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LITERARY TRANSLATION: A PASSAGE TO CULTURAL UNDERSTANDING BEYOND THE 
BORDERS 

Megharaj Adhikari 

 

In this paper, I argue how translated texts help to 
create affinity in the South Asian Region. Further, 
I argue that by interpreting translation as both 
cultural product and physical reality, we gain new 
perspectives for the study of translated texts as a 
part of the literature of the SAARC region in the 
context of world literary movement as well as 

history. 
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1. Introduction 

Literary translation is a process that does not 
simply give voice to neglected and marginalized 
peoples within the nation-state but also foster 
possibilities for newer regional subjectivities. The 
idea of regional cooperation can only exist by 
domesticating differences even if such attempts 
are always partial and ultimately futile. We need 
to consider the political possibilities of translation 
in relation to language, literature, and identity of 
the region. Rather than simply celebrating 
differences and multicultural realities, we should 
continue to interrogate the ways in which the 
national boundaries hinder and curtail the radical 
possibilities of identity. Such a critique must 
continue at the level of language but also should 
take into account practices, such as translation and 
poetics that are not normally considered. 
Translation supports cultural interaction by 
fostering mutual understanding and enabling 
people to access foreign cultures. Logically, 
translation also furthers knowledge transfer in a 
broader sense.  

2. Philological and cultural rootedness in SAARC 

Translation emerges out of necessity. Writers in 
this region do not necessarily need to adapt their 
methods in order to be accessible to readers 
beyond their home country, since many of their 
literary assumptions and cultural references will 
be understood among each other on the basis of 
readers’ past familiarity with earlier classics in 

their tradition. The history shows that "since 
World War II, English has remained the most 
translated language worldwide, but one of least 
translated into" (Venuti, 2000, p. 88). In this 
region Hindi- Nepali, Nepali- Hindi translation is 
not new. Many of the Nepali scholars received 
their education from Varanasi India in the earlier 
decades.  The data shows that the tradition is even 
expanded now and the rates of students studying 
in India, Bangladesh are even higher. 

Moreover, the religio-cultural phenomena also 
support the region to exceed their commonalities. 
There are many of the borrowed Persian terms 
that bear the same meaning in Nepali, Hindi and 
Bengali. Persian is language spoken in 
Afghanistan, one of the SAARC members. 
Khansir and Mozafari note, "many Indian 
languages and Persian languages are part of the 
Indo-European languages […] this relationship 
has been observed even before the advent of 
Islam" (p. 2360, n. d.). Kansir and Mozafari  
further argue,  

During the power of Mughal in India, the 
culture and education of India was influenced 
by Persian language and the relationship 
between two nations in literature and science 
was at its peak and Persian language was 
official language of India. In this time, almost 
all languages of India have been influenced by 
Persian language not only in India literature 
but also in the speech of the common people. 
(p. 2361) 

By the same token, the Bengali language also has 
the similar relations with the Persian language as 
"Bengali is one of the major important languages 
in India that has been influenced by Persian 
language in the history of Subcontinent" (Khansir 
& Mozafari, p. 2362,). The role of the Persian 
language was very vital in the progress of Bengali 
poetry; hundreds of the Persian words are in 
poetry of Bengal; even after the establishment of 
Muslim rules in the area. Some of the famous 
Persian books' stories and poets translated into 



26 / Literary Translation... 

 

Bengali language such as Laila and Majnu and 
Hafiz Shirazi.  

To be precise, some words from Persian that have 
entered into the SAARC region are adalat, ijlas, 
faisala, najir, and tamasut. So is the case with 
Pakistan, where Urdu is a major language and it is 
also under the influence of Persian. This category 
of language has also influenced the Maldives and 
Sri Lanka too. To talk about Bhutan and Nepal, 
many of the Bhutanese speak the Nepali 
Language.  

