
I too am not a bit tamed, I too am untranslatable.
—(Walt Whitman, “Song of Myself”)

Non que je cultive l’intraduisible.
—(Jacques Derrida, Le Monolinguisme de l’autre: 100)

Untranslatability is, already on the face of it, a less-than-amicable dis-
course, prone to offence and to disturbing interdisciplinary peace. Now 
a century and a half since Whitman’s penning of “Song of Myself,” so-
called Untranslatables continue to “sound [their] barbaric yawp over the 
roofs of the world,” whether or not they are appreciated when and where 
they do so (Whitman [1855] 2016: 183). This chapter is devoted not to 
repairing the word untranslatability’s accumulated impertinences, but to 
canvassing a range of typical scenarios that, when viewed collectively, 
might account for the social effrontery inherent in untranslatability as a 
concept, a charge or a gesture. This is thus not an apologetic exploration, 
nor one that sets out to delimit the phenomenon of untranslatability as 
such—as so many other thoughtful investigations in this book do—but is 
rather an attempt to understand the complex, even chaotic illocutionary 
force that calling something “untranslatable” routinely unleashes in vari-
ous scholarly and everyday conversations. To the extent that the reader 
agrees with the notion that effrontery is somehow immanent in the word 
untranslatable, and that a variety of typical scenarios of affront collude 
with one another to intensify for the word an arch and casuistic aura, we 
may then consider whether the concept of untranslatability is—despite 
itself—still capable of holding water in scholarly work, cultural politics 
and indeed activism, and whether any modest adjustments might miti-
gate its performative excesses thus far.

I will play out these ten interactional postures around untranslat-
ability so as to review a few of the conceits that have made think-
ing and talking about untranslatability so socially problematic. It is 
a volatile term for professional, disciplinary and discursive reasons 
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that are somewhat particular to our time, with its global neoliberal 
paradigms of intercultural competence and knowledge-sharing. Speak-
ing about untranslatability in 2018 seems indeed to place the utterer 
in the politically readable spot of a denier vis-à-vis a number of other 
complex, globally conceived ideologies about culture, language and 
knowledge—and indeed also as regards such charismatic virtues as 
ability, worldliness, communication, exchange and willingness. Harp-
ing on untranslatability, one typifiable scenario, emblematises for some 
a precipitous indulgence in hesitation untenable in an age of acute 
planetary suffering, for-profit war and aggravated intercultural mis-
representation—when good and courageous translation may indeed 
soon become a species-saving vocation. “Untranslatablility,” in this 
light, comes bearing all the rhetorical features of a hostile discourse, 
which favours worry over work, scandal over sustenance, grievance 
over dialogue, and elite rumination over popular access—of exacerbat-
ing problems rather than alleviating them. Still, I will wager in the end 
that untranslatability, and the “right to untranslatability” as Emily 
Apter has formulated it to enduring furor (2011), is an extraordinarily 
valuable concept, but for reasons other than those that have predomi-
nated debate thus far.

Recent and Less-Recent Accounts

Since 2015, major contributions to untranslatability discourse, and to 
what Apter proposed calling nontranslation studies (2011), have included 
a special issue of Paragraph on “Translation and the Untranslatable” 
(38.2, 2015), a wide-ranging collection of essays in Germanic Studies co-
edited by Bethany Wiggin and Catriona MacLeod titled Un/Translatables: 
New Maps for Germanic Literatures (2016), a volume on African untrans-
latables edited by Danièle Wozny and Barbara Cassin titled Les intraduisi-
bles du patrimoine en Afrique subsaharienne (2016), and several issues of 
Critical Multilingualism Studies on “the Right to Untranslatability” (3.1, 
2015; 4.1, 2016), which emerged from a twenty-seven-member seminar 
I co-led with Ilker Hepkaner and Kristin Dickinson at the American Com-
parative Literature Association in 2014. These latter-day contributions all 
share an explicit indebtedness to the large-scale projects of Apter et al. 
and Cassin et al., respectively.

