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Abstract 

There is more to language than communication and more to translation than 

transferral of what is communicated between languages. A translation 

theory that is rooted in a preconception as to the ‘why’ of translation sees 

language and translation as purely communicative, and this results in 

dichotomous debates as to the ‘how’ of translation: the literal vs. free debate 

for example.  

Moreover, with translation considered purely in terms of transferral of 

what is communicated in one language into another, the focus will naturally 

remain on the finished product of translation. With such a content based 

focus, the process of translation and what it can reveal about the underlying 

nature of language and translation is overlooked.  

Benjamin’s theory of translation allows for a stepping back to a 

different perspective. Not identifying with any particular content to the 

exclusion of its opposite, he is instead concerned with a way: a way of 

thinking, a way of seeing, and also with what happens in this way. In this 

non-identification, Benjamin deflects our gaze to where he is looking, and in 

the context of translation his point of focus is the process rather than any 

end product in the form of a translated text.   

Benjamin’s concepts of ‘kinship of languages’ and ‘pure language of 

translation’ offer terms within which to include and explore what is more to 

language and translation, a ‘moreness’ that is discernible fleetingly in 

process, the process of translation; and Heidegger’s illustration of the 

process of translation, in both ‘Dialogue on Language’ and ‘Anaximander’s 

Saying’, offers the context within which to illustrate Benjamin’s concepts in 

practice.  
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Introduction 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Language is in every case not only communication of the 
communicable but also, at the same time, a symbol of the non-
communicable.  

 (Benjamin 1986d: 331)1 

Walter Benjamin’s theory of translation requires a suspension of certain 

preconceptions that lie at the root of translation theory. The first of these is 

the consideration of language as purely communicative, and translation as 

purely transferral of what is communicated between different languages; 

the second is the consideration of linguistic diversity as purely 

problematic. The second proceeds naturally from the first: if the only 

reason for translation is to transfer what is communicated between 

languages, then the only aim is to overcome difference; difference is seen 

as problematic pure and simple. The aim then, in being to obliterate 

difference, is ultimately to do away with the need for translation at all. The 

aim of translation theory so understood is in fact the end of translation. 

However, there is more to both language and translation than the role 

they play in communication; and linguistic diversity, while posing a 

communicative problem that motivates translation, is not only a problem: 

there is also more to the translation it motivates than the finished product in 

the form of a translated text. This ‘moreness’ is discernible in the process of 

translation. The desire to communicate between different languages sets in 

motion an interrelation between two languages in opposition that illustrates 

a ‘kinship’, a kinship that unites them in difference rather than makes them 

the same. This kinship in turn suggests a common source or origin, a source 

or origin that is not discernible directly, but only fleetingly as ‘pure 

language’; fleetingly, contingently and relationally in process, the process of 

translation.  

As such, the conflictual nature of translation is necessary in bringing 

about the process that offers this glimpse, however, a singular focus on 

language and translation as communicative limits perspective in such a way 

as to block out this glimpse.  

1 Subsequently referred to as OLAS. 
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Introduction 

In exploring Benjamin’s pure language of translation, while the context 

of translation theory with the conflictual debate between literal and free 

approaches to the process of translation is essential, we must also find a way 

to identify underlying reasons for pre-conceptions that see this ‘conflict’ as 

purely problematic. In this way we can question them, and if they prove to 

be inappropriate, set them aside to see ‘more to translation than transferral 

of meaning’ (Benjamin 1999a: 72)2. 

 The literal vs. free debate in translation theory emanates in a ripple 

effect to encompass all aspects in conflictual interrelation, a fact that 

suggests it is less due to a particular content that the polarity arises (‘literal’ 

and ‘free’ for example), and instead due to something underlying an 

approach to this discipline in general. As this is not overtly apparent, there 

must be unexamined pre-conceptions at the root of both translation theory 

itself and the literal vs. free debate that arose at its inception. When we look 

more closely at this, back to the point at which this debate originated, we 

see that it originated in a particular cultural context, one in which it could be 

justified as ‘natural’3. Although this particular cultural context has changed, 

the debate continues to be considered as ‘natural’, and with this 

‘naturalness’ accepted as primary, different cultural contexts come to be 

understood in terms of this ‘naturalness’, which can no longer be justified 

outside of its original cultural context. With this realisation the rug is pulled 

out from under the age-old literal vs. free debate with all of its emanating 

ripple effect. 

Why is this important? It reveals a deeper underlying pre-conception at 

the root of translation, one that is masked by the constant sterile debate.  

The literal vs. free debate and all of its emanating facets are concerned with 

the how of translation, and when we pull the rug out from under this debate 

by illuminating unexamined and inappropriate (to current cultural contexts) 

preconceptions, we see the deeper preconception relating to both language 

and translation, one that is instead concerned with the why of translation.  

We see that, underlying the history of translation theory is the assumption of 

2 Subsequently referred to as TT. 
3 It arose in the Greco-Roman context at the time of Cicero and Horace. This particular 
context, how it differs from today’s, and what this means, is addressed in detail in chapter 
one. 
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Introduction 

a singular role of and reason to translate. This is a key point to the current 

thesis and is consistently referred to throughout. It relates to both language 

and translation; language is conceived of as purely communicative, while 

translation is conceived of as purely transferral of what is communicated in 

language. It is in highlighting this preconception in the context of translation 

theory in general, and translations in particular, that we create the context to 

point to what language and translation considered in such fixed definition 

omits, the fact that there is more to language than what can be defined in a 

fixed and permanent way, and similarly that there is more to translation. 

This ‘moreness’ is the focus here, and, as it is itself that which is more 

than what can be defined in a fixed way, it is challenging to illustrate. It is 

not enough to say that pure language is this moreness in the context of 

language and translation. It is not.  It is more than this moreness, and also 

less than that. The task of the translator as outlined by Benjamin is ‘a feature 

of translation which basically differentiates it from the poet’s work because 

the effort of the latter is never directed at the language as such, at its totality, 

but solely and immediately at specific linguistic cultural aspects’ (TT: 77). 

Translation is aimed at language in more than its overlying role4. It offers a 

unique perspective, one that is typically overlooked when the focus remains 

with the ‘specific cultural aspects’, in such a way as to block out the fact of 

translation’s effort being ‘directed at the language as-such’. It is in 

translation that the original text takes on its own underlying role as sign-post 

to language as-such, a role that remains hidden, obscured, veiled without 

linguistic diversity to motivate a process that unveils it. 

Benjamin’s theory of translation offers a context within which to 

suspend these preconceptions that are at the heart of translation theory. 

Through stepping back from identification with any particular content, or 

any side of the debate, a perspective is offered on face-to-face opposition 

in general (and different languages face-to-face in the context of translation 

in particular), one that sees this opposition beyond its problematicalism; a 

perspective on what it is they themselves in their relationship of 

opposition, their diversity, enable. 

4 Its overlying role relating to its communicative aspect, as opposed to what is underlying 
and includes what is more than the communicative aspect. 
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Introduction 

Benjamin’s concept of kinship of languages is illustrated by the 

interrelation of different languages in opposition in translation, a kinship 

that unites the languages in their difference rather than what makes them the 

same.5 This kinship in turn points to a common source or origin to these 

languages in particular, united in kinship; and this source or origin, or 

‘language as-such’, includes a moreness to language. Benjamin’s concept of 

a pure language of translation offers terms within which to understand, 

perceive, experience this source or origin. While indiscernible directly and 

in any permanent way, it is discernible fleetingly and contingently in 

process, the process of translation, as pure language.  

Pure language is language as-such presencing momentarily in process, 

the process of translation. 

The challenge for this theory within translation theory is reflected in the 

history of its reception. It cannot be, and is not, ignored, but nor is it taken 

seriously. The pre-conception of language as purely communicative and 

translation as purely transferral is strong, and the questions typically lead 

back to matters of equivalence, correspondence, language pairs, meaning, 

foreignisation, domestication, reception etc., all questions relating to 

particular languages in manifestation and in their overlying communicative 

role. The goal of Benjamin’s theory is the moreness to and than language in 

this role, in this overlying role, the moreness underlying language and 

translation. This moreness cannot be understood in terms of its overlying 

role, as the overlying role of language and translation considered in a 

singular fashion, as translation theory typically does, excludes this 

underlying moreness. 

This is not to suggest that the underlying moreness to language and 

translation be considered in a singular fashion to the exclusion of their 

overlying communicative role. The communicative aspect of language and 

translation are important, as is the problematic notion of difference, but only 

insofar as they instigate the process. It is in process that the moreness to 

language and translation is discernible, and without the overlying 

5 Translation theory would look for what is the same in different languages and to obliterate 
what is different. 
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Introduction 

motivation to use language and translation communicatively between 

different languages, this process would not occur.  

However, we must be vigilant of the tendency to come back to this 

‘natural attitude’ in relation to language and translation. We must remember 

that we are not concerned here with language as communication or 

translation as transferral beyond the initiatory role they play in the process, a 

process that would make no sense to set in motion were it not for the 

‘problem’ of difference. 

Seen from this perspective it is the problem of linguistic diversity that 

enables translation rather than translation that enables communication 

through overcoming a problem. 

 

Literature Review 

Walter Benjamin’s ‘Task of the Translator’ marks a point of potential 

departure for translation theory, a potential new path of exploration, but one 

that, while often flagged, is rarely followed. His is a seminal text: it cannot 

be and is not ignored; however, while most theorists refer to it, few take it 

seriously. Those who do, typically misread Benjamin and find his theory of 

a pure language of translation to be lacking; Paul de Man and Paul Ricoeur 

are two notable examples. de Man’s ‘Conclusions’ makes a glaring 

misassumption regarding what Benjamin says about ‘translatability’ and 

goes on to build his argument around that, and Ricoeur’s On Translation 

does the same thing with regard to what Benjamin intends by pure language 

itself. It is interesting that both of these mirror translation theory in starting 

with an uncertain premise. 

On closer consideration it becomes clear that Benjamin’s theory will 

always be revealed to be lacking based on this ‘uncertain premise’; when 

language and translation are considered within the singular role and function 

of communication and the transferral of what is being communicated in 

language in one language and into another language. Moreover, with this 

consideration and unexamined preconception originating at the inception of 

translation theory itself, it is understandable why Benjamin’s theory, 

although recognised, is largely set to one side and not taken seriously. To 
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take it seriously in any genuine sense is to go further than this one theory; it 

requires the questioning of the foundations of translation theory as a whole. 

Benjamin’s ‘Task of the Translator’ considered with his earlier text on 

the nature of language, ‘On Language as Such and on the Language of 

Man’, gives a deeper insight into what Benjamin is intending, pointing to 

with ‘Task of the Translator’. The question of the nature of language is 

addressed in a broader and deeper sense, and the founding thought out of 

which ‘Task of the Translator’ emerged adds a stronger basis within which 

to consider it. It becomes clear that what Benjamin is highlighting is a 

moreness, both to and than language; a moreness to and than its 

communicative function. With language and translation considered purely in 

terms of communication (we see with Cicero and Horace that this 

preconception is there from the very start), such an unexamined 

preconception must be diffused, set aside, before Benjamin can be taken 

seriously in any genuine sense. This would be a big step for thinkers in a 

tradition that is founded on and built on this preconception. 

The particular perspective Benjamin brings in ‘Task of the Translator’ 

is not unique to the context of translation. This is an attitude and approach 

that Benjamin brings to his thought in general as well as to his life and 

relationships. This is challenging for his friends and associates as well as 

commentators that attempt to understand Benjamin definitively, to 

categorise him as a thinker before considering his thought, and more 

importantly how he thinks. Benjamin does not fit any fixed point on any 

continuum, and this is particularly obvious in the case of theology and 

historical materialism, two poles that were the options open to Benjamin 

and many of his contemporaries. While Benjamin engages with both deeply 

and authentically, he never does so definitively, and this mode of 

engagement, intense and authentic and absolute, yet never definitive, is 

illustrated and highlighted in his relationships and correspondence with 

Theodor Adorno and Gershom Scholem. Adorno has chosen historical 

materialism and Scholem theology, and while both appreciate to a certain 

extent Benjamin’s ‘choosing at every moment’ 6  (which allows the 

6 This aspect of Benjamin’s thought is outlined in detail in chapter two. 
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possibility that what he chooses may change), there is a limit to this 

appreciation.  

The extensive correspondence that is available in Walter Benjamin and 

Theodor Adorno, The Complete Correspondence 1928-1940, and The 

Correspondence of Walter Benjamin and Gershom Scholem 1932-1940,   

offers insights into this. Scholem’s On Jews and Judaism in Crisis, Story of 

a Friendship, and the Messianic Idea in Judaism give both a deeper insight 

into the theological aspect of Benjamin, as well as Scholem’s frustration at 

not being able to definitively define him. However, it is the lengthy 

correspondence between the two that offers the most useful insights into 

both their relationship and the true nature of Benjamin’s thought. In 

defending himself from attempts at definition, Benjamin clarifies for us his 

true position. With Adorno, the attempts at definition are not so stark, and it 

is a more subtle complaint that Adorno would have; he would seem to be 

closer to Benjamin’s ‘way’ of thought than would Scholem. Yet, and 

importantly, this highlights the fact that for Benjamin, his mode of 

engagement, this ‘way’ of thinking, is standard, regardless of the context. 

He does not make exceptions, even ‘subtle’ ones. 

Not all commentators are concerned with understanding Benjamin 

through an either Marxist or theological lens; Richard Wolin, for example, 

with his Aesthetic of Redemption, gives a comprehensive overview of 

Benjamin from both perspectives. Furthermore, the realisation of the 

pointlessness of attempting to understand Benjamin according to terms that 

are external to him and his work is there. Andrew Benjamin for example, in 

‘Walter Benjamin and the Translator’s Task’ points out, with regard to 

Jewish Mysticism, the importance that ‘the text is not reducible to the 

articulation of this element’, and that instead ‘Kaballah must emerge from 

within the exposition itself’ (Benjamin, A. 1989: 87). With this, Benjamin’s 

theory is at least not de-limited from the outset in the way that is typical for 

translation theory. Instead, such an approach allows for the possibility of 

more, ‘the concerns of this text must in the end resonate beyond this initial 

attempt to outline its meaning’ (ibid.); a moreness lying beyond the scope of 

the terms of reference of attempts of understand it, to ‘outline its meaning’ 

beyond the scope of meaning. 
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There are those that look at Benjamin and those that look with him. 