The poetics of translation suggests a self-
fashioning, political process of affiliation that can 
further our understanding of how it constitutes 
regional and ethnic subjects who continue to feel 
the burden of exclusionary practices. A theory of 
translation can provide new ways to interrogate 
our contemporary experiences of national 
languages and their relationship with the theories 
of belongingness. More than ever, we need to 
reconsider the connections between the self and 
the nation-state, especially when we are united for 
the cause of regional cooperation because 
questions of national identity remain a stubborn 
reality. 

The creative use of language is an influential 
mechanism in its structuring of social 
possibilities. It is the medium through which 
reality is communicated and interpreted. 
Translation is a mode of power in which language 
creates possibilities for multiplicity and 
difference. Scholars contend that translation is a 
commitment to openness and continuous 
reinterpretation, enhancing possibilities in our 
ethical endeavor. Highlighting the issue 
translation theorist Venuti (2000) states, "The 
hermeneutic concept of language emphasizes 
interpretation, consisting of thought and 
meanings, where the latter shape reality and the 
interpretation of creative values is privileged" (p. 
5). 

Rubel and Rosman (2003) write "translation is 
central to writing about culture” (p.1). The 
SAARC cultures in most cases are similar to each 
other. They (2003) further comment that,   

hierarchy, hegemony and cultural dominance 

are often said to be reflected in translations, 
especially those which were done during the 
colonial period. These features are also said to 
be present in translations, which are being 
done now in the postcolonial period. (p. 6).  

Therefore the aim of regional cultural cooperation 
must be accomplished through the translation of 
literary texts. 

Although all cultures are unique and different and 
that cultural translation is a difficult task in the 
global context but that cultural translation into the 
languages of SAARC region will be relatively 
convenience attempt because of the high degree of 
cross-cultural understanding. In this connection at 
some level of generalization there are universals 
of language and culture in the SAARC languages. 
Given this perspective, the texts produced in the 
region are seen as entities with invariants, capable 
of reduction to precisely defined units, levels and 
categories of language and textuality. 

For western thinkers such as Michael Foucault 
power is not an institution, a structure, or a 
particular force with which certain people are 
endowed. The exercise of power is defined as the 
way in which "certain actions may structure the 
field of other possible actions" (Foucault, 2001, p. 
343). The way we speak establishes what we 
consider possible. Language is a significant factor 
in the exercise of power. This is so in terms of 
how we structure possibilities for ourselves and 
others: how we relate to others while at the same 
time treating as tentative the social norms mapped 
out for us. Foucault dreams of a ‘new age of 
curiosity’ that might provide a broad contextual 
framework for ‘interrogating ourselves’, altering 
both our relation to truth and our way of 
behaving, and increasing the possibility for 
‘movement backward and forward’. What is clear 
is the notion of translation as a complex paradigm 
for multiple exchanges: in language, within and 
among cultures, and in the exercise of power. 

Unlike the Foucauldian perspective the cultural 
violence is not much essential as in other cultural 
translation in the SAARC region because of its 
religious and cultural similarities. In this 
connection Venuti (1999) explains, 
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 A translated text should be the site at which a 
different culture emerges, where a reader gets 
a glimpse of a cultural other and resistency. (p. 
305) 

Translation for Venuti has become a battleground 
between the hegemonic forces -- the target culture 
and language. If we are successfully able to 
translate the major languages, the hegemonic gap 
in the region will minimize. Foreignizing a text 
means that one must disrupt the cultural codes of 
the target language in the course of the translation. 
This method seeks to “restrain the ethnocentric 
violence of translation and is an intervention [. . .] 
pitted against hegemonic English language 
nations and the unequal cultural exchanges in 
which they engage their global others” (Venuti, 
1995, p. 20). At the same time, however, Venuti 
(1999) also shows that this "domestication" was 
not complete either: translation theory and 
practice were various enough to qualify and 
redirect modernist appropriation of foreign texts, 
often in contradictory ways (p. 192). 