But it is worth noting that “untranslatability” had been a useful 
and oft-invoked conception long before Cassin’s Vocabulaire européen 
des philosophies (2004) went into production. Decades prior, scholars 
trained in locales often beyond the Franco-German-Anglo-American 
comparative literary conversation found the concept of untranslat-
ability crucial, among other things, for foreign language teaching and 
its shifting methodological concerns. In 1988, the language pedagogy 
scholar Yuzuru Katagiri pointed to phenomena of untranslatability as 
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one among “the many pitfalls of teaching a foreign language by the 
grammar-translation method” in the English-as-a-Foreign-Language 
class room in Kyoto, Japan (1988: 8). In those (relatively) early days of 
global customs and trade deregulation, Katagiri saw fit to problematise 
untranslatability on the Japanese-English language frontier, not just as 
a language-pedagogical predicament, but also as a critical domain for 
resisting the mid-1980s advent of US-driven globalisation in the corpo-
rate sphere—a threshold moment in transnational multilingualism that 
present-day scholars like Joseph Sung-Yul Park (2017) investigate under 
the aegis of interdiscursivity.

A few years earlier, in 1985, the pre-eminent translation studies 
scholar Mary Snell-Hornby had also delivered an analytical account of 
the untranslatability of German descriptive verbs, but from the perspec-
tive of semantics, rather than second-language studies—and without the 
geopolitical contextualisation that Katagiri intimated. Such early inter-
ventions show that, until the mid-1990s, scholarly ideas about untrans-
latability were being formulated in research contexts close to applied 
linguistics, translation studies, foreign language pedagogy and generative 
linguistics, and were being pursued in international forums like the Asso-
ciation Internationale de Linguistique Appliquée (AILA), among others.

A decade and a half earlier, though, translators like Jean B. Vanri-
est had also trained their critical and phenomenological sights on the 
untranslatability of human speech:

Il est donc illusoire d’espérer aboutir à une traduction adéquate de 
l’oral sur l’oral, du vif sur le vif. La traduction ne sera qu’un suc-
cédané, une transposition d’un aspect ou d’une tranche d’activité; 
mais le parlant lui-même est aussi intraduisible que la personne 
humaine est incommunicable.

(1973: 177)

[It is therefore illusory to hope to arrive at an adequate translation 
of the oral by way of the oral, of the living by way of the living. The 
translation will only be a substitute, a transposition of an aspect or 
a slice of activity; but the speaker himself is as untranslatable as the 
human person is incommunicable.]

Here, in contrast to later on in the 1980s, an essentialist and humanistic 
insistence held sway in matters of so-called untranslatability—rather than 
the methodological and political-economic concerns that would soon 
emerge in the early years of economic globalisation. Vanriest’s early incli-
nation is further reflected in much occasional and autobiographical writ-
ing by literary translators in the 1960s and 1970s, such as in the Italian 
literary translator Glauco Cambon’s 1973 ruminations collected in his 
“My Faulkner: The Untranslatable Demon.” “William Faulkner,” writes 
Cambon charmingly about his work translating Absalom, Absalom!, 
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“well deserves to be called an untranslatable demon, though God knows 
that I tried hard to bend my native language to his requirements” (1973: 
18). Here, untranslatability is disclosed through a topos of self-humbling, 
but also as an index for corroborating Faulkner’s literary greatness. Such 
honorific, stance-taking functions “toasting” untranslatability will per-
sist deep into the early twenty-first-century discourse, while new critical 
criteria accrue alongside them.

I enumerate these position-takings from the 1970s–1980s in order 
to relativise the apparently urgent and topical novelty of “untranslat-
ability” talk post-2000, as well as to track the diverse disciplinary and 
vocational investments that pre-1990 assessments of untranslatability 
brought forth. Against this backdrop, I turn now to a series of composite 
scenarios that might help us characterise the troubled tenure of untrans-
latability today, now almost fifty years after Cambon and Vanriest’s dis-
putations about it.

1.  A Barbaric Yawp—At Whom? The Vocational Face-Threat 
of Untranslatability

Like any word, untranslatability is more than a prospective analytical 
category. It is always also a social token, proposed by one writer or 
speaker to others under certain conditions of politeness, symbolic vio-
lence, performativity and pragmatics. This social fact holds, regardless 
of whether the person identifying a certain “untranslatability” furnishes 
it with quotation marks or other forms of citational distance, and also 
regardless of whether an agent of untranslatability, i.e. a one who cannot 
translate, is even presupposed.