Those closest to him seem to look at him, need to classify and define him. 

What does he think? Why does he think this? Which side is he on? Which 

ideology does he support? All of these have a focus on Benjamin, asking the 

question of what he is saying, and stand in the way of truly seeing, not what 

he is saying, but what he is showing in a preliminary way. Benjamin looks, 

observes, and if he states, it is allusively in pointing, deflecting readers to 

ultimately look for themselves and make up their own minds rather than 

trying to convince them of anything. Giorgio Agamben, in ‘Walter 

Benjamin and the Demonic: Happiness and Historical Redemption’, and 

‘The Melencholy Angel’, looks both at and with Benjamin. He touches 

lightly off Benjamin, allowing, almost anticipating the deflection.  

Heidegger also looks in this direction, but not due to Benjamin’s 

deflection. He does not look at Benjamin, he just happens to be looking 

precisely where Benjamin deflects our gaze. Because of this, he is following 

Benjamin’s gaze rather than looking at him himself. This fact, coupled with 

his not being bound by a singular understanding of language and translation 

in their overlying role, makes his ideas on language and translation 

complementary to Benjamin’s. In On the Way to Language, Heidegger’s 

‘Dialogue on Language’ is an illustration of the first step in Benjamin’s 

theory of translation, while ‘Anaximander’s Saying’ in Off the Beaten Track 

is an illustration of Benjamin’s theory in the practice of the translation of a 

text. Heidegger’s ‘Nature of Language’ and ‘Way to Language’, along with 

Benjamin’s ‘On Language as Such and on the Language of Man’ offer a 

broader understanding of the nature of language as-such within which to 

consider the process of translation, and Emanuel Levinas’s ‘God and 

Philosophy’ brings the ideas of Benjamin and Heidegger together with his 

ideas on ‘Desire’ and ‘the Desirable’. 

Henri Bergson is looking in the same direction as Benjamin in terms of 

metaphysics in his ‘Introduction to Metaphysics’. However, in using the 

context of translation analogously to illustrate the limitation of analysis, he 

highlights two things: the misconception at the root of translation theory, 

and just how pervasive this is. Bergson is considering translation purely in 

terms of its role in the transferral of meaning from one language and into 
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another, and he does not even consider questioning this. It is a ‘natural’ 

assumption for him, as it has become almost universally. He also effectively 

illustrates what such a misconception does in terms of relegating translation 

to translator’s tool (imperfect in that it can only be analytic) in transferral of 

meaning between languages. Bergson’s use of translation analogously in 

this way provides a context within which to illustrate a blindspot in the 

process of translation, at the point where un-naming occurs. With translation 

considered as purely transferral, the focus is naturally on the end product, 

the translated text, and the point where meaning is ‘released’ from the 

original language and before it is re-appropriated in and by the translating 

language, is overlooked. The translator typically takes this step blindly. 

Bergson’s text is particularly helpful in that it illustrates what 

translation can provide a glimpse of, but in the context of images, pictures, 

while at the same time illustrating how a misconception typically precludes 

translation from being even considered in these terms. The scene is thus set 

to show this.  

 

Summary of Chapters 

Chapter one introduces the history of translation theory and shows the roots 

of the preconceptions that found it. We see how assumptions and standards 

adopted by translation theory arose within a particular cultural context, one 

in which they would have had different implications. We deconstruct the 

literal vs. free debate, and in highlighting the inadequacy of the 

preconception at its core (to later cultural contexts), the fixedness of this 

debate, along with the habit of polarity that has come to define translation 

theory, potentially collapses like a house of cards. In the ‘Task of the 

Translator’, Walter Benjamin offers a way to highlight this fact about 

translation theory. In pointing to an underlying aspect of translation, one 

that reveals a moreness to both language and translation, language as more 

than communicative and translation as more than transferral of what is 

communicated, he highlights the limited nature of translation theory in its 

singular assumption of language as communication. 

Chapter two, while considering pure language in an initiatory manner, 

in terms of the relationship of different languages in opposition, pulls back 
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from language and translation in particular to consider Benjamin in a wider 

context, including his thought in general as well as his life and relationships. 

We get a deeper understanding of Benjamin’s approach to translation in 

seeing that a similar dynamic exists in his approach to all contents as well as 

to the ‘way’ he lived his life. It is always about a ‘way of thinking’ rather 

than what was being thought, a way of experiencing rather than what is 

being experienced, a process rather than a product. Through an exploration 

of Benjamin’s correspondence with his friends and associates, we provide a 

context within which to examine how this dynamic applies more 

specifically to language and translation; it is about the process of translation 

rather than the finished product, the target-text, the translation.  

Chapter three begins to look at this process through Benjamin’s concept 

of kinship of languages, specifically what instigates this process; it is the 

diversity of languages in face-to-face opposition that sparks their 

interrelation that in turn illustrates this kinship; what unites the different 

languages in their difference rather than what makes them the same. We 

uncover another unexamined pre-conception of translation theory, one that 

stems from the one that considers language in purely communicative terms; 

that being that linguistic diversity is problematic pure and simple. If 

language is purely communicative, and translation purely transferral of what 

is communicated, then linguistic diversity must be the ‘problem’ of 

translation to be overcome. It is a problem to be overcome, but not only that. 

There is more. We see that it is linguistic diversity that enables translation, 

which in turn aims to overcome this diversity, but, and this is key, not only 

in order to overcome it in terms of transferring meaning into a fixed target-

text, but also for the glimpse of and remembrance of the moreness to 

language that is momentarily discernible as pure language in this process. In 

this way we also explore the concept of pure language in more depth: from 

recognising it as what is discernible fleetingly and contingently in the 

interrelation of different languages in opposition in chapter two, chapter 

three begins to consider its relation to language as-such. It is in fact 

language as-such that is discernible in the process of translation, fleetingly 

and contingently as pure language. 
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Chapter four expands on this view that is opened up by the concept of 

kinship, introducing a new relationship of opposition. While kinship is 

illustrated in the interrelation of opposites in face-to-face opposition, and in 

turn points to the fact of a common source or origin, a focus on the 

relationship of source or origin to particulars in manifestation is what offers 

a glimpse of pure language of translation. The real goal here is source or 

origin, however, as this is not discernible directly, nor definable definitively; 

it is discernible fleetingly, continently, peripherally as pure language, in the 

process of translation, and not definitively. Chapter four focuses on this 

relationship of source to the particular, and this direct focus allows a 

peripheral glimpse of source or origin as pure language, a glimpse that 

dissipates, (withdraws) as soon as we shift our focus directly to it. We 

address this source or origin as pure language in terms of where it is to be 

found, how it is to be experienced, and ultimately why we would look for it 

in the first place.  

This is illustrated with the help of Heidegger’s ‘Dialogue on Language’, 

and in chapter five we go on to illustrate such a translation in practice in 

terms of a text, specifically Anaximander’s fragment. While Heidegger’s 

‘Dialogue’ illustrates the dangers inherent in both language itself and 

translation, dangers to the moreness of language and the moment of its 

discernment as pure language, it also offers a glimpse of where and what we 

are concerned with. It is concerned with a first step of the process of 

translation, the unnaming in the original language: ‘Anaximander’s Saying’ 

goes a step further and completes the process of translation of a text, 

highlighting the why, why we are ultimately concerned with this question, 

and the answer to this is in the re-naming that occurs in the translating 

language, a step that is typically taken blindly. 

  

Therefore I even hope it may come to pass, 
When we begin what we wish for and our tongue loosens, 

And the word has been found and the heart has opened, 
And from ecstatic brows springs a higher reflection, 

That the sky’s blooms may blossom even as do our own, 
And the luminous sky open to opened eyes.7 

7 Hölderlin, F. from ‘Walk in the Country’, cited in (Heidegger 1971: 99). 
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Chapter One: Literal vs. Free 
 

CHAPTER ONE: LITERAL VS. FREE 

 

1.1: Beginnings 

To understand the terms ‘literal’ and ‘free’ and all of their implications 

within the context of translation studies we must go back to their origin, 

which is also the origin of translation theory, that is, Cicero’s theorising of 

translation in the first century BCE. One of the factors that make the 

situation of the Romans’ translation of Greek unique is the fact of their 

bilingualism: most educated Romans also spoke Greek (Kelly 2001). As 

such, transferral of meaning was not the sole purpose of translation, as the 

target-text reader would have had access to the original without need of 

translation. In fact translation was primarily seen as a branch of rhetoric, as 

such re-creative rather than concerned with accurate representation of an 

original or source-text.  

Both Cicero and Horace had influentially far-reaching views on 

translation; both discuss translation within the wider context of two main 

functions of the poet: that of acquiring and disseminating wisdom, as well as 

the art of making and shaping a poem (Kumar Das 2005:13). In his 

introduction to his own translation of the speeches of Aeschines and 

Demosthenes, Cicero outlines his theory of translation. He makes an 

important three-fold distinction between: two different types of translator: 

interpreter and orator; two different functions of translation: interpretation 

and oration; and two different approaches to the process of translation, 

approaches that would become known as ‘literal’ and ‘free’. He writes:  

…and I did not translate them as interpreter, but as an orator, keeping 
the same ideas and forms, or as one might say, the “figures” of thought, 
but in language which conforms to our usage. And in so doing, I did not 
hold it necessary to render word-for-word, but I preserved the general 
style and force of the language.  
 (Cicero 1949: 364)  

The origin of the literal vs. free debate in translation can be traced to this 

initial distinction, and with it, the beginning of translation theory. This 

debate, although often understood purely in terms of opposing translation 

methods, also sets up opposition in terms of functions of translation and 
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types of translator, opposition that has important and far-reaching 

implications outside of a Greco-Roman context.   

A problem arises when what presents itself as ‘natural’ is merely the 

familiarity of a long-established norm, a norm which has forgotten, not just 

the unfamiliarity from which it arose, but also the particular set of 

circumstances within which it arose. This is the case with the sense-for-

sense approach to translation. Originating with Cicero in terms of a specific 

cultural context, it ignores subsequent changes in cultural context; 

specifically and importantly, a lack of knowledge of the source-language in 

the target-text reader. Roman translation of Greek texts was not subject to 

the same cultural challenges that have come to characterise translation. 

Romans saw themselves as a continuation of their Greek models (Bassnett 

2002: 49), a natural development, and not ‘other’. The perceived problem of 

otherness was not present; translation was not seen in dichotomous terms as 

it came to be; debates about the favouring of either source-text or target-

text, and by extension language and culture, were not an issue, as one was 

seen as an extension of the other rather than as diametrically and 

problematically opposed. In fact the only debates in opposing terms were 

with regard to technique and perhaps text-type, and this opposition was not 

seen problematically. Instead, the distinction between commercial and 

literary texts, along with that of interpreter and orator, were purely 

descriptive and aimed at discovering the most effective techniques for 

continuing the development of Greek thought in Roman terms. In this 

context, with most Roman readers bi-lingual in Greek and Latin, a sense-

for-sense approach would not have put the original at risk of 

misrepresentation as the target-text reader would have had access to the 

original. So in fact, the sense-for-sense approach was advocated by Cicero 

within a context where the original was not at risk of misrepresentation due 

to unfaithful rendering in the target-language. As such, while a sense-for-

sense approach was advocated as opposed to a word-for-word or faithful 

one, it did not equate with ‘unfaithful’ in reality;  ‘sense-for-sense’ was not 

at the expense of ‘faithfulness’ which is what eventually came to be the 

case, with ‘sense-for-sense’ as a long-established norm, having forgotten, 
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not just the unfamiliarity out of which it arose, but also the relevance of the 

specific set of circumstances within which it arose.  

This point is central to the literal vs. free debate in translation theory. It 

is here that sacrifice of fidelity to the word becomes justified in theory and 

Cicero’s sense-for-sense approach to translation, later compounded by St 

Jerome’s similar views with respect to translation of the Bible, came to be 

the accepted and unquestioned norm within different cultural contexts where 

fidelity to the original could not be similarly justified. 

 

1.2: The Bible 

The period of Roman translation of the Bible is the next important milestone 

in the history of translation theory and practice in terms of the literal vs. free 

debate; it presents a somewhat different context to that of Cicero. This is a 

point where the established Ciceronian sense-for-sense approach might have 

been, and was, brought into question, fidelity to the word of God being 

paramount.  

The original translations of the Bible into Latin, collectively known as 

Vetus Latina, based on the Septuagint version of the Old Testament and the 

original Greek New Testament, were themselves questionable, and 

transcription after transcription added to the perceived corruption. St Jerome 

was set the task of revising them in 382 by Damascus, the then Bishop of 

Rome. The resultant translation came to be known as the Vulgate, a new 

original of sorts, in many cases replacing the Septuagint, (itself a ‘new 

original’) as the basis for further translation and exegesis.   

The emancipation of Christianity under Constantine in 312 had been an 

important turning point in the history of Bible exegesis and translation, 

resulting in its acquiring a scholarly tradition based on classical educational 

systems (Nida 2001). Rome’s translators, made up of philosophers and 

theologians, took translation of what was going on in Greek as central to 

their enterprise and St Jerome was one of these translators. After Cicero and 

Horace, his is the next important voice in translation theory, in particular 

bringing the concept of ‘veritas’ into the equation in the context of the 

translation of the Bible. However, his focus, initially at least, was less on the 

method of translation and how it would affect this ‘veritas’, than on the 
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authenticity of the source-text itself. Instead of revising existing Latin 

translations, many from the Greek Septuagint, he insisted on going back to 

the original Hebrew in the case of the Old Testament, and for the New 

Testament, the original Koine Greek.  