No matter how oppositional and unique a work of 
art might be, it necessarily builds a relationship 
not only with the hegemonic power it has set out 
to contest but also with the world, with universal 
discourse in the region of SAARC. A text as it 
were 'universalizes' itself because it is perceived 
and experienced as a convincing intersection 
between the particular and the general. Seen in 
this light, the success of a work becomes as 
function of how credibly it 'internationalizes' 
itself. The text produced in the region becomes a 
product of incidence, a contact zone's cooperation 
among the SAARC countries that acknowledges 
each other's indebtedness. The translated texts 
ensure that the narrative builds vital bridges with 
different cultures and societies. By ensuring the 
readability, intelligibility and transparency, the 
various discursive strategies deployed by the 
author to inscribe the regional into the text 
facilitate its acceptance on the world stage.  

World experience shows that translation has been 
used as a tool by a variety of people to serve 
variety of purposes. Trade, diplomacy, reform, 
revolution, modernization, cultural image 
construction and foreign language teaching all 

relied on translation work. The SAARC region 
must attempt to cultural transfer via translation 
also reveal the power relations between preferred 
source language culture(s) and a target language 
culture, which has a long and proud tradition in 
between Nepal, India and other countries of the 
SAARC region.  

I believe to a large extent that translator's skill in 
giving a convincing universal character to a local 
discontent accounts for the evergreen appeal. I 
therefore attempt to investigate the inscription of 
the transnational into language, characterization, 
setting, audience, awareness, myths and themes of 
the narrative, in short, the discourse of similarity. 
It is hoped that this approach will contribute to the 
intensifying of intellectual debate on the SAARC 
region. Since "translation is at once a linguistic 
and a cultural project" (Damrosch, 2009, p.66), it 
serves to flourish the SAARC culture in both 
social and linguistic level. Traditionally, 
translation has served as a tool in foreign 
language learning both in the West and in the 
East. In recent decades this practice has been 
under scrutiny and criticism in the West, from the 
point of view both of the foreign languages 
teaching pedagogy and of translation studies. As 
Cronin (1996) notes, “Translation relationships 
between minority and majority languages are 
rarely divorced from issues of power and identity, 
that in turn destabilize universalist theoretical 
prescriptions on the translation process” (p. 4). 

Translating a text is radically transformative. 
When translated, then, a foreign text undergoes 
not only a formal and semantic loss, but also an 
excessive gain: the linguistic forms and cultural 
values that constitute that text are replaced by 
textual effects that exceed a lexicographical 
equivalence and work only in the translating 
language and culture. Consequently, translating 
might be more productively considered as if it 
were a direct and relatively untroubled 
transmission of the foreign text, but rather as 
hermeneutic, as an interpretation that varies that 
text according to numerous linguistic, cultural, 
and social factors in the receiving situation 
(Venuti, 2000 p. 6). More precisely, a translation 
enacts an inscription that communicates only one 
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particular interpretation of the foreign text, never 
that text itself and never some form, meaning, or 
effect believed to be invariant and somehow 
inherent in it. Emphasizing the need for a 
relational discourse, Mouffe advocates a ‘radical 
democracy’, acknowledging heterogeneity and 
leaving room for plurality and conflict. The 
human subject and its interpretive focus is thus 
shifting and changing in dialogue with its social 
surroundings. Mouffe (1998) admits that  "we are 
in fact always multiple and contradictory subjects, 
inhabitants of a diversity of communities […],  
constructed by a variety of discourses and 
precariously and temporarily sutured at the 
intersection of those subject-positions (p. 44).  

Such diversity is necessarily a space of tension 
and conflict, of mutual recognition of the other, 
and cannot be reduced to a single translation. 
Consequently, philosophers of education are 
turning to ‘post’ discourses for explanations of 
diversity. Translation sets out not only intellectual 
work, but also an ethical problem: to bring the 
reader to the author, and to bring the author to the 
reader, at the risk of serving and of betraying two 
masters. This dilemma emphasizes the vigilance 
the translator must take in constantly checking the 
otherness of the other while remaining sincere to 
the work, recognizing that authentic relationships 
exist in tensional spaces although it is relatively 
less in this region.  