One primary scenario we can imagine, then, is that in which a literary 
theorist or critic, who may or may not translate here and there, asserts 
the untranslatability of x in the company of full-time translators. An 
imputation of untranslatability of this sort might raise, whether intended 
or not, no less than an existential affront to the planetary guild of lit-
erary translators, certified interpreters and vernacular code-mixers who 
are already busy brooking language barriers every day with nuance and 
aplomb. For these translingual practitioners, the likely apparent implica-
tion of untranslatability talk may be that:

a) successful working translators may have been overlooking a consti-
tutive feature of their own vocational practice all along;

b) successful working translators may be to some extent unwilling to 
countenance the difficult essence of the materials with which they work;

c) successful working translators are getting by well, but not quite 
probingly, in what Simone Weil might have called the “middle 
region” of translating (Weil 2007: 338), unburdened of the problems 
endemic to working above the tree-line of translingual philosophical  
rigour.



84 David Gramling

Much modern (particularly continental) philosophical discourse indeed 
exacerbates this kind of on-record threat to translators’ positive face 
(Brown and Levinson 1987), asserting the ultimate untranslatability of 
its own most-prized terms. Martin Heidegger, for instance, is not only 
philosophising when he issues the following claim, but is also kindling an 
interdisciplinary affront:

Now the word Ereignis must be thought from the matter itself that 
has been indicated, and must speak as a guiding word in the service 
of thinking. As a guiding word that is thought in this way, it can no 
more be translated than can the Greek guiding word logos and the 
Chinese dao.

(Heidegger 1957: 24–5, cited in Polt 2014: 408)

For those who translate every day as their primary or even secondary 
vocational commitment, this sort of filibustering against translatability 
can easily become a beckoning provocation, particularly when accompa-
nied by a social disregard in such contexts for translators’ work as such.

2. Untranslatability as a Translatable Slogan

Indeed, in one breath, untranslatability talk seems eager to undermine 
not only the vocational excellence of translators and interpreters, but also 
the prized entrepreneurial values of intercultural competence, competi-
tive optimism and supply-side logistical coordination (Lezra 2015: 175). 
Such global logistical values have, of course, become orthodox since the 
1980s to European Union civic programming (Cassin 2015: 149–50; 
Cronin 2013: 38), to neoliberal US/UK university curricula (Gusterson 
2017), and to the compliance doctrines of globalised free-market com-
modity circulation and just-in-time supply-chain management (Standing 
2011: 117). For these industrial-discursive sectors, untranslatability is 
also an immediate down-dressing, a killjoy and a naysayer.

And yet, the token untranslatability seems no less poised than any 
other twenty-first-century neologism to jump on the bandwagon of 
sloganeering and innovation—the sort that prizes single-word unique-
selling-point concepts that are simple, memorable and emotional (Alter 
2013; Ghanem and Selber 2009; Strutton and Roswinanto 2014). Six 
or more syllables long in English, German and French, the nominalised 
form untranslatability is well set up to tour across language barriers as 
both a disciplinary shibboleth and a myth-making cypher, combining as 
it does a set of familiar lay morphemes into an equally familiar form of 
clinical heft—which, together, arrive ready-made to marshal a mirative 
and magnetic transcontinental discourse. As a result, untranslatability 
is an utterly translatable notion, and thus excels discursively in global 
circulation in ways that other, more semiodivergent theories may not. In 



The Affront of Untranslatability 85

this, untranslatablility discourse as a metalinguistic conceit seems poised 
indeed to exempt itself from the exhaustion that Jacques Lezra identifies 
at the core of the translation machine of globalisation:

The specific cause of this discursive exhaustion, which determines 
the particular form that “fills,” to use Laclau’s metaphor, that void 
at the heart of the translating machine or market-system, is more 
interesting than its philosophically trivial cognate, the crepuscular 
game of catch-up that concepts universally play with regard to states 
of affairs. Let’s call what causes this discursive exhaustion, and what 
also unbalances the translating machine or market-system, an axiom 
of untranslatability which is not one.