At this early stage in Bible translation, we can already see evidence of 

the canonical status of translations over-taking the status of the original 

itself. This is both illustrated and highlighted in the context of Jerome’s 

translation of the Old Testament into Latin. He was met with opposition in 

his going back to the original Hebrew Old Testament and casting doubt on 

certain books extant in Greek only, and his correspondence with Augustine 

on this matter is revealing, both in terms of the evidence of canonical status 

of translations, as well as the context within which these challenges arise - 

Augustine’s letters are scattered with warnings about religious innovation 

and pastoral difficulties caused by ‘changing’ familiar texts. Four letters in 

particular are of interest in this regard: an initial letter from Augustine to 

Jerome in 394 or 395, broaching the subject, a further letter from Augustine 

to Jerome in 403, following up on the first, Jerome’s reply to Augustine in 

404, and Augustine’s subsequent reply, last word, in 405.   

In his letter to Jerome in 394 or 395, Augustine raises a number of 

points, but what stands out very clearly is his insistence on the Septuagint 

version of the Bible as canon and as source-text for further translation:  

But in translating the holy canonical writings into Latin I should not 
like you to follow any other method than that in which you translated 
Job, namely by applying signs to show wherein your translation differs 
from that of the Seventy, whose authenticity is of the weightiest. 
 (Augustine 1956: XXVIII)  

In other words, even if Jerome does refer to the original Hebrew as source-

text, his translation must be compared against that of the Seventy, and any 

divergence explained and justified. Augustine emphasises the ‘outstanding 

authority’ of the Seventy, and questions the reason for, or even validity of 

any other translation. If the Seventy were ‘wrong’ on any points: ‘if these 

points are obscure, then it is quite credible that you too may go astray in 

them’ (ibid.), then Jerome, carrying out a different translation of the same 

text could not be said to be any less ‘wrong’. On the other hand: ‘if they [the 

points] are clear, it is incredible that they [the Seventy] could have gone 
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astray in them’, then Jerome, carrying out a different translation of the same 

text could not be said to be any more ‘clear’.  

Jerome responds directly to this point in his letter of 404, and in his 

response we can see the origins of the discussion on the ‘translatable’ and 

the ‘untranslatable’ in a text, along with George Steiner’s ‘to understand is 

to translate’.1 Jerome (1956: LXXV) points out how: ‘all the commentators 

who have been our predecessors in the Lord in the work of expounding the 

Scriptures, have expounded either what was obscure or what was plain’ (my 

emphasis), and he turns the same question back onto Augustine in a slightly 

different context:  

If some passages were obscure, how could you, after them, presume to 
discuss that which they were not able to explain […] if the passages 
were plain, it was a waste of time for you to have undertaken to treat of 
that which could not possibly have escaped them. 
 (ibid.)  

Jerome is pointing to the exegetical nature of translation itself, and he 

pushes Augustine to recognise this fact, and to either state, accept, announce 

clearly that he is choosing to use the Septuagint as a new original for further 

exegesis in his insistence on it as canonical text, or to accept it for what it is, 

an interpretation, understanding, reading of the original, and so a new 

original. Jerome elaborates with regard to Augustine’s exegesis of the 

Psalms: 

I put it to your wisdom to answer why you, after all the labours of so 
many and so competent interpreters, differ from them in your 
exposition of some passages, […] if the Psalms are obscure, it must be 
believed that you are as likely to be mistaken as others; if they are plain, 
it is incredible that these others could have fallen into mistake.  

 (ibid.) 

He concludes by suggesting that, according to the logic of Augustine’s own 

argument, ‘none would be at liberty to write anything regarding that which 

another has once handled, however important that matter might be’ (ibid.). 

Jerome’s argument is sound, however it fails to acknowledge and take 

account of the central tenet of Augustine’s argument, that being the 

‘outstanding authority’ and so special case of the Septuagint. 

1 These questions are developed in chapter five, but it is interesting to note them in 
embryonic form at this early stage in translation theory. 
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Augustine reiterates his conviction of the special case for canonical 

status of the Septuagint in his letter of 403, taking his earlier allusions a step 

further and implying that this status unquestionably surpasses the original 

Hebrew. He refers to Jerome’s own translations of Job, one from the 

Septuagint into Latin, and the more recent one from the original Hebrew 

into Latin. The former, although based on the Septuagint as source-text, 

refers to the original Hebrew and meticulously notes any additions to or 

omissions of the Hebrew. The latter translation, directly from the original 

Hebrew, Augustine accuses, is not so thorough in its reference to 

translator’s decisions: 

..there is not the same scrupulous fidelity as to the words; and it 
perplexes any thoughtful reader to understand either what was the 
reason for marking the asterisks in the former version with so much 
care that they indicate the absence from the Greek version of even the 
smallest grammatical particles which have not been rendered from the 
Hebrew, or what is the reason for so much less care having been taken 
in this recent version from the Hebrew to secure that these same 
particles be found in their own places.  

 (Augustine 1956: LXXI) 

Augustine refers to the Septuagint and the Hebrew original as though they 

are equal in status as originals, which is not possible unless they are both 

originals, which they are: the Septuagint, as an understanding, 

interpretation, translation of the original Hebrew, is a new original. Jerome’s 

earlier ‘translation’ of Job from the Septuagint to Latin, as it was carried out 

with such close reference to the original Hebrew text, was in fact less of a 

translation of the ‘new original’ into Latin, than a reflection on and study of 

the original translation from Hebrew to Greek, but through the medium of 

Latin. His later translation directly from Hebrew to Latin, on the other hand, 

being a translation of the original Hebrew itself, was a different process 

entirely. 

The crux of the disaccord between Augustine and Jerome is highlighted 

as relating to the status of the Septuagint, however, the discussion would 

appear to fail to address this point directly. Jerome attempts to address it, 

displaying his own belief in the primary authenticity of the Hebrew original 

and pointing out the irrelevance of the Septuagint when translating from 

Hebrew directly to Latin: 
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...you ask why a former translation which I made of some of the 
canonical books was carefully marked with asterisks and obelisks, 
whereas I afterwards published a translation without these. You must 
pardon my saying that you seem to me not to understand the matter: for 
the former translation is from the Septuagint; and wherever obelisks are 
placed, they are designed to indicate that the Seventy have said more 
than is found in the Hebrew. But the asterisks indicate what has been 
added by Origen from the version of Theodotion. In that version I was 
translating from the Greek: but in the later version, translating from the 
Hebrew itself, I have expressed what I understood it to mean, being 
careful to preserve rather the exact sense than the order of the words. 

 (Jerome 1956: LXXV) 
With this he points out the fact of the different status of the Septuagint in 

relation to the original Hebrew, and he also, interestingly, reveals different 

methods to be applied to each. Extreme word-for-word for Jerome is applied 

in the case of interpreting, understanding, translating a translation, while 

with regard to the ‘original’ original, it is the ‘exact sense [rather] than the 

words’ that is preserved.2  

Jerome again pushes, encourages Augustine to make a decision, to step 

forward and state clearly his adopting of the Septuagint as canon, as 

original, urging him to, if not go to the original word in Hebrew, then to at 

least go to the original word in Greek: ‘do you wish to be a true admirer and 

partisan of the Seventy translators? Then do not read what you find under 

the asterisks3, rather erase them from the volumes, that you may prove 

yourself indeed a follower of the ancients’ (ibid.). Two questions arise: as 

this correspondence is in relation to a source-text for translation, why would 

there not only not be a preference for the ‘original’ original, and also, why 

would there be such strong opposition to the ‘original’ original? In the same 

letter of 403, Augustine points to what motivates his opposition in 

illustrating an interesting point, that of the difficulty of arbitrating the truth 

of the meaning in the target-text (in this case the Latin translation of the 

2 When interpreting, understanding, translating an original text Jerome is true to his 
preferred sense-for-sense approach, however, his application of ‘word-for-word’ in the case 
of a reading of a translation of an original in a different language is particularly important 
apart from the question of canonical status. He is applying Benjamin’s extreme word-for-
word ‘interlinear translation of the Scriptures’ (TT: 82). This will be addressed in more 
detail in chapters three, four and five, both in relation to the idea of there being more than 
one translator involved in the overall process, and also in tandem with Heidegger’s method 
of translation of Anaximander. 
3 Here Jerome refers to interpretation of the Greek translation by Origen. 
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Scriptures) if the source-text is Hebrew and not Greek. The problems 

relating to the fact that this is not just any target-text, that it is the word of 

God, along with the challenges that go with its exegesis and pastoral 

dissemination are alluded to: ‘for if your translation begins to be more 

generally read in many churches, it will be a grievous thing that, in the 

reading of Scripture, differences must arise between the Latin Churches and 

the Greek Churches’ (Augustine 1956: LXXI). Augustine is conscious of 

problems that would arise with questioning the authority of Biblical 

exegesis, a questioning of the interpretation (through translation in the case 

of the Septuagint), as well as previous exegesis. He is particularly concerned 

if this questioning arises between specifically Greek versions and 

specifically Latin versions based on the original Hebrew, pointing out how 

the Greek position in such a scenario would be stronger than the Latin one: 

...especially seeing that the discrepancy is easily condemned in a Latin 
version by the production of the original in Greek, which is a language 
very widely known; whereas, if any one has been disturbed by the 
occurrence of something to which he was not accustomed in the 
translation taken from the Hebrew, and alleges that the new translation 
is wrong, it will be found difficult, if not impossible, to get at the 
Hebrew documents by which the version to which exception is taken 
may be defended. 

 (ibid.) 

He goes on to point to further problems that would arise even if the Hebrew 

original were more freely accessible:  

...and when they are obtained, who will submit, to have so many Latin 
and Greek authorities pronounced to be in the wrong? Besides all this, 
Jews, if consulted as to the meaning of the Hebrew text, may give a 
different opinion from yours: in which case it will seem as if your 
presence were indispensable, as being the only one who could refute 
their view; and it would be a miracle if one could be found capable of 
acting as arbiter between you and them. 

 (ibid.) 

This correspondence gives an interesting insight into the challenges and 

complexities faced by those charged with Biblical exegesis and 

dissemination at this stage in the history of Christianity, and we can see a 

certain split in priorities embodied in the priorities of Augustine and Jerome. 

While Augustine makes valid points, they are not valid enough in Jerome’s 

view to warrant the overlooking of the absolute authority of the ‘original’ 

original as source-text. Augustine gives an example of what concerns him: 
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A certain bishop, one of our brethren, having introduced in the church 
over which he presides the reading of your version, came upon a word 
in the book of the prophet Jonah, of which you have given a very 
different rendering from that which had been of old familiar to the 
senses and memory of all the worshippers, and had been chanted for so 
many generations in the church. Thereupon arose such a tumult in the 
congregation, especially among the Greeks, correcting what had been 
read, and denouncing the translation as false, that the bishop was 
compelled to ask the testimony of the Jewish residents (it was in the 
town of Oea). These, whether from ignorance or from spite, answered 
that the words in the Hebrew manuscripts were correctly rendered in the 
Greek version, and in the Latin one taken from it. What further need I 
say? The man was compelled to correct your version in that passage as 
if it had been falsely translated, as he desired not to be left without a 
congregation -- a calamity which he narrowly escaped.  
 (ibid.)  

Augustine’s perspective becomes clearer still with this. While Jerome is 

clearly concerned with the authenticity of the original word, Augustine, 

could arguably be said to not have this luxury. He needs to concern himself, 

not only with this original authenticity, but with its reception by all manner 

of those that make up a congregation. Jerome’s response, on the other hand, 

highlights his own perspective, passionately defending the word, and 

perhaps overlooking or ignoring the point Augustine was making about the 

problems of reception. Jerome had been trying to get an ‘authentic’ response 

from Augustine, to come out and state clearly his reasons for his 

preferences, ‘to call a spade a spade’, while Augustine refuses to do this, 

instead skirting around the issue with reference to pastoral difficulties and 

expecting that his own conclusions be drawn by ‘any thoughtful reader’. 

Jerome will not be drawn into this, and the conclusion of his letter of 404 

further highlights his different perspective:  

In closing this letter, I beseech you to have some consideration for a 
soldier who is now old and has long retired from active service, and not 
to force him to take the field and again expose his life to the chances of 
war. Do you, who are young, and who have been appointed to the 
conspicuous seat of pontifical dignity, give yourself to teaching the 
people, and enrich Rome with new stores from fertile Africa. I am 
contented to make but little noise in an obscure corner of a monastery, 
with one to hear me or read to me.  

 (Jerome 1956: LXXV) 

Through this correspondence about the authenticity of the source-text and 

canonical status of translations, we glimpse the problematic of the gap 
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between theory and practice, a problematic that would, along with the literal 

vs. free debate, become central to translation theory. Jerome is at a remove 

from the practicalities that arise out of decisions taken in translations; he 

retreats from the world and into the word, with a strong focus on truth and 

authenticity. Augustine on the other hand, is treading a fine line between 

safe-guarding the authenticity of truth and the dissemination of this truth. 

This difficulty is again emphasised in Augustine’s reply (and last word) to 

Jerome in his letter  of 405, where he re-emphasises his point about the 

congregational reception, talking of the ‘flocks of Christ, whose ears and 

hearts have become accustomed to listen to that version to which the seal of 

approbation was given by the apostles themselves’ (Augustine 1956: 

LXXXII). 

As is often the case with correspondence, there is a richness of meaning 

between the lines that adds to the context and speaks for itself in a way that 

focused analysis can dilute. However, specifically with regard to fidelity and 

freedom in translation, it is clear that the Christian translator is expected to 

be faithful to God, to God’s word, but not necessarily the individual words 

of God’s word (Robinson 2001). It is easy to see how this habit of 

canonicity would have developed in the context of the Bible, particularly as 

the Septuagint version was not only the basis for exegesis and further 

translations, but also for the original Koine Greek New Testament, which 

quotes the Septuagint rather than the original Hebrew Old Testament, so 

giving it ‘the seal of approbation of the apostles’. 