To translate, then, is to recreate and to restate 
action, requiring a new translation in each passing 
along of meaning. This new translation is not 
bound for a final destination, but functions to 
restore and re-appropriate meaning, to reveal new 
modes of being and understandings of each other. 
Language is not just a series of message transfers 
between sender and receiver. In translation the 
original becomes larger; it grows rather than 
reproduces itself, "like a child ... but with the 
power to speak on its own" (Derrida, 1985, p. 
191), making of the ‘child’ something other than a 
reproduction. Translation provides a model that is 
both relational and creative. To understand the 
significance of the emergence of translation as a 
cultural tool, we need to know something about 
SAARC countries traditional attitude towards 

foreign cultures as well as the way translation 
work of foreign especially European literature had 
been done.  The reliance on foreign talent and 
initiative is particularly obvious when large-scale 
cultural transfer was involved. 

3. SAARC literature vis-à-vis world literature 

The recent trend of cultural globalization in the 
context of this region by no means predicts the 
further colonization of Asian culture; instead, it 
will help promote South Asian culture and 
literature worldwide. So encouraging a 
transnational spirit is a valid goal for scholars of 
literary and cultural studies as we proceed to 
translate SAARC literature for consumption in the 
home and abroad. Highlighting the issues of 
translation in relation to culture studies Appadurai 
(2005) claims that "more recently, however, the 
concept of translation has been redefined within 
cultural studies in a way that goes beyond that 
paradigm and leads to a substantially broader field 
of application. It goes without saying that, 
inevitably, the broader its scope the more diffuse 
and polysemic the concept tends to become" (p. 
187).   

Although scholars often debate globalization’s 
favorable or unfavorable impact on the 
development of world literature, as if it were a 
preexisting entity inflected by a changing cultural 
environment, I would argue that the globalization 
of material, cultural, and intellectual production, 
accompanied by the dissolution of Euro-centrism 
and by the rise of Eastern culture and literature, 
has assisted at world literature’s birth from the 
ashes of comparative literature. However, 
globalization has brought about both 
homogenization and diversity. During this 
process, translation has been vital not only in 
building up national and cultural identities but 
also in constructing a literature with the potential 
to cross the boundaries of languages and nations 
as well as those of literary and cultural traditions. 

The circulation of world literatures in SAARC 
suggests certain refinements to Damrosch’s 
criteria. When we use the term world literature, 
we give it with at least the few connotations like a 
canonical body of excellent literature of all 



Adhikari / 29 

 

countries, a global and cross-cultural perspective 
and a literary evolution through production, 
circulation, and translation in different languages. 
All three connotations may contribute greatly to 
the construction and reconstruction of world 
literatures. 

Although the term world literature encompasses 
texts composed in multiple languages, translation 
makes possible a body of literature from many 
linguistic and cultural backgrounds that circulates 
in international critical discourse and is broadly 
recognized as world literature. Thus the category 
of world literature presupposes authors and 
translators driven to contribute to the canon of 
world literature. Damrosch’s (2003) emphasis on 
world literature as a distinctive type of literary 
production examines the issues that influence the 
potential of literary works to win acclaim in 
translation as world literature (pp.17-20 ). South 
Asian literature provides a useful case study. In 
this context, ‘transnational cultural flow’ 
continues to mean a cultural exchange informed 
by configurations of power largely among the 
SAARC countries. The cultural texts circulate into 
other areas, once they are translated. 