(Lezra 2015: 176)

Leaning on Irigaray, Lezra suggests that there are certain forms of 
untranslatability discourse that help globally marketed products to accrue 
greater exchange values, due precisely to their purported untranslatabil-
ity. He thus seeks a new strain of thinking about untranslatability that 
does not unwittingly underwrite a globalist political economy, one that 
is not so easily susceptible to capitalist functionalisation. Lezra’s argu-
ment, however, does not have much to say about working translators and 
their position within these variously pernicious or liberatory versions of 
untranslatability discourse (see Scenario 1 above).

3.  Our Own Private Untranslatability: Translators, Challenge 
and Triumph

Of course, the affront to translators in Scenario 1 above is only one ver-
sion of the interactive drama prompted by this word. Literary translators 
have ever been enchanted by the notion of untranslatability, as it offers 
translators a familiar, but formidable backyard mountain to marvel at, 
climb, conquer and tell about—one that perhaps does not appeal as intui-
tively to nontranslators, and thus creates and recreates a vocational bond 
of siblingship and commiseration. Literary translators swoon over dif-
ficult passages, eagerly exchange horror stories about hypotaxis in Ger-
man or pronominal gender in Turkish, and implicitly compete with one 
another—playfully or otherwise—through anecdotes about how “we” 
(in the singular or plural) made it out of the woods of one untranslatable 
text or another. Sometimes, as in the case of Cambon’s Italian translation 
of Absalom Absalom!, untranslatability gives translators an opportunity 
to perform humility, in the face of a text’s “killing exactness,” as John 
Campbell writes of Racine’s 1677 “Everest for the translator” (2005: 
33), Phèdre.

The poet Willis Barnstone writes of his own translation work on 
San Juan de la Cruz: “In my own attempts, Noche oscura has been my 
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undoing. I think it the most complete poem in the Spanish language. 
I have made literally hundreds of versions, yet each change seems to cause 
as much loss as any possible gain” (Krummrich 2005: 31). For many 
full-time or committed translators, then, untranslatability is an occasion 
for the expression of triumph, resilience and vocational pride, cut with 
varying amounts of humility and veneration. To illustrate this underdog 
spirit, the Spanish comparatist Philip Krummrich reaches for an image 
from ten-pin bowling, whereby doing literary translation is quite like 
being “a bowler confronted with a nasty split” (2005: 32).

In an emic vocational light, then, the affront of the concept of untrans-
latability when leveraged from without (i.e. from nontranslators) is no 
match for the patient, sovereign, sober, trusty, sporting and unbeguiled 
translator, who might tend to brush it off as a red herring or a lugu-
brious romance of youth. Untranslatability is an “affront” here only to 
the extent that it marks out the already existing fronts between vari-
ous practical and abstract dispositions toward language and meaning. 
This dynamic exacerbates the sense among translators that theorists who 
do not themselves translate (often, well or at all) ought perhaps to go 
ahead and translate a novel or poem cycle before writing an essay about 
untranslatability.

4. The Community of Philosophers: Underdogs to Whom?

On the other hand, many who do not perceive it as their primary voca-
tional responsibility to translate (whether literarily, or in other professional 
and service capacities) are usually unfettered by the beginning-to-end 
practice of translating all of a given text, and can dilate on questions of 
untranslatability for the most varied of reasons. They are, to cite Krumm-
rich’s formulation, never quite stopped short by the intractability of “a 
nasty split,” and can instead harvest translation problems for other sym-
bolic, analytical and indeed interactional purposes. Untranslatability is, 
for this sector of intellectual commerce in particular, a growth industry. 
Philosophers and philologists who do not often translate can consolidate 
through it a stance as fastidious custodians of metalinguistic deliberation 
and as critics of a political economy that, more and more, entails extrac-
tive globalist translation platforms in which working translators in and 
beyond the academy are often caught up and implicated infrastructurally.

Guild visions like those expressed at times by Barbara Cassin may 
tend, inadvertently, to reinforce this picture of an underdog scholastic 
counter-culture, at work under the firmament of superlative philosophi-
cal untranslatability:

What we have shown instead, with this truly collective work (150 
of us, fellow travellers and friends, over the course of more than 
ten years), is that we are dealing with a completely different kind of 
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philosophical freedom and practice, at once more global and more 
diverse, and bound up with words, with words in languages: after 
Babel, with pleasure.