This same special and complex interrelationship between original and 

translation out of which this habit of canonicity arises, however, is not 

present in the cases of subsequent canonical versions of the Bible, including 

the Vulgate, the Lutheran and the King James versions. Of course, the 

divine inspiration attributed to the Septuagint due to the myth surrounding 

its origin also adds to the set of circumstances within which its canonical 

status was established. The Talmud recounts how King Ptolemy ‘once 

gathered seventy-two Elders. He placed them in seventy-two chambers, 

each of them in a separate one, without revealing to them why they were 

summoned. He entered each one’s room and said: “Write for me the Torah 

of Mosche, your teacher.” God put it in the heart of each one to translate 
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identically as all the others did’ (Tractate Megillah: 9). This has diverse and 

far-reaching consequences for both Judaism and Christianity, both traditions 

considering this to have been a divinely inspired translation, yet interpreting 

the implications in different ways. However, in terms of the history of 

translation theory and practice, and in particular the debate between ‘literal’ 

and ‘free’, it further justifies, not just more free approaches to the translation 

of sacred writings, but also the habit of canonicity, both of which move the 

emphasis from the ‘individual words of the word of God’, to the word of 

God as may be, or have been, interpreted.  

With regard to the method of translation, Jerome was clearly in 

agreement with Cicero and Horace. In a letter addressed to the senator 

Pammachius in 395, De optimo genere interpretandi, he states:  

...now I not only admit but freely announce that in translating from the 
Greek – except of course in the case of the Holy Scripture, where even 
the syntax contains a mystery – I render not word-for-word, but sense-
for-sense’  
 (Jerome 1997: 287).  

Here Jerome sets out both his views on the best method of translating, and 

on the resultant challenge in translating the Bible. While Cicero and Horace 

had set up the opposition of ‘word-for-word’ vs. ‘sense-for-sense’, Jerome 

introduces a seemingly new aspect, that of free translation. This allows him 

to argue for a sense-for-sense approach in-between ‘literal’ and ‘free’, an 

approach to the translation of the Bible that is not in opposition to the 

perceived fidelity of the word-for-word approach, and so not necessarily 

incompatible with loyal representation of the original, the word of God, 

‘veritas’. It is interesting to note that Cicero also, while articulating a debate 

regarding ‘word-for-word’ and ‘sense-for-sense’ for the first time, and 

clearly choosing the latter option, still adopted a more moderate approach in 

his ‘sense-for-sense’ than was common at the time. The earliest Roman 

translators such as Livius Andronicus (285-204BC) and Gnaeus Naevius 

(270-199 BC), for example, had adopted a technique of extreme paraphrase 

and adaptation, with little or no attention to the concept of “truth” of the 

original. More interested in new text-types than any particular source-text, 

their mission, along with others such as Quintus Ennius (239-169), was the 

development of Latin as a literary language (Kelly 2001). For the reasons 
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outlined above in relation to Cicero, they also did not concern themselves 

with the misrepresentation of the original.  

What is important to note in the context of the literal vs. free debate is 

that even at its inception, with Cicero’s first articulation of an opposition, he 

was choosing an option that lay somewhere in between two opposites that 

existed. However, while Cicero articulated ‘sense-for-sense’ in opposition 

to ‘word-for-word’, as such choosing not to emphasise the practice of an 

even freer method of translation, St Jerome re-emphasised ‘free’ translation 

in order to place his ‘sense-for-sense’ back in the middle. In this way a 

sense-for-sense approach continued to be the largely unquestioned norm in 

the practice of translation, including translation of the Bible.   

 

1.3: Theory and Practice 

At this point we should take note of an interesting facet of the literal vs. free 

debate in relation to the gap between theory and practice. While in theory 

the debate may often be resolved in favour of the original, either through 

literal approaches or indeed free ones purporting to be faithful to the 

original, in the practice of translation the debate is nearly always resolved in 

favour of the target-text reader through a sense-for-sense or free approach. 

This also occurs in bible translation, the versions of Erasmus and Santi 

Pagnini being two obvious examples. In 1519 Erasmus published a Latin 

translation of the New Testament, and not only does it by-pass all previous 

canonical translations as a source-text in favour of the original Greek, it also 

includes the original Greek source-text in parallel text. He summarises the 

problems that can arise with a free approach to translation as follows:  

But one thing the facts cry out, and it can be clear, as they say, even to a 
blind man, that often through the translator’s clumsiness or inattention 
the Greek has been wrongly rendered; often the true and genuine 
reading has been corrupted by ignorant scribes, which we see happen 
every day, or altered by scribes who are half-taught and half-asleep.  

 (Erasmus 1976: 134) 

While his intentions sound faithful and literal in theory, in practice, Erasmus 

did not always only translate from Greek to Latin, he also translated the 

other way round. For example, the last six verses of Revelation are said to 

have been missing from his Greek manuscript and he is said to have 
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translated it back from the Vulgate version. While his theory and intention 

were to render faithfully and literally, he did not always carry this out in 

practice. Santi Pagnini’s Old Testament translation from the original 

Hebrew, printed in 1528, on the other hand is said to have been studiously 

neutral and literal. Sebastian Munster of Basle (1535) also translated the Old 

Testament from the Hebrew, and he also re-printed Erasmus’s New 

Testament with it, giving what could be imagined to be a faithful and literal 

rendering of the complete Bible, notwithstanding Erasmus’s liberties with 

synchronising his Greek and Latin versions. All the same, these ‘literal’ 

bibles all lose ground to reformation Bibles; it may be faithful 

representation of the word of God that is of primary importance in theory, 

however, in practice it is more common for the representation of a particular 

perception – in the form of a translation - of the word of God to prevail. 

The British protestant tradition continues in much the same vein (Ellis 

and Oakley-Brown 2001), Tyndale being greatly influenced by Luther, 

followed by a host of bible translations to suit Henry XIII’s successors, 

culminating in the King James Bible, purporting to be answerable to the 

truth of the original, ‘out of many good [bibles], one principal good 

one’(KJB: lxv). However, in practice it is in parts a revision rather than a 

translation. It is interesting to note how it goes full circle, from the stringent 

context within which Tyndale was martyred, to the ‘free’ in the extreme of 

Henry XIII and successors, and back to focus on ‘truth of the original’, 

when in fact the ‘original’ original is not even always the source-text used: 

St Jerome’s Vulgate remains the Roman Catholic standard. 

1.4: Other Traditions 

While translation may be said to have originated with the Romans, that is 

not to say that the only tradition was the one that developed from it. There 

were many translation traditions occurring simultaneously, many of them 

along a similar vein to Greco/Roman and Christian ones. Although the 

Arabic translation tradition is not any more important for the literal vs. free 

debate than many other traditions, only becoming important in the seventh 

century with the birth of Islam, long after the sense-for-sense approach is 

established in both the Greco/Roman and Christian contexts, it is 
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particularly interesting because both the birth of Arabic as a literary 

language, and the fixing of the form of the Qur’an are happening 

simultaneously (Baker 2001a). As we have already seen, literary 

development of languages is typically associated with free adaptation, while 

sacred texts are associated with a more faithful approach. 

During this period Arabic underwent a shift of quantum proportions 

on more than one level; from being a mainly oral and ethnically 

homogenous language, over a period of a few centuries it becomes the 

lingua franca of a vast civilisation comprising many ethnic and linguistic 

groups. After the initial Orthodox period following the death of the prophet 

in 632, the Umayyad period beginning in 661 declared Arabic the official 

language of Islam, and during the following Abbasid period beginning in 

750, ‘Arab’ came to refer to any Arabic speaking Muslin regardless of 

ethnicity. The two approaches to translation: word-for-word and sense-for-

sense, were in operation, with a preference for the latter, as with elsewhere. 

There were exceptions here too: Ibnal-Batria for example, who carried out 

rigorously literal translations. As is usually the case with translation, 

practicality took precedence, and in this case his translations were later 

revised under al-Ma’mūn to more free versions (ibid.). So it is not just 

translations perceived to be corrupt due to overly free approaches that have 

been revised, revision also happens in the other direction. This directionality 

comes to be evermore apparent throughout the history of duality in 

translation theory, the argument, revision, resolution, violence, and even 

translation (as in the case of Erasmus’s New Testament) occurring in both 

directions.  

The translation of literature into Arabic was a relatively late 

development; in fact, it wasn’t until the return of Muhammad Ali’s scholars4 

that it began in earnest, and like early Roman translation of Greek literature, 

came to adopt free adaptation to the Egyptian context. However, and 

interestingly, it did not start this way. It began with close literal renderings, 

4 ‘In 1805, Muhammad Ali, an Ottoman soldier, originally sent to take control of Egypt on 
behalf of the caliph, managed to establish himself as the de facto governor of Egypt and 
later Syria and Sudan. […] He set up professional schools, sponsored groups of students to 
study in Europe and, on their return, instructed them to translate the texts he required for 
modernising his army and administration’ (Baker, M. 2001:322). 
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the method having been initially and theoretically resolved in favour of the 

original or source-text, yet in practice, having swung to the opposite 

extreme. The German tradition was no different in this regard, with Niklas 

von Wyle (1410-78), convinced of the primacy of the source-text, 

translating literally and with little regard for the readability in the target-

language (Kittel and Poltermann 2001). This, however, again gave way to 

the target-text oriented style of humanists. 

Ultimately the Arabic translation tradition was concerned with the 

growth of Islam and the Arabic language, while many others: French, 

English, Spanish were similarly concerned with the development of 

vernaculars into literary languages rather than necessarily disseminating the 

‘truth’ of the source-texts. It is important to remember this when 

considering the literal vs. free debate in translation theory. If we only 

consider what was happening in translation from the viewpoint of today, we 

will necessarily misrepresent it. Whether they were considered so or not, 

with the exception of sacred texts, source-texts were treated as dynamic 

rather than as containing any definitive truth. Terry Eagleton’s notions on 

intertextuality are retrospectively useful in understanding, if not what was 

being done, at least what was happening in the process of translation. In 

‘Translation and Transformation’, Eagleton (1977), talks of replacing the 

opposition of the source and target-text with the notion of intertextuality. 

These are interesting and useful ideas, ones that we will come back to in 

chapter three in terms of Benjamin’s own transcendence of the literal vs. 

free debate in translation theory, and also in terms of kinship between 

languages. Nevertheless, in terms of the history of the practice of 

translation, it is important to note that this phenomenon was in existence, 

although it may not have been considered or recognised as such.  

While there are indeed similar trends occurring within different 

traditions, both simultaneously and consecutively, there is also a movement 

of influence between the traditions. The Latin tradition was the most 

important with regard to influence, the Romans being considered by some to 

be the inventors of translation, however Greek is obviously at the root of 

everything to do with translation, be it theory or practice. For a long time it 

was the only source-language, and in many respects, Greek thought was also 
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seen as the ‘source-thought’. Paradoxically, while Greek language and 

thought are at the root of translation, as most translation theory and practice 

is from the perspective of the target-culture, and as Greek was purely 

source, in both language and thought, the Greek tradition of translation does 

not figure greatly in the history of translation theory (Bacopoulou-Halls and 

Connolly 2001). There does not appear to have been any initiatory questions 

in the Greek tradition, as there were by Cicero in the Latin one. With 

translation being a later phenomenon for them, not occurring in a 

necessarily bi-lingual context, and Bible translation not having been an 

issue,5 it is as though their tradition begins ‘in medias res’, with ‘sense-for-

sense’ an accepted and unquestioned norm.  

The word-for-word vs. sense-for-sense debate is mentioned by 

Emmanuel Roidis (1813-1404), but this does little more than acknowledge 

that a debate, or potential debate, exists. Roidis prefers a sense-for-sense 

approach and his focus is firmly on the target-text at the expense of any 

faithfulness to the original. Costis Palamas (1859-1941) distinguishes 

between two methods: interpretation and creation, an obvious parallel with 

‘word-for-word’ and ‘sense-for-sense’ respectively. Palamas didn’t believe 

any middle ground possible between the two extremes. The influence of 

Schleiermacher is apparent here, as it is in the ideas of S.D. Valvis (1878) as 

set out in his ‘On the Translation of Poets’ where he discusses valorisation 

of the foreign, as well as ‘literal’ and ‘free’. Interestingly a distinction is 

made between ‘free’ and ‘sense-for-sense’, the latter belonging mid-way 

between ‘literal’ and ‘free’ and being the best option. While the influence of 

St Jerome is clear, it differs from both Costis and Schleiermacher in that it 

attempts to walk a middle-ground. 

The Greek context is also interesting in that the target-language 

contains its own opposition, Demotic vs Katharevaisa (a compromise 

between ancient Attic and Demotic cleansed of foreign words). The debate 

about whether to favour source-text or target-text expands to include which 

form of the target-language to favour. With this as central, the question of 

5 There is of course the exception of the Septuagint version of the old testament, in which 
case Greek was indeed the target-language, however, even this was not carried out in a 
purely Greek context, it having been ordered by Ptolomy in Egypt. 
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favouring the original, and a concomitant literal approach, is even more 

remote. Also interesting in a specifically Greek context is the case of 

George Seferis, Nobel Laureat (1965), who lays the focus in translation 

firmly on his own target-language, Greek, and its purity. With such a strong 

target-text emphasis where does he place his loyalty in the case of 

intralingual translation, or transcription as he calls it, where the source-text 

is also Greek? He points out how the ancient vs. modern Greek dichotomy 

leads to translations being carried out with more emphasis on showing the 

resourcefulness of the modern language than on enriching the same with 

elements from the ancient language (Bacopoulou-Halls and Connolly 2001). 

The same challenges of translation: whether to favour source or target-

text/language/culture, through either faithful or free translation, is shown 

here to exist within the same language, but at different points in its history. 