The dissolution of Euro-centrism is evident in 
Damrosch’s insightful book, What is World 
Literature? (2003) as it primarily concerns non-
Western literary works, sometimes in their 
original languages but often in translation, 
reflecting the great progress made outside the 
mainstream by Western comparatists. Since world 
literature is represented in different languages, 
one cannot read all works that come under that 
heading in their original forms, even if it were 
desirable to do so. Translators inevitably bear the 
burden of reconstructing world literature in 
different languages and cultural backgrounds. It is 
a matter of opportunities. According to Damrosch 
(2003) "one of the fascinations of reading across 
time is the opportunity to trace the unfolding of 
situations, characters, themes, and images across 
the centuries, in the work of writers who knew 
and responded to their predecessors" (p. 25). 
Damrosch claims that over the centuries, writers 
have usually written for audiences at home, even 
if they sent their characters around the world. 

Globalization has led the traditionally elite 
domain of literary studies to expand and has 
caused comparative literature to develop into 
cultural studies and the field of world literature.  

The ongoing acceleration of economic and 
cultural globalization has brought the scope of 
world literature to a new level today. Similarly, 
SAARC as a regional cooperation center has to do 
much about in the field of literary translation in 
the region. If we still overemphasize West-centric 
literary forms, we risk neglecting the cultural 
significance of new literary phenomena in the 
region. In a nut shell, it is possible to put literary 
studies in a broader context of cultural studies in 
an attempt to transcend literature proper of this 
region in tandem with western literature. 

Like the other theorists, I too presume translation 
as a metaphor for education. Translation is a 
complex process involving language, within and 
among cultures, and in the exercise of power. 
Translation is a notion of linguistic hospitality as 
the ethical dimension to the inevitably inadequate 
representation of the ‘other’. From the 
Foucauldian perspective, language functions as a 
creative strategic relation—a form of power that 
structures the field of other possible actions. It is 
through the mediation of translation that language 
communicates, leaving us with a world of 
difference as both our curse and our blessing as 
part of the human condition and as part of our 
ethical endeavor.  

The trend in the study of translation opens a wide 
range of possibilities for the analysis of the 
relations between cultures and of the processes of 
intercultural knowledge transfer in the SAARC 
region. The capacity to bestow a text with new 
life and meaning by assigning it in a different 
linguistic and cultural setting, an act that 
simultaneously enriches the language and literary 
heritage of both the host and the receiving culture. 
This phenomenon has been categorically 
imperative at present and it may be the greatest 
achievement of translation. Witnessing the fact 
that is far from being a one-way process, 
Damrosch claims literary translation as very much 
“a concrete manifestation of cultural exchange” 
(2009, p. 289). 
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4. The urge of literary translation and its 
endorsement in SAARC academia 

The best approach of cultural connectivity and 
reconciliation is not merely its economic and 
political agenda but the shared ideology produced 
via literature in the region. In this regard literature 
is one of the most vital forces to enhance the 
cross-border sentiments. The problem today may 
be that the opening up of the global canon may 
not in itself have solved the deeper structural 
problems long besetting the study of comparative 
literature. In the globalized context, the literature, 
in the name of world literature, is dominant in this 
region. Damrosch (2009) further stresses on the 
effect of the cultural turn on Translation Studies, 
which has made "translation directly relevant to 
issues of subjectivity, ideology, cultural 
difference, and transnational literary exchange, it 
facilitated the wide-ranging appropriation of 
translation theory in literary studies over the last 
decade or so (p. 291). Hence, the need of 
promoting literature of the region by means of 
translation is categorically important. Translation 
paved the way for Pamuk to win the 2006 Nobel 
Prize in Literature, and "it is in translation that he 
and a host of other writers will usually be read in 
world literature courses" (Damrosch, 2003, p. 65) 
and so will be the case in this region of regional 
cooperation. And for Damrosch, literature only 
becomes world literature through translation. 