(Cassin 2015: 146)

Both among literary translators and among philologists of untranslata-
bles, this kind of guild spirit often has good reason to pervade. Some-
times these two guilds (translators and philosophers) do overlap, but 
it is extraordinarily difficult to cultivate a career as a committed, con-
sistent translator and as a philological researcher at once. Thus, even 
when the best of good faith presides, the utterance untranslatability in 
the philosophical realm cannot but arouse misgivings among translation 
practitioners on some social, professional or analytical level. This is not 
the case because the utterers of “untranslatability” intend to provoke or 
harm, but rather because such is the discursive implicature that the word 
tends to generate.

5. Conceits of Sovereignty: Untranslatability as Authoritarianism

Thus far, we have sketched out some of the questions of personnel, guild 
mentality and vocational vernacularity that prevail in the practical and 
philological terrain where “untranslatability” is afoot. Certainly, schol-
ars of logistics, manufacture, localisation and internationalisation have 
much to say on the topic as well, but their work is not the primary con-
cern of this chapter, which responds in the main to debates within the 
humanities and interpretive social sciences, and not to those of business 
and industry.

Beyond such questions of personnel and community, however, 
“untranslatability” is also implicated in discussions of other concepts not 
immediately associated with translation. One of these is “sovereignty,” 
which since the sixteenth century has often been predicated on not trans-
lating. As Oisín Keohane writes of the very word souveraineté in Jean 
Bodin’s Six livres de la République (1576):

Bodin’s definition of sovereignty in more than one language is not 
merely stating that souveraineté has been used, or can be used, to 
translate several Latin, Greek, Italian and Hebrew terms, but that the 
analogical continuity of these disparate words is revealed for the very 
first time by souveraineté. In sum, the internal unity of these terms is 
only revealed by, and inaugurated by, the French term souveraineté, 
which is deployed as a hypernym.

(Keohane 2015: 249)

From Jean Bodin to Carl Schmitt, then, political theorists of sovereignty 
have regarded the sovereign as that which does not get translated or 
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which can withhold translation discretionarily. These two parallel his-
torical tracks of nontranslation and sovereignty since the early modern 
period in Europe lead Keohane to suggest that Cassin et al. and Apter  
et al.’s project ought by rights to be called a “Dictionary of Sovereignties, 
a dictionary of sovereign translators and idioms declaring themselves 
to be sovereign” (Keohane 2015: 246). Though the untranslatability 
of French souveraineté was asserted pursuant to the 1539 Ordinance 
of Villers-Cotterêts in order to resist Latin, Hebrew and other classical 
languages, this early-modern multilingual theatre of rigorous reconcep-
tualisation has “been all but ignored by modern scholarship, including 
Nancy, Derrida, Balibar and Schmitt” (Keohane 2015: 250). Nonethe-
less, it remains the case in Bodin’s 1576 theorisation of the republic that 
“[It] belongeth unto the royaltie of soveraigne majestie, to be able to 
compel the subjects to use the language and speech of him that ruleth 
over them” (Bodin 1962: 181).

While much has been written about the historical and symbolic posi-
tion of translators as traitors, less attention has been paid to the nature 
of the sovereign in modern political theory as that which compels transla-
tion, but remains untranslated itself. (An exception to this apparent schol-
arly gap is studies of religious translation, where researchers continue to 
grapple with the relative sovereignty and (un)translatability of the holy, 
sacred or divine; see for instance Shackle 2005.) For current purposes, 
though, the sovereign-as-untranslatable means that modern political sys-
tems have always ascribed unique symbolic power to “untranslatables,” 
when those rest in the position of power and sovereignty. That which 
claims or maintains power (successfully) may then be perceived primarily 
or derivatively as that which does not translate or does not get trans-
lated. Fascination with US real estate trader and part-time-ruler Donald 
Trump’s untranslatable diction is an interesting case in the relationship 
between authoritarian sovereignty and the contingencies of translating 
and nontranslating (Young 2017).