This is interesting in terms of interrelatedness of all languages, of languages 

being both one and many, and will be addressed in more detail in chapter 

three on kinship of languages. What is relevant at this point in our enquiry, 

in relation to the literal vs. free debate in translation theory, is the obvious 

influence of the German translation theorists, especially Schleiermacher, 

reflecting what was happening elsewhere in translation theory.  

 

1.5: Toward Extremes 

For a long time the debate between ‘literal’ and ‘free’ remained weighted in 

favour of a rather ambiguous and fickle sense-for-sense approach, if not 

always in theory, then in practice. It usually positioned itself in opposition 

to one pole or the other: ‘literal’ or ‘free’, and it did this by aligning itself 

with aspects of the opposite pole rather than taking up a position there itself. 

Cicero, for example chooses a sense-for-sense approach that is aligned with 

‘free’, while Jerome, in the context of translation of the Bible, chooses a 

‘sense-for-sense’ that is aligned with the faithful aspect of ‘literal’, in 

opposition to the adaptation and re-creation characteristic of an extreme free 

approach. Both remain somewhere in the middle, as do later translation 

theorists and practitioners; the extreme ‘free’ of early Roman translators was 

not repeated and extreme ‘literal’ was rarely attempted. This trend is 

challenged by the French tradition, in particular the translations of classical 
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texts by Nicolas Perrot d’Ablancourt, famously labelled “les belles 

infidèles” by Gilles Ménage, who likens them to a woman he had met in 

Tours who was beautiful but unfaithful (Salama-Carr 2001). Ménage found 

d’Ablancourt’s translations to be free in the extreme, with a focus on literary 

style and adaptation to the 17th century French literary norms at the expense 

of the relationship between source-text and target-text. This free approach to 

translation became the norm within the French tradition, and where St 

Jerome found a way to align a somewhat in-between sense-for-sense 

approach with fidelity, in a 17th century French context, Monsieur de la 

Valterie goes further, in a sense re-uniting the opposite poles, attempting to 

align an extremely free approach with fidelity. In a commentary 

accompanying his translation of Homeric verse into prose, he argues that he 

is being loyal to the author’s intention in so far as Homer’s intention had not 

been to offend the reader, implying that a translation into French that 

remained closer to the original would indeed offend (Mounin 1994: 62). 

This is also interesting because it brings a new aspect to the literal vs. free 

debate in terms of ‘fidelity’ and ‘license’. What is the fidelity towards? Is it 

to the source-text, the words, the sense, or even the intention of the author? 

It is important to bear in mind that while ‘fidelity’ in terms of translation 

theory and the literal vs. free debate generally applies to the original text, 

usually the words, but sometimes the sense, this is not always the case. This 

example illustrates to some degree the dynamic nature of the literal vs. free 

debate in translation theory, a dynamism that makes it very challenging to 

define.  

At this stage French had not only been royally decreed as official 

language of the state, a literary circle, ‘Pléiade’, were also advocating that 

French be given equal literary status to Latin (Salama-Carr 2001). The 

foundation of French universities in the 13th Century had given translation 

into old French an impetus, although Latin still remained both primary and 

intermediary language of translation. The 14th century continued to be 

important for the development of the French language through translation, 

with King Charles V’s active encouragement of translation of classical 

works into French. Nicolas Oresme (1330-82) is a notable example, 

translating Aristotle into French. What is interesting about Oresme’s 
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translations within the overall French context, especially the tradition of ‘les 

belles infidèles’ that was to follow, is that he introduced new terms into the 

target-language, a technique that would later be taken up by Schleiermacher 

in a German context in extreme opposition to the freedom advocated by 

d’Ablancourt and his followers. Oresme also prefaced his translations with 

theory and emphasised the need for accuracy. There is clearly a swing 

within the French tradition, from Oresme’s fidelity to d’Ablancourt’s 

freedom, brought about in the intervening years in part by the Renaissance 

with its rebirth of the classics and secularisation of knowledge. The printing 

press, and an increased audience among vernacular speakers were also 

important factors.  It is not just the method of translation that had swung 

drastically in favour of the target-language, French had also come to replace 

Latin as intermediary language of translation, in particular between English 

and German. This is important: approaches to translation were developing in 

tandem in the three traditions, and the status of the individual languages, 

along with their interrelation, gives an interesting insight into this 

development.  

‘Les belles infidèles’ clearly harked back to early Roman times with the 

emphasis on the development of French as a literary language coupled with 

little regard for ‘truth’ of the original. However, the context was also 

different for a number of reasons. It was not a text-type that was being 

imported into French, as was the case with the earliest Greco/Roman 

translations. The method was being applied to translations into French of 

Greek and Roman classics, and unlike the target-text readers of Cicero’s 

translations, the French target-text reader could not be assumed to have 

access to the source-text in its original language. This had predictable 

ramifications, with French Enlightenment ideas being described as based on 

skewed readings of the classics; these translations were later revised. 

However, in terms of the literal vs. free debate, the important consequence 

of the tradition of ‘les belles infidèles’, is that it shook translation theory out 

of its sense-for-sense habit, and provided an impetus for German translation 

theorists to swing in the opposite direction, and in turn the context within 

which Walter Benjamin developed his theory of translation in ‘The Task of 

the Translator’. 
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In his seminal essay ‘On the Different Methods of Translating’, 

Schleiermacher (2004) introduces a new way of looking at translation theory 

and practice that diverges from the literal vs. free debates that had 

dominated since Cicero and Horace. Instead of literal or free translation, 

Schleiermacher talks about the translator having two choices: either to bring 

the target-language reader to the source-text author (alienate), or to bring the 

source-text author to the target-language reader (naturalise). According to 

Schleiermacher, it is through the former that the foreign is retained and 

allowed to come through in translation. While Schleiermacher does point 

out the importance of choosing one technique or the other he goes on to say 

that: 

...for each of the two methods one might outline a set of instructions 
referring to the different rhetorical genres, and one might compare and 
judge the most admirable efforts that have been made according to both 
views, and by these means elucidate the matter even further. Both of 
these tasks I must leave to others, or at least to another occasion. 
 (Schleiermacher 2004: 50).  

Most translation theorists since Schleiermacher have responded to him in 

some way, some of them taking up his challenge and devising practical 

translation strategies that can be attributed to either his alienating or 

naturalising approach. Perhaps the most famous of these is Lawrence 

Venuti, who applied the terms ‘foreignising’ and ‘domesticating’ to 

Schleiermacher’s ‘alienating’ and ‘naturalising’ and takes into account the 

‘value driven nature of the socio-cultural framework’ (Munday 2001: 145). 

Venuti is mentioned at this point mainly because his terms have become 

synonymous with Schleiermacher’s. What is important for our enquiry at 

this stage however, is the extremes: the tradition of ‘les belles infidèles’ 

advocating an extremely free approach, and Schleiermacher in the German 

tradition, while not necessarily advocating one or the other, widening the 

debate to include extremely literal approaches to translation within the 

context of the valorisation of the foreign. What this does essentially, is to 

lay bare again the unfamiliarity out of which had arisen the familiarity of the 

long established norm of a sense-for-sense approach to translation, an 

approach that had come to present itself as ‘natural’. While neither extreme 

has proved practical in translation, ‘les belles infidels’ having been revised, 
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and Schleiermacher’s extreme ‘literal’ never having truly been attempted in 

practice, in theory their importance is enormous. With regard to Walter 

Benjamin’s theory of translation, they set the scene for his transcendence of 

the literal vs. free debate. 

1.6: Benjamin’s ‘Literal’ and ‘Free’ 

While d’Ablancourt and Schleiermacher widen the field of enquiry of the 

debate between ‘literal’ and ‘free’, their positions still remain within the 

same dichotomy, arguing either/or, one position in opposition to another, 

and even when, as with Schleiermacher, a particular position is not adopted, 

the options presented: bringing the source-text author to the target-text 

reader, or the target-text reader to the source-text author, are presented in 

opposition. Benjamin’s theory is different. He neutralises the dichotomous 

nature of the debate. By bringing attention to the roles of translation, and in 

questioning established and unquestioned assumptions as to the reasons 

behind translating, he allows for the introduction of a third element to the 

dichotomy, one that both underlies and reaches forward, dissipating the 

dichotomy.   

Explicit reference is made to the role(s) or function(s) of translation in 

‘Task of the Translator’, as the challenges of introducing a new perspective 

to a debate that is under the spell of a fixed perception of conflictual 

opposition are pointed out. With reference to the terms ‘fidelity’ and 

‘license’ in translation, Benjamin writes that: ‘these ideas seem to be no 

longer serviceable to a theory that looks for other things in a translation than 

reproduction of meaning. To be sure, traditional usage makes these terms 

appear as if in constant conflict with each other’ (TT: 78). With this he 

explicitly refers to the existence of another function of translation, besides 

that of the transferral of meaning, while also pointing out the particular 

difficulty that has arisen out of the literal vs. free debate, the problematic of 

difference manifesting in conflictual polarisation, be it with regard to 

technique, text, language or culture.   

As well as questioning established assumptions as to the role(s) of 

translation and reason(s) to translate, thereby changing the dynamic of the 

polarity by shifting the context within which it arose, Benjamin also 
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addresses the specific elements of the particular polarity, those of the 

either/or techniques applied to the process of translation: ‘literal’ and ‘free’. 

He presents the arguments both for and against literal and free approaches to 

translation, and although the approach he eventually argues appears to fall 

on the side of ‘literal’ in the continuing debate, this is not in fact the case. 

The seemingly literal approach Benjamin does eventually suggest is 

suggested within a different context, one in which the function of translation 

has a different focus and the debate between ‘literal’ and ‘free’ has been 

neutralised so that ‘literal’ is not suggested in opposition to ‘free’. Benjamin 

first of all liberates translating techniques from the dichotomy of this debate, 

so that they are available to be applied to translation within his own theory. 

To do this he argues for and against both, taking each to the extreme and 

showing how they are both already contained in the other. The dissipation of 

conflictual polarity this brings about allows for the perception of a third 

element, one that can be understood through the concept of the kinship of 

languages in terms of translation theory.   

Ultimately what Benjamin does is to shift the focus of the function of 

translation away from a singular emphasis on and duty to transferral of 

‘meaning’ from one language to another, with its concomitant taking of 

sides: ‘literal’ or ‘free’, source-text/language/culture or target-

text/language/culture, etc., and allows for another function of translation, 

that of unveiling, albeit momentarily, ‘the reciprocal relationship between 

languages’ and what this is in turn a reflection of, or points to. This is 

possibly the most entrenched unquestioned preconception at the root of 

translation theory, that of the function of language being purely 

communicative and of translation being purely the transferral of what is 

communicated in one language into another language. This leads to an 

automatic judgement of a translation based on notions such as equivalence 

or domestication, in turn bringing the focus on to the target-text: whether it 

is loyal to the original or not, or whether it reads in the target-text as though 

it had originated there. It is clear how this primary unquestioned 

preconception with regard to the function of translation leads to a similar 

preconception as to the primacy of target-text over source-text, and by 

extension, as we have seen, the unquestioned acceptance of a sense-for-
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sense approach to the practice of translation. In fact, the dichotomous nature 

of translation theory, while appearing to originate with Cicero’s first 

articulation of opposing approaches to the practice of translation, can be 

traced deeper. While Cicero made a distinction between two functions of 

translation: interpretation and oration, both of these fall under the category 

of the transferral of meaning from one language to another. As such, his 

articulation of opposing approaches was within the context of this one 

function. When Benjamin sheds light on this original unquestioned 

assumption, he also reveals the subsequent preconceptions that arose from 

it, and this in turn neutralises any debates that developed around these 

preconceptions, including the literal vs. free debate.     

Benjamin’s theory could have remained within a dichotomy in terms of 

functions of translation: transferral of meaning vs. momentary revelation of 

the central reciprocal relationship between languages, adding just another 

facet to the dichotomous nature of translation theory. He does not do this; 

instead both functions remain central to his theory, symbiotic and 

intertwined, the function of transferral of meaning being essential as the 

initial impetus for translation, as is in turn the heterogeneity of languages 

essential as initial impetus for the drive to transferral of meaning from one 

language to another.   

A distinction is made between two types of content, both presented as 

co-existing within the same text: information, which is inessential content 

and ‘translatable’, and poetic content which is essential content and 

‘untranslatable’. The question is asked: ‘what does a literary work “say”? 

What does it communicate?’ (TT: 70) and is answered:  

It “tells” very little to those who understand it. Its essential quality is 
not statement or the imparting of information. Yet any translation which 
intends to perform a transmitting function cannot transmit anything but 
information – hence, something inessential.  
  (ibid.)  

This would appear to exclude the function of transmittal of information 

from translation, but in fact it only does so within the confines of that 

singular function, which would have a focus on the target-text, where this 

‘transmittal’ would appear. When considering the function of providing a 

glimpse of ‘pure language’, as this happens in the process of translation, the 
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end product, and whether it is the receptacle of a transmittal of information, 

either essential or non-essential, is not actually relevant. As such, while 

Benjamin does not acknowledge transferral of meaning as a valid function 

of translation in itself, he does not rule it out as being an integral part of 

translation. He talks of ‘translations that are more than transmissions of 

subject matter’ (ibid: 72, my emphasis). Rather than building a case for a 

different function of translation in opposition to the established and largely 

unquestioned function of transferral of meaning, Benjamin is instead 

questioning the primacy of this function to the exclusion of all others, a 

primacy and acceptance of which had both allowed and added to the 

dichotomous state of translation theory. Benjamin elaborates on this in 

relation to ‘untranslatable’ content as follows:  

But do we not generally regard as the essential substance of a literary 
work what it contains in addition to information – as even a poor 
translator will admit – the unfathomable, the mysterious, the ‘poetic’, 
something that a translator can reproduce only if he is also a poet? This, 
actually, is the cause of another characteristic of inferior translation, 
which consequently we may define as the inaccurate transmission of an 
inessential content.  