The commonality of cultural ideologies certainly 
helps us to feel the oneness in the SAARC region. 
One of the means to inculcate the cognizance 
about such literature is by implementing it in high 
school and university syllabi more intensively 
than it used to be. Focusing on the need of school 
syllabi Venuti makes us aware that pedagogy of 
translated literature can help students learn to be 
both self-critical and critical of exclusionary 
cultural ideologies by drawing attention to the 
situatedness of texts and interpretations (2000, p. 
93). Our attempt should be to advance beyond 
what is termed as "neocolonial" situation. 
Accepting the seriousness of the critique of 
teaching such literature instead of "classic 
literature" is methodologically naïve. As a result, 
the South Asian communities feel "culturally 

rooted", philologically strong and ideologically 
common.  Moreover Translation Studies helps 
students "suggests that respect of cultural 
differences- a pedagogical goal of 
multiculturalism - can be learned by historicizing 
various forms of receiving the foreign, including 
the discursive forms applied in the translation of 
foreign texts, canonical and marginal" (Venuti, 
2000, p. 94). 

Through endorsement of translated texts in the 
academia of SAARC, shared materials become 
ethnically marked when seemingly small changes 
are introduced in various communities. 
Translation is a practical, daily matter in much of 
the world, and in this sense translating SAARC 
literature in each other's language continues to 
shed light on the subtleties of creating meaning 
and ethnic distinction in multilingual areas of the 
region. In many ways the process of translation is 
one of the most "fundamental concerns within the 
field of anthropology" (as cited in O'Neill, 2013, 
P. 217) and human development as well. 
Translation of literary texts allow for multiplicity 
of cultural, linguistic, and even historical registers 
to be made apparent in the SAARC region. This 
tradition will help to increase the site of multiple 
contacts and traditions in the region. Had there 
been homogeneity only in studying the 
Eurocentric literature, there would not have been 
"reactionary defence of the Great Books that 
emerged in the 1980s" (Venuti, 2000, p. 92).  

The need of multiple cultural texts of SAARC 
literature while remaining individual countries' 
texts sustained by the values, traditions, and 
contradiction of indigenous culture, also acquires 
a universal dimensions by reason of its 
international timeless appeal. A careful analysis of 
their exchange of letters contributes to a more 
complex understanding of the contours and 
character of this emerging cosmopolitan identity. 
Jay (2010) taking the reference of marginalized 
community literature stresses on "a space between 
national borders where identity and culture evolve 
in syncretic patterns traceable in literature and 
other forms of cultural  expression"  (p. 85).  

Thus irrelevant from competing on the world 
literary stage on the basis of a national tradition, 
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South Asian writers are eager to enter into an 
already emergent transnational literary space 
created in America and Europe. It has been 
categorically imperative to promote the literature 
of this region by translating each others' literature 
more than ever and accommodate them in the 
university and high school syllabi.  

5. Conclusion  

National branding seems to be increasingly 
unimportant in a globalized world, and “stories” 
seem to sell largely as good narrative material that 
may, briefly, fulfill some purpose in the local 
environment. In this context, the “cultural 
diplomacy effect” must be questionable. 
However, the intercultural movement of texts, 
precipitated by the selection of a title for 
translation, is a reflection of cultural, economic or 
political power relations between nations and 
cultures. It is essential to recognize that the 
phenomenon of literary translation is a social 
event – an activity that is usually well beyond the 
control of the individual translator as a person, 
and always occurs in a social system and context. 
It is also worth reiterating that translation as a 
social practice depends on midway agencies and 
that such social agencies are located both within 
and outside the receiving culture.  

My point is to underscore the importance of 
putting on the map of transnationality a synergic 
cultural exchange and relation between and across 
different multiple, overlapping and intertwined 
geographies, thereby in Said’s term, "defining the 
translational and transnational cultures 
contrapuntally" (Said, 1993, p. 18). It is from 
thinking through such questions that imagining a 
cultural studies field that is truly multidirectional 
and multilingual, translational and transnational 
derives its urgency. Translation supports cultural 
interaction by fostering mutual understanding and 
enabling people to access foreign cultures. 
Logically, translation also furthers knowledge 
transfer in a broad sense. 
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