When we cross-query this political ideology of the untranslatable sov-
ereign and the sovereign untranslatable with the questions of transla-
tors’ vocational identity we have explored previously, the results will only 
complicate the sense of affront we have tracked thus far. Jean-Luc Nancy, 
for instance, has claimed that not translating the word Wink from Ger-
man to French in his translations of Heidegger is a gesture of sovereignty, 
“because such an action then becomes a state of exception to the laws of 
translation” (Keohane 2015: 245). Untranslatability in this account is a 
domain and a set of practices that exerts sovereignty from rule and from 
rules, while those who follow rules (i.e. here, those who translate) forgo 
the occasion to assert (their) sovereign right. Consider, from the point 
of view of a full-time translator, the following quotation from Nancy: 
“The exception of the untranslatable constitutes the law of translation 
[. . .]. Where there is exception, there is sovereignty. What is sovereign 
is the idiom that declares itself [se déclare] to be untranslatable” (2008: 
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106). If the Dictionary of Untranslatables is, according to Keohane, “a 
dictionary of sovereign translators and idioms declaring themselves to be 
sovereign” (2015: 246), how, then, is this declaration to be understood 
or admired among those translation practitioners who opt not to make 
such a declaration?

6. The Gender of Untranslatability

It should thus far have become apparent that the social life of “untrans-
latability” is one that struggles with topoi of sublimity, grandiosity, con-
quest, sovereignty and an ostensible prerogative to sound its “barbaric 
yawp over the roofs of the world.” To not address the gendered, sexu-
alised and eroticised profile of this word, then, would be a willful omis-
sion. The artisanal schema of untranslatability, as the beloved backyard 
mountain of literary translation, indeed brings with it a number of gen-
dered and ethnicised conceits sedimented through the European history 
of conquest, colonisation and pioneering, where “success with a text” 
is schematised alongside historical campaigns rooted in sexual violence, 
enslavement, bioterrorism, monolingualisation, epistemicide and indeed 
genocide. Large-scale translation efforts have long been a potent tool 
and trade of colonisers and evangelisers, as for instance William Hanks 
documents in his 2010 book on sixteenth-century liturgical missionaries 
working in the Yucatec Maya language. The recalcitrance of supposedly 
untranslatable words has threatened to emasculate colonisers, whereas 
'making things translatable at all costs’ has historically given the inte-
grated vocational masculine individual an opportunity to reassert his 
sovereignty in newly muscular and justified forms of violence.

Capitulating to untranslatability, so this cultural paradigm holds, is an 
index of immaturity, lack of vigour and will, and unsportsmanlike behav-
iour on the field of worldly multilingualism. The masculinist vernacular-
ity around untranslatability persists today, as for instance in Krummrich’s 
sporty gesture, “I would not blame anyone for shrinking from an assault 
on Neruda’s ‘Ode to the Dictionary,’ given the perfect and quite untrans-
latable pun at its core” (Krummrich 2005: 31, my emphasis). Cambon’s 
formulations of the untranslatable further conjoin it with traditions of 
the eternal feminine: “The whole spellbinding book [. . .] refused to yield 
its secret to my efforts as a translator” and thus became “one of the most 
powerful spells to which I have been exposed in my literary life” (1973: 
78, my emphasis).

7.  Disciplines of Doubt: The Late Rediscovery of the 
Untranslatable in Philology

On the other hand, the concept, the gesture and the conceit of untrans-
latability has occasioned an extraordinary amount of thinking, writing 
and talking over the last decade in disciplines that have been historically 
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associated with such equivocal values as doubt, ambivalence, ambiguity, 
aporia and rumination—namely the disciplines of philology, comparative 
literature, rhetoric and English. Book-length studies about untranslatabil-
ity, often written by nontranslators or non-translation studies scholars, and 
books about multilingualism, written in and implicitly for one elite lan-
guage market only, have flooded the conference circuits and scholarly book 
catalogues. From this vantage point, some kind of a conceptual carpet- 
bagging scheme seems to be afoot in the name of untranslatability—one 
that tends to both impugn and ignore the very work and craft of trans-
lators, as it has been carried out in the most varied social and historical 
contexts. More or less exasperated, major voices in translation studies have 
shot back at comparatists with vivid umbrage (Venuti 2016), noting that 
the field of translation studies has long been at work disentangling problems 
of (un)translatability since the 1960s at the latest, long before comparatists 
diagnosed it as a feature, problem and rallying cry for linguistic-textual 
work in multilingual settings.