 (ibid: 70-71)   

Essential content cannot be accurately transmitted. Whether the content is 

essential or inessential, and here we come to the crux of the problem with 

the function of translation for Benjamin, ‘whenever a translation undertakes 

to serve the reader’ (ibid: 71), it is destined to be either accurate or 

inaccurate transmittal of inessential content. The intricate relation of the 

function of the transferral of meaning with the favouring of the target-text 

reader, and by extension target-text, language and culture is again 

highlighted. 

In the consideration of the function of transferral of meaning as serving 

as initial impetus for a translation that ultimately has a different goal, one 

that is ‘more than transmission of subject matter’ (ibid: 72), it is useful to 

examine the two distinct ‘contents’ that Benjamin refers to: that which is 

transmissible information, inessential content and translatable; and that 
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which is poetic content, essential content and untranslatable.6 It could seem 

at first that what is untranslatable is incidental or even irrelevant to 

translation. It is; when translation is considered purely in terms of the 

function of the transfer/transmission of information from one language to 

another. However, when translation is considered within the wider context 

of the function of unveiling pure language in the process of its (the 

translated text’s) own becoming, it becomes, not only relevant, but essential. 

It is precisely the untranslatable content of a literary text that provides the 

momentary glimpse of pure language in the process of translation. This 

sounds paradoxical: how can what is untranslatable be translated in the first 

place to offer the momentary glimpse of pure language in the process of its 

translation? This is a good question, one that we will come back to in 

chapter five on the practical potential of Benjamin’s theory, but for now, 

and in terms of Benjamin’s ‘literal’ and ‘free’, it is enough to pose the 

question and posit some possible answers. Perhaps the untranslatable 

content does not get translated, not at least in terms of being re-inserted into 

the target language. As the glimpse of pure language happens in the process 

of translation, and if we assume the process of translation to involve 

content, either translatable or not, being released from one language and 

incorporated (or not) into another, perhaps the release is all that is necessary 

for the untranslatable content to offer the momentary glimpse of pure 

language. Perhaps it is the gentle unpicking of words from the language of 

the original, one after the other and in the order in which they appear on the 

page, and leaving them there suspended in the form of a purely literal and 

word-for-word ‘pre’-translation, that provides the ‘glimpse’, that is the goal 

of a translation that may well be initially motivated by a desire to transfer 

meaning from one language to another. 

 

1.7: Translatability 

This question of translatability is another point around which opposing 

positions tend to swing, based on preconceptions that have come to be 

6 This distinction between information and ‘essential’ content, along with the translatable 
and the untranslatable in a text, is addressed in more detail and in relation to Walter 
Benjamin’s ‘Storyteller’ in chapters four and five. 
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unquestioned, and as a result blindly accepted as ‘natural’. In order to 

understand Benjamin’s translatability, what is most important to bear in 

mind again is the purpose or function of the translation. If we submit to the 

common assumption of it being the transfer of meaning out of one language 

and into another, we miss Benjamin’s point and judge our results based on 

terms such as ‘equivalence’ and by extension, the levelling of difference, 

both linguistically and culturally. One such example is Paul de Man’s 

reading of Benjamin’s ‘Task of the Translator’. His ‘Conclusions’ (1983), 

while accurately perceptive in terms of Benjamin’s overall perspective on 

duality, even rescuing Benjamin to some extent from accusations of ‘highly 

regressive’ essentialism: ‘he would appear as messianic, prophetic, 

religiously messianic, in a way that may well appear to be a relapse into the 

naiveté denounced by Gadamer; indeed, he has been criticised for this’ (de 

Man 1983: 15), is peppered through with preconceptions that he does not 

provide a basis for within the context of the overall paper. Some are more 

important than others. Some relate to sections of the text that are not 

primary, such as the position of the reader. In this case de Man draws the 

conclusion that Benjamin’s dismissal of the reader automatically favours the 

author. He writes of ‘...this stress on the author at the expense of the 

reader...’ (ibid: 17) with reference to the following passage: 

In the appreciation of a work of art or an art form, consideration of the 
receiver never proves fruitful.  Not only is any reference to a certain 
public or its representatives mis-leading, but even the concept of an 
“ideal” receiver is detrimental in the theoretical consideration of art, 
since all it posits is the existence and nature of man as such.  Art, in the 
same way, posits man’s physical and spiritual existence, but in none of 
its woks is it concerned with his response.  No poem is intended for the 
reader, no picture for the beholder, no symphony for the listener.  

 (TT: 70) 

The author is not mentioned here at all in fact, and while Benjamin does not 

explicitly dismiss the author as he does the reader, this does not, especially 

for Benjamin, automatically swing the favour in the direction of a perceived 

opposite, in this case the author. In fact, if Benjamin is favouring anything 

at the expense of the “consideration” of the reader, it is art itself, and in this 

favouring, the author is being dismissed in equal proportion to the reader.  
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As is common with Benjamin, as we have seen in relation to functions 

of translation, and a point we will address in more detail in chapter two, his 

perspective is at a remove from the scale connecting the opposites of a 

duality, in this case, that of author vs. reader. Paradoxically, while de Man 

actually defends Benjamin’s overall perspective on duality, in this instance, 

due to the singular focus on the one function of translation as pragmatic 

transferral between languages, he misrepresents Benjamin in this regard. His 

failure to take a step back to Benjamin’s perspective, or ‘larger picture’, 

leads to his own text being scattered with points that are based on 

misassumptions about Benjamin’s fundamental assumptions, and while de 

Man’s arguments are interesting and valuable, they are not what they 

purport to be; that is, based on, and a development of Benjamin’s text. They 

are, rather, based on a subjectively flawed reading of that text. 

We could perhaps salvage de Man’s reading of Benjamin’s text if it 

were not for the first and most glaring misstatement about Benjamin’s 

position: that ‘it is impossible to translate’ (de Man 1983: 12). What is 

particularly important about this is that it is the starting point for de Man’s 

argument, its inspiration, and the basis upon which it develops. With the 

revelation of this basic misassumption, the basis of de Man’s text within its 

self-stated context is brought into question. de Man is led to this 

misassumption due to a submission to another assumption, that of the 

primary purpose of translation being the transferral of meaning from one 

language to another. 

In his introductory remarks de Man (ibid: 18) asks the ‘simplest, the 

most naïve, the most literal of possible questions in relation to Benjamin’s 

text […] what does he (Walter Benjamin) say?’ as a premise to his own 

examination of different translations of Benjamin’s text in order to prove 

‘untranslatability’. He would have done well to ask the same question in 

relation to his own argument, before premising his whole talk as follows: 

‘because if you have a text which says it is impossible to translate, it is very 

nice to see what happens when that text gets translated’ (ibid: 12). The text 

he is referring to is of course Walter Benjamin’s ‘Task of the Translator’, 

and his aim as set out here would be an interesting and valuable one, if there 

was any evidence that the text actually claims that it is impossible to 
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translate. He goes on to put Harry Zohn’s and Maurice de Gandillac’s 

readings of this text, assumed by their translation of it into English and 

French respectively, under the spotlight under the heading of the simplest of 

questions: not ‘what does Benjamin mean by what he said’ (ibid: 18) but 

quite simply and seemingly objectively ‘what does Benjamin say, in the 

most immediate sense possible?’ (ibid.). He finds glaring discrepancies, 

both between the source-text and target-text in both translations; and, 

strengthening the blatancy of these discrepancies, between the target-texts in 

both target-languages by two different translators. He is right to point these 

out; they highlight important points of entry, ‘arcades’ if we like, into 

discussion, reflection, though about the process of translation and what 

happens to form, content (or subject matter) and most importantly in the 

context of this particular text, truth content/extra-linguistic meaning/poetic 

content.    

They do not, however, prove untranslatability in Benjaminian terms. 

After all, form and content (subject matter), when the unconscious 

subjectivity of the translator is taken out of the equation, are in fact one and 

the same.7 It is only through meticulous attention to the word, the individual 

word along with its place in the individual sentences, that the original truth 

content has any chance of surviving to be made available to the reader in the 

target-language. Anything else, in particular a traditionally labelled sense-

for-sense translation, is a representation of the translator’s own 

interpretation of the original. In doing this, the translator closes off rather 

than opens up access to the original for the reader in the target-language. It 

is instead a new original, and arbitrary in terms of the original itself: ‘just as 

manifestations of life are intimately connected with the phenomenon of life 

without being of importance to it, a translation issues from the original’ (TT: 

72) without being of importance to it: the original.  

Every reading of a text is new, is different; and what de Man has 

inadvertently touched on here is further evidence of this. Using sense-for-

sense or free translation techniques, both translators in question have given 

their own subjective reading of Benjamin’s text. Such translations, while not 

7 This is a point that will be developed further in chapter two. 
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being accompanied by the same force of canonical target-texts such as the 

Septuagint, are still new originals. What de Man proves is not the 

untranslatability of a text, but rather the inadequacy of the free or sense-for-

sense techniques, or domesticating modes of translation. On this, he is in 

agreement with Benjamin who quotes Rudolf Pannwitz this as follows:   

Our translations, even the best ones, proceed from a wrong premise.  
They want to turn Hindu, Greek, English into German instead of 
turning German into Hindu, Greek, English.  Our translations have a far 
greater reverence for the usage of their own language than for the spirit 
of the foreign works. ... The basic error of the translator is that he 
preserves the state in which his own language happens to be instead of 
allowing his language be powerfully affected by the foreign tongue. 

 (ibid: 81) 

These sentiments are also echoed in Schleiermacher’s essay ‘On the 

Different Methods of Translating’ when he talks about the target-language 

reader being brought closer to the source-text author. It is interesting to note 

that Schleiermacher includes the author and reader, while Benjamin stops 

short of this and stays with the text.8   

However, having established that Benjamin does not simply discount 

translatability with the belief that it is impossible to translate, what exactly 

does he say about translatability?  The first thing he does is to divide the 

question of translatability of a text as follows:  firstly, ‘will an adequate 

translator ever be found among the totality of its readers’ (ibid: 71), leaving 

open all manner of criteria for judging a translation, and placing the focus 

on the translator and the target-text; and secondly, ‘does its nature lend itself 

to translation and, therefore, in view of the significance of the mode, call for 

it’(ibid.). This instead places the focus firmly and exclusively on the source-

text or original. This second question as to translatability as ‘an essential 

quality of certain works’ (ibid.) also ignores any criteria for judging a 

translation; in this case whether it is translated or not is irrelevant: ‘the 

translatability of linguistic creations ought to be considered even if men 

should prove unable to translate them’ (ibid.). Benjamin further 

differentiates between these two aspects of translatability with regard to 

their exploration: ‘the first question can be decided contingently; the second, 

8 This will become important in chapter five when we develop practical potential of 
Benjamin’s theory. 
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however, apodictically’ (ibid.). He attaches more significance to the latter 

question: ‘only superficial thinking will deny the independent meaning of 

the latter and declare both questions to be of equal significance...’ (ibid.). He 

explicitly points out that: ‘certain correlative concepts retain their meaning, 

and possibly their foremost significance, if they are (not)9 referred 

exclusively to man’ (ibid.). He elaborates with an example as follows: 

One might, for example, speak of an unforgettable life or moment even 
if all men had forgotten it. If the nature of such a life or moment 
required that it be unforgotten, that predicate would not imply a 
falsehood but merely a claim not fulfilled by men, and probably also a 
reference to a realm in which it is fulfilled: God’s remembrance.  

 (ibid.) 

There is more on this; Benjamin is hinting at what he will go on to develop 

in his text, and we will explore this in more detail in chapters three and four 

in the context of kinship of languages and pure language of translation, 

however, in terms of translatability it is clear that for Benjamin there is 

more to translation, and by extension translatability, than reproduction of 

meaning in a different language, and that readings such as de Man’s, based 

on such a preconception, will be flawed from the outset. 

Leaving aside what translatability is not, or at least ‘not only’, and 

bearing in mind the bigger vista opened up by Benjamin with his reference 

to translatability as an essential quality of certain works, we are in a position 

to examine what is and is not translatable in terms of Benjamin’s first 

question, and also in terms of the transfer of meaning from one language to 

another, or indeed, the reproduction of meaning. The form/content debate 

has been an integral part of the literal vs. free debate in translation studies 

from the beginning. Here it is time to consider a third aspect, that of truth 

content, or extra-linguistic meaning; that element in a text that goes beyond 

the transmittal of subject matter, or content. While form and content of a 

text are arguably translatable, in fact they are regularly ‘translated’, this 

third aspect is untranslatable: ‘unlike the words of the original, it is not 

translatable, because the relationship between the content and language is 

quite different in the original and the translation’ (ibid: 76). 

9 This word does not appear in Harry Zohn’s translation, although it is clearly present in the 
original.  
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This brings us back around to the purpose of translation, and it being 

more than, or at least not only, the reproduction of meaning, extra-linguistic 

or other, in the target-language. If the truth-content of the original cannot be 

translated into a target-language, what happens to it? Is it lost? Is a 

translation a shell of sorts, a form/content text without the truth-content? In 

the case of a sense-for-sense translation a new original is formed, the 

subjectivity of the translator adds new truth-content. But why then argue for 

a word-for-word translation, one that safe-guards form, content and truth-

content from translator subjectivity, if truth-content cannot be reproduced in 

the target-text? Truth-content cannot be re-produced in the target-language 

because it is not initially produced in the source-language, as are form and 

content. Truth-content is enabled by the source-text, and enabled in a way 

that is impossible in the target-text: 

…because the relationship between content and language is quite 
different in the original and the translation. While content and language 
form a certain unity in the original, like a fruit and its skin, the language 
of the translation envelops its content like a royal robe with ample 
folds.  
 (ibid.) 

It may be impossible to reproduce or transfer truth-content into a translating 

language, but in the process of translation of words and form, literally, truth-

content is released from the original in the target-language, momentarily, 

allowing a fleeting glimpse of rather than encapsulating, Benjamin’s pure 

language of translation. 

