On Multilingualism and Translation

Poetry translation is 

a transmigration.

As a fish dives through water

the translator moves through 

minds. On the bank of each

word, in the thick sand,

he kneels, studying 

the colour of each shell,

blowing each conch.

O, those who come this way,  
please take off your shoes

and leave your garments here.

You must sneak through naked

like the wind in the valley.

All of us translate each poem

into our own private language

and then we quarrel over the meanings

It seems to me that the Babel

will never be complete.
From K Satchidanandan’s ‘Translating Poetry,’ So Many Births (2001).

Translated from the Malayalam by E V Ramakrishnan.  

It is a truism that all translation is fundamentally problematic. And in a multilingual country like India, translation is not only difficult but also has profound cultural, social and political implications, and so necessitates a strong sense of responsibility as well as objectivity. But the necessity for translation can hardly be overemphasized precisely because we are a multi-ethnic, multilingual country – with more than 400-odd languages, 22 state-recognized, and 10,000 dialects, each language, each dialect a treasurehouse of stories. Because stories are vicarious ways of knowing others, and ourselves better – because stories help forge friendships of a rare kind to link people, faiths and creative impulses. 
That is how Katha Vilasam, a story research and resource centre, was born in 1988, as were the Katha Prize Stories series, to honour the short story, that most elusive, most difficult-to-master of literary forms. Translating stories from our rich oral traditions and regional publications, translating the untranslatable, the said and the unsaid, the many lives, truths, lies, beliefs and desires that the speakers encode. So as to relocate each bhasha from its place on India’s linguistic map, where lines constantly shift, overlap, intersect and sometimes vanish altogether, only to reappear elsewhere. To remove prejudices, stereotypical notions of other language speakers and cultures; to see ourselves reflected in them, and them in us. As a tribute to India written, translated, reinvented, imagined from margin to margin; India told through a story, heard through a song, woven on a cloth, painted on a wall; recreating, revisiting India in all its contradictions and its glorious polymorphous, polyphonous, polysemous multiplicity; recognizing that reality too is a translation. 
To translate is to see the world both ways, and – as Jorge Luis Borges would have it – in all the ways possible, and not get trapped by any of them. 

The word is essentially cultural memory in which society’s history is embedded. Society remembers and participates in this history when it’s put in a context. The translator must recreate this participatory experience of the source language culture by relocating it in the target language so that the reader can in some sense participate in an alien cultural experience. To quote David M Boje, “Every story excludes. Every story presents a hierarchy of relationships. Every story legitimates an ideology. Every story lives and breathes in a sea of other stories and story fragments. And being embedded in ever changing contexts of meaning and collective storymaking, every story “self-deconstructs” with each telling.” And this is all too true of the subcontinent, be it India, Pakistan or Bangladesh, Nepal, Bhutan or Sri Lanka, given our rich oral traditions.  

Through the Katha Prize Stories volumes, we attempted to present the heterogeneous character of contemporary India, not only through representation of different languages, but also by making the selection process as many-sided as possible. However, there has always been the threat of displacement of this dynamic and heterogeneous representation by the ‘homogenizing’ force of a single dominant master language – English. It is ironic that the more successful the crossover, the less visible the bridges, those precarious webs of translation. We wanted above all that the movement from one language to another, the process of transcreating one world for another, should be smooth, but not seamless. We wanted the seams to show, even be felt, but not jar and leave the reader in limbo. As Antoine Berman said, a “good translation” is one that opens a dialogue, a cross-breeding, a “decentering,” forcing the domestic (i.e. the target) language and culture to acknowledge and even learn from the foreignness of the translated text. The translator must portray the understanding of the foreign text through another that may be faithful to the original even in its foreignness, but without marginalizing or alienating the reader; and if necessary, the translator will have to create a new language altogether
. 

It won’t be possible to cover all the challenges, and the strategies adopted for each, but I’ll try to give a thumbnail sketch of Katha’s view on literary translation. 