8.  A Critique of Multilingual Reason: Proxies in the 
Linguacene

More and more, those historical disciplines of doubt and critique have 
been engaging a multilingual criticism that is interested not only in how 
individual languages can potentiate both aesthetic freedom and crushing 
authoritarianism, but also in how the post-1990 global language system 
(de Swaan 2001) regulates the flow of meanings from one language to 
others, often simultaneously and without apparent human mediation. 
I have termed this age of global simultaneous translation the linguacene 
(Gramling 2016), suggesting that it indeed requires an entirely new set of 
concepts for adjudicating translingual schemes and practices. Lezra has 
written in a similar spirit that translatability has become

[t]he conceptual basis of the global credit-debt market-system, an 
analogy tying the sorts of equivalences and convertibilities required by 
the importing and exporting of goods across markets to the phenom-
enon of linguistic translation. A universal principle of exchangeability 
moves the market of markets that abstractly holds together the circuits 
of global capitalism; a universal principle of translatability obtains 
between particular languages or, even more atomically, between idi-
oms or idiolects and languages, and then among languages. [. . .] This 
untranslatability in no way troubles the analogy between the principle 
of global exchangeability under credit-debt capital and the principle of 
universal translatability. [. . .] [T]his untranslatability which is one, we 
might say, is translatability’s determinate negation.

(2015: 177–8)
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From this point of view, (un)translatability is a proxy discourse for a 
much wider set of multilingual questions of policy, planning and technol-
ogy, as well as a dilemma of political economy, which cannot be laid at 
the doorstep of literary and professional translators in their capacity as 
individual practitioners. The vast majority of translingual traffic today 
occurs by way of corpus-based cross-language information retrieval plat-
forms, not under the pen of individual translators or translation teams. 
As philologists and translators mulling over the notion of untranslat-
ability, we may thus wish also to consider Jacques-Alain Miller’s caution, 
that “Every science is structured like a psychosis: the foreclosed returns 
under the form of the impossible” (Miller 1968: 103).

9.  Rights Discourses and Untranslatability: Interdisciplinary 
Displacements

Throughout her work over the last decade, Emily Apter has prompted 
readers to think what it would mean to claim a “right to untranslatabil-
ity” (2011). In many jurisprudential systems, such a thing as a “right to 
remain silent” is not considered controversial and is enshrined in com-
mon law. But the discipline of comparative literature, from which Apter’s 
phrase emerged, is not known for its traditions of thought about rights, 
or about Right itself. Rights are rather a category or metanarrative at 
home in social sciences, education, law, public policy and certain arenas 
of anthropology, and are perhaps most properly considered from within 
these frameworks. Provisionally, however, we may entertain the idea that 
semiodiversity, like biodiversity, ought to enjoy some status in discus-
sions of planetary justice, and that a meaning (and its utterer) must never 
be understood as first gaining access to political right or legal recognition 
when he/she/it gains access to translation, or demonstrates him/her/itself 
to be translatable. Particularly in refugee law (see Craig and Gramling 
2017), the notion of a “right to untranslatability” offers a useful concep-
tion of the responsibilities of the “listening state” in both monolingual 
and multilingual jurisdictions. Keohane’s formulation is helpful here, as 
he reconciles the muscularity of sovereign untranslatability and the work 
of translating, which he regards as follows:

The translator would not be the sovereign who combines absolute 
power and excess over legality, [. . .] but the judge who combines a 
respect for the singularity of idioms with a respect for the general laws 
of translation. [. . .] This position would therefore agree that there is 
something before and beyond the laws of translation, but what we 
might call the anomos quality of untranslatable would not constitute 
a sovereign exception, it would be the exceptional appeal to justice. 
[. . .] Translation would consequently be the reasonable transaction 
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between two obligations—respecting the generality of the law (the 
translatable) and the singularity of justice (the untranslatable).

(Keohane 2015: 256–7)

Keohane is here on the verge of proposing a jurisprudence that views 
translatability and untranslatability not as procedural matters before a 
language-free jurisprudent, but as part of the irreducible semantics of leg-
islating and judging itself. Viewing untranslatability as an “exceptional 
appeal to justice” rather than merely as an exception to rules, ought to 
return to untranslatability discourse some of the moral imagination that 
has always been germane to it.