Benjamin’s philosophy of language will be expanded on in chapters 

three and four, but again what is important here is to show that translation 

and translatability for Benjamin refer to more than the generally assumed 

reproduction of or transferral of meaning, and that in questioning traditional 

assumptions as to the function(s) of translation, and so the context within 

which translation is carried out, the entrenched conflictual opposition of 

‘literal’ and ‘free’ is loosened, allowing for a questioning of the validity of 

such a conflict. For Benjamin, the questioning of this dynamic goes beyond 

the confines of translation theory and the literal vs. free debate. In fact, this 

questioning of entrenched positions in polar opposition is central to much of 

his thought and in relation to diverse areas such as nature vs. history and 
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theology vs. Marxism. Chapter two will explore Benjamin’s views on 

duality, dichotomy, polarity, opposites; and we shall consider his approach 

to ‘literal’ and ‘free’ within this wider context. 
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CHAPTER TWO: BENJAMIN AND DUALITY 

 

Neither in knowledge nor in reflection can anything whole be put 
together, since in the former the internal is missing and in the latter the 
external; and so we must necessarily think of science as art if we expect 
to derive any kind of wholeness from it.  Nor should we look for this in 
the general, the excessive, but, since art is always wholly represented in 
every individual work of art, so science ought to reveal itself 
completely in every object treated.1 

 

2.1: Contents 

Benjamin not only recognised, but was also driven by an awareness of the 

futility of any search for truth that focused on one extreme to the exclusion 

of its opposite, whether it be with regard to object of inquiry or method of 

inquiry. In terms of contents of thought, or objects of inquiry, he tread a 

careful line between opposing viewpoints, while in terms of method of 

inquiry he tread this same careful line, ensuring his own method did not fall 

exclusively into either category. For every two opposing viewpoints there 

was a third, for every two opposing methods of inquiry, there was also a 

third, but always an essentially different third. While two opposing 

viewpoints seen from a polar perspective are defined to some degree by not 

being their opposite, Benjamin’s third option includes both opposites, 

allowing for both the ‘internal’ and the ‘external’ in terms of method, and 

both viewpoints in terms of content. However, what Benjamin’s method 

gains in terms of ‘truth’ or ‘wholeness’, it loses in terms of clarity and 

potential for definition in terms of ‘knowledge’; what it gains in terms 

‘unity of essence’ it sacrifices in terms of ‘conceptual unity’. 

As a result of this ‘sacrifice’, Benjamin’s thought can be, and often is, 

understood purely in terms of ambiguity, particularly when examined from 

the perspective of ‘content of thought’ rather than ‘way of thinking’; the 

content of his thought is difficult to classify and, without an understanding 

of its deeper underlying order, can appear random and ambiguous pure and 

simple. In this chapter we will examine this so-called ambiguity, the array 

1 Johann Wolfgand von Goethe: Materialien zur Geschichte der Farbenlehre (Benjamin, 
2003:27). This quotation of Goethe appears as a preface to Benjamin’s ‘Epistemo Critical 
Prologue’ to his Origin of German Tragic Drama.   
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of opposing viewpoints seemingly adopted by Benjamin. We will do this 

through an exploration of both his intellectual and personal life made 

available to us in his lengthy correspondence with friends and associates. 

We will discover that, although this ambiguity is apparent, it is so 

consistently, and that this consistency of ambiguity itself offers terms of 

classification. When Benjamin is understood purely in terms of the content 

of his thought, this is where the understanding stops, and he is defined in 

terms of ambiguity pure and simple. However, a closer examination of the 

consistency of this ambiguity reveals a deeper underlying order to 

Benjamin’s thought, specifically with regard to a ‘way of thinking’ in terms 

of opposites.  

Benjamin’s ideas on duality are central to his theory of translation; in 

fact, it is through neutralising, or reconciling opposites momentarily in the 

context of the literal vs. free debate in translation theory that pure language 

is discernible, fleetingly. While definitively neutralising, and perhaps 

moving beyond this debate is very important for translation theory, a 

question that has long been a preoccupation of theorists, Benjamin’s focus is 

different. He remains with the opposition; his preoccupation is with the 

nature of this opposition, the interrelation of the opposites (their kinship), 

and indeed, what this kinship points to. As such, the continued tension of 

opposites is in fact necessary for the fleeting reconciliation that occurs in 

their interrelation.  

The means whereby ‘literal’ and ‘free’ are reconciled, albeit 

momentarily, is key. Benjamin pays attention to the smallest unit of text, 

taking ‘literal’ to its extreme to find its reconciliation with ‘free’; translation 

at its most literal is also at its most free, at that moment; it is never literal vs. 

free in any quintessential difference, nor is the point of neutrality or 

reconciliation at a point of overlap of ‘literal’ and ‘free’, instead it is ‘literal’ 

as ‘free’. 

Through the study of Benjamin in the context of his life, his time and 

his contemporaries it becomes clear that this question of duality, and the 

perspective that opens up fleetingly through the momentary transcendence 

of polar opposition, goes beyond the context of ‘literal’ and ‘free’ in 

translation. Not only is it apparent in other contexts, it also continued to 
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preoccupy him throughout his life, from early childhood until his death. 

This is illustrated in all of his writings, from his earliest to his last, and also 

in his autobiographical writing about his own childhood. For Benjamin, 

truth is not to be found in questioning the validity, or indeed existence of 

polarities; instead, it is to be found in the way in which they stand in 

opposition, the relationship of one to the other: ‘every idea is a sun and is 

related to other ideas just as suns are related to each other. The harmonious 

relationship between such essences, [ideas] is what constitutes truth’ 

(Benjamin 2003: 37)2: truth is not to be found in any particular content that 

defines itself in relation to the denial of its opposite, nor in any synthesis of 

thesis to antithesis; instead it is to be found in the way in which the contents 

relate in opposition. There are four key facets to this process: the necessity 

to include both polarities, the expression of polarities at their extremities, a 

focus on and understanding of the intertwined nature of opposites, and 

finally, fluidity of belief, or an attitude of openness to pre or even non-

definition. 

These facets are already apparent in Benjamin’s early correspondence 

with Herbert Belmore. For example, in 1913, at the age of 20, Benjamin 

talks of himself as Philip Keller’s diametric opposite. He writes: ‘I liberate 

people from him after having liberated myself from him. I can do this only 

because I hold him in esteem’ (Benjamin 1994: 23). Already the realisation 

is there, the necessity that both polar opposites be included in the question 

of their liberation in the revelation of their underlying truth: ‘the sum total 

of all possible meaningful juxtapositions of such opposites’ (OGTD: 47). In 

that same letter he develops his views on extremes in more personal terms: 

‘I am only free (sensually), I am only self, when I know my limits’ 

(Benjamin 1994: 23). He is talking about extreme outer limits; the key to 

transcendence (freedom) through reconciliation or neutrality lies not in any 

position of balance along the continuum, but rather at the extremities. In the 

same letter he also hints at the belief that nothing is definitive, permanent, 

but just relevant, true in that moment in time; in particular, beliefs 

themselves: ‘I know: as a respectable person you have to forget this bit of 

2 Subsequently referred to as OGTD. 
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wisdom (for it is a piece of wisdom) infinitely often-and infinitely often 

again comprehend it’ (ibid: 24). Belief must be fluid; it may continue to be 

the same belief, but once the choice to believe it is no longer being made, it 

becomes entrenched, sets up the hostile opposition, and comes to be defined 

to some extent by what it is not.  

Later that same year, again to Belmore, Benjamin shows his beliefs 

with regard to the nature of the relationship of opposites when he expresses 

his views on masculine and feminine. He writes: ‘for both are found 

intertwined to such a great extent in people!’ (ibid: 34), and goes on to 

conclude that ‘Europe consists of individuals (in whom there are both 

masculine and feminine elements), not of men and women’ (ibid.). The key 

to the one is to be found in the other, in its extreme expression. In terms of 

war and peace Benjamin points out that: ‘to stress one’s own love of peace 

is always the close concern of those who have instigated war’ (Marx et al, 

eds. 2007: 49). Here again, the opposition, and the interrelation between the 

two at extremes, however in this case transcendence is not at issue; the 

focus is the opposites themselves and their nature, in particular the existence 

of one in the other, their kinship.  

Transcendence is inherent in this discussion however it is addressed, 

transcendence of a debate through reconciling or neutralising opposite 

positions; transcendence of the debate, and not of the opposites themselves; 

fleeting rather than definitive transcendence through momentarily 

neutralising opposite positions. This neutralising occurs when, at its most 

extreme point, an argument becomes what it had originally defined itself as 

‘not being’. Then, at that point, realising itself as precisely what it had been 

defined as not being, and still existing, it becomes clear that new terms of 

reference for its existence are necessary. This is where transcendence is 

possible, and in terms of translation specifically, the point where 

investigation into the nature of translation and its potential apart from the 

dichotomous debate, the release in the translating language of ‘that pure 

language which is under the spell of another’ (TT: 80), can occur. The 

release of pure language in the process of translation, the process of the 

production of the product of translation (the target-text), simultaneously 

points to the underlying source or origin of the languages in opposition, as 
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well as their kinship, what unites them in their difference. The underlying 

aim of Benjamin’s translation is to release pure language from the spell of 

the language of the original. Attempts at specifically literal or free 

translation, for any other reason than the fleeting glimpse of pure language 

in its release, only serve to place more layers on the already stifled pure 

language, just as identification with polar opposing positions places more 

layers on the underlying idea, or what contains them both. 

This way of thinking is also evident in the early days of Benjamin’s 

Arcades Project (2002).3 In correspondence with Theodor Adorno, 

responding to a letter regarding his sketches one and two in which 

discrepancies are pointed out by Adorno, Benjamin points out that he had 

purposely set up an opposition between them.  He writes:  

One thing I would like to say immediately: if your letter makes such 
emphatic reference to the ‘first’ sketch of the Arcades, I can confirm 
that absolutely nothing has been abandoned, and not a single word 
relinquished, from this ‘first’ version.  And the piece you had in front of 
you is not, if I could put it this way, the ‘second’ sketch but rather a 
different one. The two sketches have a polar relationship to one another. 
They represent the thesis and the antithesis of the work. Consequently, 
as far as I am concerned, this second one is far from being a conclusion. 
The necessity for it lies in the fact that the insights contained in the first 
sketch cannot be articulated immediately – except perhaps in an 
impermissibly ‘poetical’ fashion.  

 (Adorno and Benjamin 1999: 117) 

What is outlined here can be understood in terms of the three stages of 

historical development of religion as outlined by Gershom Scholem (1995) 

in Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism. Stage one, nature is the scene of 

man’s relation to God and is characterised by no dualism. Here there is no 

perspective, for perspective requires duality, as outlined by Benjamin above, 

3 It is important to make a distinction from the outset in relation to this project.  Benjamin’s 
research was published posthumously under the title of the Arcades Project (2002), 
however, this publication is no more than a presentation of this research. As acceded in the 
‘Translators’ Foreword’ of the English version: ‘there is no question of a realised work’ 
(Benjamin, 2002: xi). Benjamin’s Arcades Project was a work in progress, if even that.  As 
late as 1936 he writes to Scholem that ‘not a single syllable of the actual text of the Arcades 
Project exists yet’ (Scholem, 1992: 179).  He believed that a literary genre to contain his 
project had not yet been conceived, and perhaps he was aiming for the ‘perfect work’ he 
posits in his ‘Epistemo-Critical Prologue’ to The Origin of German Tragic Drama: ‘a major 
work will either establish the genre or abolish it; and the perfect work will do both’ (ECP: 
44). There is more, much more on the form of the Arcades Project, but for this project what 
is important to realise is that when we refer to the Arcades Project, we are not referring to 
the publication of this name, but instead Benjamin’s dynamic project, the one awaiting a 
genre. 
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‘the necessity for it lies in the fact that the insights contained in it cannot be 

articulated immediately – except perhaps in an inadmissibly poetical 

fashion’. Stage two introduces duality, the abyss between man and God, a 

distance which is essential for perspective: revelation, religion. To create the 

conditions for the articulation of the truth of his thesis, Benjamin introduces 

sketch two, antithesis to sketch one; difference, polar opposition, to allow 

definition of sketch one by its’ not being sketch two. This is where things 

can remain in traditional polemics: oppositions fighting backwards and 

forwards, one continually attempting to obliterate the other in a drive to self-

survival. Stage three, mysticism, seeks to bridge the abyss, re-capturing 

stage one, but with perspective. What Benjamin wishes to articulate in his 

Arcades Project underlies both thesis and antithesis; it is not apparent at 

some point of commonality of content between the two, but instead in their 

interrelationship, particularly of their extreme expression.   

Benjamin describes how this might be represented:  

Now I have the two ends of the bow in hand – but still lack the strength 
to bend and string it properly. Only a long period of “training” can 
prepare me for this, and directly working in the material itself is one 
element, amongst others, of the process.  

 (Adorno and Benjamin 1999: 118)  

‘Directly working with the material’ requires including both extremes of the 

opposition, both ends of the polar opposition, and finding a way to hold 

them in tension, as two opposing ends of the same thing, thesis to antithesis, 

what is to what is not, man’s relation to God, but with perspective. 

Mysticism both underlies and bridges the two stages of development of 

human consciousness: mythology and revelation. These two stages can be 

considered as polarized and mysticism their meeting place, where they find 

themselves in each other before realising that they had been there all along. 

It is the point of transcendence of the polarity, where more information (the 

essentially different third) is allowed to appear, and a broader perspective, 

incorporating a wider and more foundational truth which underlies and 

includes both opposites, becomes momentarily available. 

