly” biographical tracts. 
Impossible Gestures: Translation and Canonicity in Colonial Bengal

Baidik Bhattacharya

 

This paper explores the role of translation in the creation of a modern literary canon and sensitivity in colonial Bengal, especially in the early half of the 19th century.

Colonial Translation and the Genesis of Modern Bengali Language and Literature
Saugata Bhaduri
 

This paper will focus on the very fertile inter-lingual matrix that European colonialism promoted in Bengal, leading to the imperative of a plethora of translatorial activities both from and into Bengali, which, in turn gave birth to the modern Bengali language and literature, and its rich print industry.
Translation existed in the Bengali language long before European colonization though. The Sanskrit epics Ramayana, Mahabharata and Srimadbhagavat and the Persian epics Yusuf-Zuleikha and Laila-Majnu were translated into Bengali in the 15th-16th centuries, and translated excerpts from Buddhist, Hindu and Islamic scriptures predated even that. However, modern Bengali language and literature were truly framed by translatorial enterprises promoted during and by European colonialism. The first prose work in Bengali, the first printed book in Bengali, the first grammar and dictionary of Bengali, and consequently the shaping of the standard literary and colloquial registers of contemporary Bengali, were all results of colonial translatorial projects.
In its exploration of this very fruitful era of colonial exchange through translation, the paper will begin with pre-British colonies in Bengal - Portuguese (who were in Bengal by 1500), Dutch, Danish, and French - and then move on to translation during the British colonial era (which would have properly begun in Bengal only by the 1650s).
The objective of the paper is to document how the colonial encounter with diverse European nations and the resultant proliferation of translation proved extremely productive for Bengali language and literature as we understand them today.
National literature: Metaphors, understandings and translation practices before and after Independence

Francesca Orsini (SOAS)
Arguably one of the cultural consequences of colonialism was the idea that the nation, in order to become independent and strong, needed a national literature as much as it needed a national language. While much work has been done on the historical and reformist discourses and new genres and aesthetics in the various Indian languages, the late colonial period also saw writers from different parts of India come together in order to establish an Indian Council of Literature (Bhartiya Sahitya Parishad) that would bring about national literature. Premchand lent his own Hindi journal Hans to the enterprise, which unsurprisingly involved a substantial amount of translations. A.K. Ramanujan once famously remarked that Indian literature is for most people at most times like trousers, singular at the top and plural at the bottom (Ramanujan 1999). In Hans the metaphors used were rather of floods of people, rivers, gardens, ashrams, assemblies of poets: all metaphors that capture well the non-conflictual and idealistic nature of that vision, and the hope that somehow the intractable multilinguality of India would give way to a unified field.

My paper will examine and compare the understandings and translation strategies of national literature of this utopian moment with the almost contemporaneous, but much more sharply ideologically connotated, approach of the Progressive Writers’ Association and its journal Indian Literature. I will also compare them with the first institution and journal in independent India devoted to Indian literature, the scholarly Bhartiya Sahitya (Indian Literature, 1956) brought out by the Hindi Vidyapith at Agra University. 

Troping Translation in the Colonial Novel in English: 1894-1901

Neelam Srivastava

This paper aims to highlight a moment in the literary history of the Indian English novel through the evolving function of translation from the bhashas into English. Rushdie famously noted how Kim (1901) inaugurated the use of code-mixing to narrate India within the novel form; and the novelistic language interestingly mixes free indirect discourse, typical of the Victorian realist novel, with a form of “spurious translation” that aims to represent Hindustani in the text. Arguably, Kipling’s take on translation here is, to borrow a term from Lawrence Venuti, explicitly “ethnodeviant”, namely it tends to privilege the cultural associations of the source language and does not “familiarize” it for the reader in the target language. In a classic Orientalist move, the effect of this is to exoticize the text for an English reader, while at the same time assuming a colonial authority over the cultural knowledge of India exhibited within it. By contrast, Krupabai Satthianadhan’s novel Kamala: The Story of a Hindu Life (1894), written just a few years earlier, presents a much more accessible adaptation of Victorian English to narrate an Indian story, interspersed with occasional Indian words. But paradoxically, though the “translations” from the bhashas are more “ethnocentric” than Kim’s, the discourse of the text establishes a reformist discourse about Hindu society that is located firmly within the culture of the source language, and exhibits little interest in colonial authority, thus in some sense erasing its presence. This reading of the texts questions the assumption that a foreignizing translation is more “postcolonial” than a familiarizing translation, and offers a counter-intuitive reading of these two strategies.