At Katha, we strive to retain the bhasha word wherever possible so that regional variations are not whitewashed by a pan-Indian or standardized Hindi word. For instance, in a story whose source bhasha belongs to the Indo-Aryan group, sindoor or kumkum is used, while stories translated from a Dravidian language have kumkumam or kumkuma. At the same time, there’s a conscious avoidance of using bhasha words to exoticize, and instead an attempt to use them as unobtrusively and frequently as they are actually used by most of us in life. Which is also why these words are not italicized and singled out from the narrative, as we believe they belong, and should belong, to English as spoken in different parts of India. By the same token, no regional bhasha word is substituted say, where the author has chosen to use the English, vermilion. Likewise, kinship terms, festivals, foods, plants, caste, class, community, cultural, geographical, historical markers, are retained as far as possible in bhasha. They are either explicated on first mention or quietly woven into the text where possible so as to at least convey the context, even if not the entire meaning. There is no glossary. Footnotes, however, are used in a few exceptional cases, for instance in Kashi Nath Singh’s story Who’s The Thug Looting The City, (KPS 13) translated by Pamposh Kumar and Geeta Dharmarajan, there is a detailed footnote on the ‘birahiyas’, accomplished folk singers with an astonishing talent for the extempore, who spin yarns and twist ragas on public demand. Bollywood music has ruined the traditional birahiya.
At Katha, translation has always been a celebration of difference and a means of re-inventing and relocating cultural identity. Take, for instance, Fakir Muhammed Katpadi’s story, Nombu (KPS 1) translated by K Raghavendra Rao, which is set in coastal Karnataka. The characters are Safi Moplah Muslims, and use Kannada instead of Arabic or Urdu words for their daily speech and prayers. Nombu – Kannada for fasting – means both the ritual observance of Ramzan, as well as the simple fact of not having eaten, because there is no food. It was retained instead of translating into Roza or the Ramzan fast. Interestingly, the word is also used by Kannad Hindus, as in Varalakshmi Nombu.

The translated story is Janus-faced; even after a story has settled down in its new language, it compels us to turn and return to its land of origin. This is more than a nostalgic looking back and may actually serve as a historical marker. For example, the imposed and now ingrown otherness of Partition is quite simply conveyed by the pair of demonstrative pronouns, yahan and wahan, often prefixed almost invisibly by the adjectives hamare yahan and unke wahan, which don’t work in their clumsy literal English rendering of ‘our here’ and ‘their there’. But a story like Surendra Prakash’s Dream Images (KPS 1), translated by M Asaduddin, constantly plays upon the slippage between the two worlds of yahan and wahan and the unsettling movement of the adult who has ostensibly settled down in his yahan.

Another problem area is the region-specific use of an otherwise generic word. In Sarat Kumar Mukhopadhya’s The Room By The Tubewell (KPS 1) translated by Enakshi Chatterjee, Hanuman Prasad, the vegetable vendor-turned-benefactor is referred to as a ‘Hindustani’. Used by a Bengali in Kolkata to refer to a whole section of the migrant labour force, the word suggests both the home state of the migrants and their distinct kind of Hindi. It does not mean ‘one who is from Hindustan’, or ‘an Indian’. Both class-consciousness and regionalism are embedded in this context-specific use of the word. 

There is also the problem of shifting tenses and the ease with which bhasha writers oscillate between the past and the present; the absence of markers of respect in English to replace pronouns like tui, tumi, aapni in Bangla, or tu, tum, aap in Hindi. And then there are writers like Krishna Sobti who, with every text, infuses her distinctive Hindi with a different dialect, and Vijay Dan Detha who seamlessly merges the music and idiom of Rajasthani oral folk traditions with the contemporary short story.

At Katha, we try as far as possible to assimilate into English the rhythms, tones, nuances of the bhasha or boli, without compromising readability, the story or the writer. But yes, every text throws up new challenges and demands that the English bends, twists and breaks and reshapes and relocates itself accordingly. So you could say that there are as many Englishes as there are bhashas or texts. Because we believe forcing a pan-Indian English on these translations would defeat their very purpose. There are no easy answers, sometimes none at all. But then, as Allan Tate rightly said: “Translation is forever impossible and forever necessary.” So we try, we experiment, we learn from every story, and we keep translating. And it helps to be reminded by K Satchidanandan
 that: “Texts are no more believed to be self-identical, but as multidimensional spaces where a variety of writings blend and clash. If all works are polyphonic and polysemic, like reading, every translation is an interpretation, a fresh construction and a relocating. And so each translation can only be one of an infinite number of possible translations and not the translation since there is no pre-existent meaning, but meaning depends on an interventionist reader creating his/her own text.” 
We hope that as more people and publishers invest time and energy in translations, discuss, debate and critique them, the general standard of fiction in translation – in India and in the subcontinent at large – will too, slowly but surely, rise.    
Note: Much of this article has been excerpted from ‘Translating Differences’ and the ‘Preface’ of Katha Prize Stories Volume 1, edited by Rimli Bhattacharya and Geeta Dharmarajan, Copyright © Katha, 1991. I’m also grateful to Prof K Satchidanandan for lending me his insightful essays on translation and Indian literature, and his poems. 
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