10.  Capabilities Discourse: Unfreedoms and Undoing 
Translation

One final feature of untranslatability discourse is the fact that it unwit-
tingly crosses idioms both with disability studies and other accounts of 
individual experience based in the binary ability/inability that are rela-
tively far afield from current discourses of language or multilingualism as 
such. Were we to substantially reformulate this homonymy, one alterna-
tive direction would be to approach translation predicaments from the 
point of view of competence discourses (see Schmenk 2017), so prevalent 
as they have become in European and American foreign language assess-
ment since the 1990s. But I find it more promising to retain the figure of 
“ability,” because it resonates with Amartya Sen’s (2004) and Martha 
Nussbaum’s (2011) conception of capabilities as a desideratum for well-
being rather than for productivity. Imperiale (2017: 39) glosses as fol-
lows: “Individuals have capabilities and freedoms that can be nurtured 
and transformed into achieved functionings corresponding to the avail-
able resources and the constraints/unfreedoms that may prevent their 
realisation.” From a capabilities point of view, untranslatability might 
be understood as a deliberate, principled confrontation with forms of 
unfreedom—perhaps the unfreedoms that proliferate today in the global 
credit-debit system and its multilingual political economies. In a Butle-
rian spirit, we might consider for instance the capability of “untrans-
lating,” i.e. the ethical practice of undoing the erasures, expediencies, 
expropriations and effacements that have taken place in the name of 
translation and translatability in a given historical context or scene of 
acculturation.

Summary and Conclusion

Above, I have suggested ten prospective scenarios or interactional 
templates that might, individually or collectively, help clarify why 
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untranslatability discourse (regardless of its conceptual attributes as 
such) has come to be viewed so polemically and often unfavourably over 
the past two decades. Certainly, there will be others, but I recapitulate 
here those that I have found most striking:

Untranslatability:

 1) offends against the vocational premises of working translators;
 2) appears duplicitous for participating in neoliberal academic slogani-

sation while rejecting neoliberal values of knowledge-sharing across 
languages;

 3) has long served as a back-of-the-house vernacular domain of troubles-
telling among working literary translators, where experiences of com-
miseration and triumph can mingle and be shared;

 4) is often asserted among philosophers and philosopher teams as being 
at the core of their work, though they frequently do not acknowledge 
the centrality of professional translators for their formation and pro-
ductivity, thus creating competing underdog discourses;

 5) is ascribed, in the modern history of European political theory, to 
such dubious political forms as authoritarianism and rule without 
consent; untranslatability is thus the prerogative of the tyrant;

 6) is a discourse that has been gendered and ethnicised in pernicious 
ways that truck with received traditions of the eternal and recalci-
trant feminine/the undocile indigenous;

 7) is a discourse currently represented by disciplines historically devoted 
to a hermeneutics of doubt, uncertainty and suspicion, which are 
only arduously reconcilable with the vocational values of produc-
tion-, care- and service-oriented disciplines;

 8) is currently a proxy discourse for wider dilemmas of multilingual 
language criticism on the global stage, for which individual human 
translators are not the proper party of response;

 9) has been formulated (Apter 2011) as a principle of Right and justice, 
but the disciplines actively housing discussions of “Right/rights” are 
law and public policy, rather than literary comparatism;

10) bears an awkward overdetermination with disability studies con-
cepts, but may be more productively linked with Nussbaum and Sen’s 
capabilities approaches, in order to further an ethics of untranslating 
that does not impugn a complementary ethics of translating.

I have enumerated these scenarios not because I believe they are evi-
dence that the concept of untranslatability is untenable or condemned 
to quickly obsolesce. Rather, I do so because I believe untranslatability 
to be at the crux of an extraordinarily profound, complex and powerful 
new commercial matrix of global exchange across language barriers (i.e. 
the linguacene) that has been active since the early 1990s. I am convinced 
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that a “right to untranslatability” will ultimately need to become a prem-
ise for conceptions of justice on multiple levels—cultural, social, ecologi-
cal, political-economic, historical and interspecies—conceptions that will 
and must outlive the particular distemper that the word untranslatability 
has unleashed in recent years.
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