LEVERHULME RESEARCH PARTNERSHIP

Gender and Translation Workshop – 7 January 2009
Venue : Audio-Visual Room 1, Language Laboratories and Multimedia Complex, JNU

Overview:

The objective of the workshop was to open up questions of  gender in relation to text, translation psychology, experiments by men and women translators, pedagogy of translation practice and gender aspects of translations in  India. Reading material was given out to all the participants and it contained key references to the work of the speakers in the session. Attended by 30 persons, some as featured speakers and a few others as designated respondents, the session was lively, thoughtful, and informative. The trend in the presentations, discussions  and responses are given below in detail. The next stage of the workshop can build on the ideas specifically addressed by individuals and can call  for in-depth papers on theory as well as practice of translation from a gendered perspective. 

The unique feature of this workshop was that it created a forum for a first ever discussion of the gender aspect of translations in Indian literature. Discussions were in the context of translation theory and the history of translation practice but several practitioners mentioned that they were made conscious of the gendering of the translation subject or the language or other factors in the translation experience for the first time.    

The questions:

1. Does the gender identity of the translator affect the manner in which the original text is rendered? 

2. If a feminist translator is dealing with patriarchal attitudes  in a male author, would she “interfere” with the text and “alter” it? Should she?

3. How does the concept of gender change when translating “regional” language narratives into a “global” language (e.g. Bengali to English)? 

4. How are “sexist” terminologies, proverbs, idioms to be handled by gender sensitive translators?  

5. Have subversive techniques of translation emerged in relation to gender issues? 

6. How are ancient and patriarchal texts to be translated for the modern demands of gender justice? 

Outcome: 

Participants were of the opinion that the subject requires focussed development in the direction of mapping a gendered understanding of translation practice in India, and perhaps it can move towards a theorisation of the multilingual, multicultural conditions within which the act of translation occurs in India. A book or a section of a book can be envisaged, in the overall scheme of the Leverhulme project. 

Session details
1. Welcome Note – Neelam Srivastava (2:25 – 2:30)  “The Leverhulme Project.”
· Tie-up between SOAS, JNU, DU and Newcastle

· Five languages – English, Bengali, Hindi, Malayalam, Tamil

· Hegemony of English being questioned in South Asia

· Publishing, translation and reception
· In South Asia there is an element of translation in the very act of writing
2. Malashri Lal – (2:30 – 2:35)  “Gender & Translation in Indian Literature: Some Queries”
· No consistent body of work with respect to translation and gender

· Sherry Simon’s book was Gender in translation; our workshop is Gender and translation

· We are not just looking at women translators alone

· Cultural diversity in India 
· Derrida – writing and translation are interdependent

· Gender with its performative aspect
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3. Sukrita Paul Kumar (2:35 – 2:45)

· Rowing Together : Experience of working on a bilingual poetry book with a woman poet in Hindi, stressing on the spontaneity of the process.

· Empathetic comprehension of “difference” through translation

· Combating (apart from negotiating); resisting domestication of language

· Accessibility of Gender/ feminist stance in fellow-woman poet’s work

· Gender, the notion of the “original” and the  “translated”

· Mediation and gender in translation

· Gender sensitivity essential in resisting “the taken for granted” conversion of the “neutral” into male pronouns etc.

· Androgyny, Virginia Woolf  and gendered voices in translation

4. Savita Singh (2:45 – 2:55)

· Postmodernist – original is what the translation derives from
· Language – not as a tool; not to trivialise its meaning

· As women, we relate to language in a different way than men – we create differently
· Reproduction as metaphor in women’s writing with respect to language – conceptualisation
· Translation is a distinctive act for women
· “choosing is not a male privilege” – with respect to Rowing Together
· Women need to  be aware of their “subjecthood”

5. Alok Bhalla (2:56 – 3:02)

· Should one discuss the “fidelity” of a translation?  The word 'fidelity' was wrong because it led one to the pointless discussion about a translators 'infidelity' etc. 
· Objecting to the possibility of a useless moralism. In the same spirit, objecting to the very idea of a 'gendered' translation. 
· “We are not in the business of correcting the social morality of others. We are only in the business of recording the variety of human experiences and responses that make up our lives. We may not like many aspects of the experience, of course.”

· Does not wish to read a translation which conveys what the translator thinks the author ought to have said. “Why should I? I want to know what Shakespeare said about this or that woman, or Swift said (nasty, perhaps, but so what?). I'll figure out if I accept it or reject it as valid for my life and understanding.”

· A translator is not a writer of  moral recipe books or a maker of socially palatable soul-foods.

· But a translator must have a minimum ethic -- to convey, as accurately as possible the record of an experience. 

 
6. Respondents and Panel (3:02 – 3:35)

i. Is it correct to claim that a successful translator is one who can empathise but is “empathy” on the basis of gender?

ii. Translation is a deliberate act; the reader’s context matters in translation

iii. Purpose of translation; readership

iv. Hierarchies of language have become important in publishing
v. The choice of what material to  translate is a political one. 
vi. There is always a gap between the written and the verbal 

vii. Duty as translators to bring in cultural knowledge

viii. Translation is a creative process; a particular language may be more masculine or feminine. There is a  gendering of language. 
ix. Creative writing and androgyny. Example given: Krishna Sobti assumes a male voice in Hum Hashmat because she wants to translate herself into a man – masculinising a text.

x. Translation is based on an act of understanding

xi. No language is untranslatable

Tea (3:35 – 3:55)
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7. Aruna Chakravarti (3:55 – 4:05)

· Sarat Chandra’s translation – the persona of the woman protagonist Abhaya is fused with her as the translator

· Orienting it according to the readership in the translated language

8. Sumanyu Satpathy (4:06 – 4:20)

· Translates Oriya women writers while being conscious of his subject position as a male

· Sought opinions women writers and translators who read Oriya

· Act of translation is deeply emotive

9. Urvashi Butalia (4:20 – 4:40)
· Translating beyond the written word – into theatre, film and culture

· Baby Haldar’s life as a domestic worker (A Life Less Ordinary) from Bangla original to Hindi to English

· Tirohit a novel by Gitanjali Shree – deliberate play with gender in sentence construction

· Reworking of passages while compiling a translation depends on the market

· Do translations travel?
10. Anamika (4:40 – 4:50)

· On Renu’s play with English in his works. What happens when the Hindi story with English words in the original gets “translated”? 
11. Mita Kapur (4:50 – 5:00)

· Getting under the skin of the book is important
· Cultural context in which the work is written cannot be ignored

12. Respondents and Panel (5:00 – 5:35)

i. South Indian writers taking on female pseudonyms –  sometimes to act patriarchal in their writing 

ii. Who qualifies as a translator?  Since we are bilingual, at least, are all of us equipped enough to undertake translation? 

iii. Are male translators wary of translating  women’s text

iv. Is there a different aesthetics of writing in the world of English translations?
13. CLOSING REMARKS (5:35 - 5:40) 

I. Malashri Lal – Publishing, translation, thank you note

II. Neelam Srivastava- Looking ahead to the outcome of the project, and the sessions in Gender  
List of respondents: GJV Prasad, Saugata Bhaduri, Baidik Bhattacharya, Bodh Prakash, Hina Nandrajog, Nirmalya Samanta, Vijay Sharma, Vandana Singh,, Rachna Sethi, Shraddha Mathur

____________________________________________________________

Session Notes : Ms Shraddha Mathur, University of Delhi.

Report:  Prof. Malashri Lal, (session co-ordinator), University of Delhi 
Dated : 29 January 2009. 
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