Underlying this inquiry is the question of what underlies the separation, 

contrast or opposition in a duality, what holds or contains all other positions 

or states in between two poles, and indeed, the two extremes themselves. Is 
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it that the poles are two expressions of the same thing, or is it that their 

opposition makes the connection and so holds what underlies them by their 

opposing? Through the study of the poles of literal and free in translation, 

and by extension the relationship between poles in general, the answer is 

allowed to appear. We are talking about a way of looking at opposites. This 

does not mean a synthesis of opposites, nor does it mean definitive 

transcendence of opposites. Both of these options involve an obliteration of 

the poles, either by toning them down or transforming them (synthesis), or 

leaving them behind all together (maybe even denying the validity of their 

original existence)(transcendence). Instead this way seeks to allow the poles 

to relate, dance; enriching each other by being as extremely themselves as 

possible: ‘truth, bodies forth in the dance of represented ideas, resists being 

projected, by whatever means, into the realm of knowledge. Knowledge is 

possession (OGTD: 29). Benjamin takes literal and free translation to their 

extreme states to reconcile, not so much them, or the fact of their 

oppositeness, as a problematic perception of their oppositeness: ‘ideas come 

to life only when extremes are assembled around them’ (ibid: 35).  

The fact that these same ideas about the relationship of opposites 

remained a constant preoccupation of Benjamin throughout his career is 

illustrated in Benjamin’s last text, ‘Theses on the Philosophy of History’ 

(1999e). In this instance the context is with regard to the opposition between 

theology and historical materialism, a polarity both by and within which 

Benjamin had come to be defined to a large extent.  He writes: 

The story is told of an automaton constructed in such a way that it could 
play a winning game of chess, answering each move of an opponent 
with a countermove.  A puppet in Turkish attire with a hookah in its 
mouth sat before a chessboard placed on a large table.  A system of 
mirrors created the illusion that this table was transparent from all sides.  
Actually, a little hunchback who was an expert chess player sat inside 
and guided the puppet’s hand by means of strings.   One can imagine a 
philosophical counterpart to this device.  The puppet called ‘historical 
materialism’ is to win all the time.  It can easily be a match for anyone 
if it enlists the services of theology, which today, as we know, is 
wizened and has to keep out of sight. 
  (Benjamin 1999e: 245) 

Although the context changes throughout Benjamin’s career, the underlying 

dynamic, the ‘way’, remains and develops throughout. The aim for 
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Benjamin is always a step back to another perspective, one that is not 

limited by identification with a point on the continuum of the opposition, a 

perspective from which the ‘underlyingness’ can be perceived, the 

‘moreness’ of the manifestations of particularity in opposition, a moreness 

due to their relation to this underlyingness, and pointed to by their kinship. 

For this perspective, both opposites at extremes need both recognition and 

esteem, whether it is to ‘liberate [himself] from [Philip Keller]’ in particular, 

or to be free in general: ‘I am only free (sensually), I am only self, when I 

know my limits’ (Benjamin 1994: 23), or for ‘historical materialism’ to ‘win 

all the time’ at chess.  

Ultimately this perspective is about un-naming, stepping back out of 

definition and so identification with one label, perspective, at the expense of 

another: ‘Europe consists of individuals, not of men and women’. Of course 

there are men and women in Europe, but they are not just men and women, 

they are more, and this moreness is related to their unerlyingness 

irrespective of gender-related or other definitions. Benjamin clearly 

continued to believe opposites to be both entwined and co-contained in spite 

of what we will see to be a continual attempt to define/name Benjamin in 

terms of either theology or historical materialism, and that his beliefs are 

often seen to fluctuate randomly between two apparently irreconcilable 

points of view. What is often overlooked is the heuristic and experimental 

nature of his beliefs, and that, although the particular content may indeed 

have been very important to Benjamin, which is in fact the case with both 

theology and historical materialism, what underlies the content is always 

primary, and in particular the interrelation and co-containment of opposing 

contexts, and what is revealed in this interrelation.  

While this perspective is not unique, what is striking about Benjamin is 

that it is there right from the start and remains till the end of his life. It does 

not appear to be related to any knowledge he acquired, but instead appears 

to underlie Benjamin’s own thought. We are fortunate to have a glimpse of 

this underlyingness in formation through Benjamin’s autobiographical 

writings about his early childhood in Berlin Childhood around 1900 (2006). 

In the following passage we see this intrinsic belief dawn on the young 

Benjamin: 
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The first cabinet that would yield whenever I wanted was the wardrobe.  
I had only to pull on the knob, and the door would click open and 
spring toward me.  Among the nightshirts, aprons, and undershirts 
which were kept there in the back was the thing that turned the 
wardrobe into an adventure for me.  I had to clear a way for myself in 
its farthest corner.  There I would come upon my socks, which lay piled 
in traditional fashion – that is to say, rolled up and turned inside out.  
Every pair had the appearance of a little pocket.  For me, nothing 
surpassed the pleasure of thrusting my hand as deeply as possible into 
its interior.  I did not do this for the sake of the pocket’s warmth.  It was 
“the little present” rolled up inside that I always held in my hand and 
that drew me into the depths.  When I had closed my fist around it and, 
so far as I was able, made certain that I possessed the stretchable 
woollen mass, there began the second phase of the game, which brought 
with it the unveiling.  For now I proceeded to unwrap “the present” but 
“the pocket” in which it had lain was no longer there.  I could not repeat 
the experiment on this phenomenon often enough.  It thought me that 
form and content, veil and what is veiled, are the same.  It led me to 
draw truth from works of literature as warily as the child’s hand 
retrieved the sock from “the pocket”. 
  (Benjamin 2006: 96) 

The fact that these ideas regarding opposites and their intricate interrelation 

always preoccupied Benjamin (evidenced in his writing throughout his life, 

and even in his childhood musings) is important: it shows these particular 

ideas of Benjamin to be a representation of ‘truth’ rather than of acquired 

knowledge, a distinction Benjamin makes again in terms of method in his 

‘Epistemo-Critical Prologue’. He writes:  

If philosophy is to remain true to the law of its own form, as the 
representation of truth and not as a guide to the acquisition of 
knowledge, then the exercise of this form – rather than its anticipation 
in the system  - must be accorded due importance. 

 (OGTD: 28)  

The focus is on the ‘representation of truth’, underlying truth, rather than the 

finding of truth through ‘acquisition of knowledge’. He warns that:  

Inasmuch as it is determined by this concept of system, philosophy is in 
danger of accommodating itself to a syncretism which weaves a 
spider’s web between separate kinds of knowledge in an attempt to 
ensnare the truth as if it were something which came flying in from 
outside.  

 (ibid.)  

Benjamin’s ideas on duality represent ‘truth’ that did not come ‘flying in 

from the outside’, but instead dawned slowly, in places like the wardrobe of 

his young childhood. 
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Perhaps this is where Benjamin’s refusal to take up a particular 

definitive position originated, and the reason why he has always been so 

difficult to pin down, at least according to certain terms of reference. When 

he says ‘truth’ here, the truth he draws ‘warily’, he is not referring to a 

definitive truth, but instead the truth you have to ‘forget infinitely often-and 

infinitely often comprehend again’ (Benjamin 1994: 24); the truth that is 

discernable in the dialectical image, what appears in ‘the lightning flash’ 

that precedes ‘the roll of thunder’ that is the text that follows, that is 

fleetingly glimpsed as the pure language released in the process of 

translation that precedes the target-text. To engage with the roll of thunder, 

text, target-text, ideology, in any more than an heuristic fashion, is to 

become stuck there, static and contained in the linear narrative, the 

definitive ‘truth’ (knowledge); above all, it is to become unavailable to the 

lightning flash, inflexible to the fluxual perspective, blind to truth.   

 

2.2: Methods 

While truth may dawn internally, rather than come ‘flying in from the 

outside’, how to conceive truth for Benjamin cannot be understood in terms 

of internal and external. Although, as Henri Bergson (1968:187)4 points out: 

‘philosophers agree in making a deep distinction between two ways of 

knowing a thing’, ways that can be understood in terms of external and 

internal: ‘the first [implying] going all around it, the second entering into it’ 

(ITM: 187), the first with perspective, the second without, Benjamin sees a 

problem with this as evidenced in his quotation of Goethe above where 

wholeness is seen as impossible from only one of the two perspectives. His 

method must tread a careful line between the two, being both essentially 

different in terms of method, as well as revealing some ‘thing’ essentially 

different.  

Bergson equates the first with analysis and the second with intuition, in 

turn equating analysis with translation. The parallel he makes with the 

process of translation is particularly interesting and useful to us, as we are 

using Benjamin’s theory of translation in ‘Task of the Translator’ as a point 

4 Subsequently referred to as ITM. 
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of access to his thought in general, in particular his way of thinking in 

relation to duality. In terms of analysis Bergson remarks that ‘in its eternally 

unsatisfied desire to embrace the object around which it is condemned to 

turn, analysis multiplies endlessly the points of view in order to complete 

the ever incomplete representation, varies interminably the symbols with the 

hope of perfecting the always imperfect translation. It is analysis ad 

infinitum’ (ibid: 191). Analogously, of translation itself, he argues that in 

order to give an impression of an original text in a different language, ‘I 

shall give the translation of the line, then comment on my translation, then I 

shall develop my commentary, and from explanation to explanation I shall 

get ever closer to what I wish to express; but I shall never quite reach it’ 

(ibid: 189). However, once Bergson ‘[gives] the translation of the line’ he 

has already moved (and taken with him the perceiver/reader in the target-

language) into that outer circumference that orbits the essence of the 

original, and ‘explanation after explanation’ can do no more than circle the 

essence of the original, and can take him no closer to the original than 

analysis can enter into the object, or represent the object in any other way 

than by giving ‘only what it has in common with others and what does not 

belong properly to it’ (ibid.). 

It would appear that there is no hope for translation in terms of 

accessing the essence of the original. However, if we look at that first step 

taken by Bergson, where he ‘[gives] the translation of the line’, we see that 

this is where the inner circle of the original is breeched, and so this is where 

to focus attention if we wish to find a way to retain, or indeed regain, this 

connection. Underlying Benjamin’s translation is the intention to highlight 

the moreness to language as-such as pure language of translation in the 

process of translation, rather than specifically the essence of any particular 

original; his method, however, has the result of revealing both. This is an 

important point and will be developed in later chapters; for now what is key 

is the polarity of method being expounded by Bergson in the context of 

translation, the dichotomy of external and internal, analysis and intuition 

and ‘philosophers’ [agreement] in making a deep distinction between two 

ways of knowing a thing’. For Benjamin, underlying truth is allowed to 

appear through a particular perception of the interrelation of opposing 
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contents, and this particular perception arises out of the interrelation of 

opposing methods: analysis and intuition in Bergson’s terms. 

 

2.3: Peer Perception 

While Benjamin’s views with regard to duality developed throughout his 

life and career, they did not fundamentally change. Nevertheless, he is often 

misunderstood by his critics, and even closest friends at times, who attempt 

to define him by the content of his beliefs rather than the way he believes. 

For Benjamin it is the process of believing rather than what is being 

believed that is fundamental, the fact that we believe and not what we 

believe, the fact that we think and not what we think. This misunderstanding 

is apparent in the way some of his friends would encourage him to make up 

his mind, choose one thing or the other – definitively. Scholem and  Adorno 

are notable examples in this regard: Scholem regularly encouraged 

Benjamin to embrace Jewish Mysticism and move to Palestine - at times he 

almost seemed to despair at Benjamin’s ‘Marxism’, just as Adorno 

despaired at Benjamin’s refusal to condemn Max Komerell altogether for 

his anti-Semitism. However, Benjamin did embrace Jewish Mysticism, just 

not exclusively and not all the time; Benjamin did condemn Max Komerell, 

just not exclusively and not all the time: what Scholem and Adorno wanted 

from Benjamin in these cases was a definitive commitment to a content that 

excluded another; this was out of the question for Benjamin.  

In coming to terms with Benjamin’s seemingly contradictory 

convictions, it is important to bear in mind that the forms of rebellion open 

to Jews who wished to fight, not so much anti-Semitism itself as the 

illusions constructed by the middle class Jewish reaction to it, were Zionism 

and Marxism. While both faced each-other with hostility, as did some of 

Benjamin’s friends who embraced one or the other, Benjamin’s interest in 

both was no more than heuristic. As Hannah Arendt points out ‘all traditions 

and cultures, as well as all ‘belonging’ had become equally questionable’ 

(Benjamin 1999: 41). His belief that political goals and ethical conduct are 

mutually opposed realms of human endeavour might be part of the reason 

for Benjamin’s non-committal to either Zionism or Marxism in anything 

more than a heuristic fashion (Wolin 1994:7). He refused to definitively 
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identify with one or the other, just as he refused to definitively identify with 

one extreme to the exclusion of its opposite.  

Contemporaries and critics often misunderstand this too, all too eager to 

fix him in a position. In his essay, ‘The Marvels of Walter Benjamin’ (2001) 

J.M. Coetze accuses Benjamin of ‘proclaiming himself a Communist and 

choosing sides, morally and historically, against the bourgeoisie and his 

own bourgeois origins’ (Coetzee 2001: 28-33). Coetzee takes one truth: that 

of Benjamin’s reaction against his bourgeois origins, and comes to the 

conclusion the Benjamin was thus proclaiming himself a Communist. 

Marxism was just one of the reactions against the ‘bourgeoisie and their 

own bourgeois origins’ open to Benjamin and his contemporaries, Zionism 

being the other. Neither was an option for Benjamin in the political realm, 

while both were valid from an ethical standpoint.  

The multiplicity and ambiguity of Benjamin, at least with regard to 

content, is reflected in the company he kept and Jürgen Habermas sums up 

both the complexity and diversity of Benjamin’s relations with his friends 

and contemporaries as follows: 

I doubt if it was only a predilection for the mysterious, as Adorno 
records, that led Benjamin to keep his friends apart from each other: 
only as some sort of surrealistic scene could one imagine seeing 
Scholem, Adorno and Brecht gathered together for a peaceful 
symposium around a table, under which Breton and Aragon are 
squatting, while Wyneken stands at the door – gathered in order to let 
us say to discuss Spirit of Utopia or indeed the Spirit as adversary to 
the Soul.  
 (Habermas 1979: 31/32)5  

If we consider that it is a way of thinking rather than any particular content 

of thought that preoccupies Benjamin, the diversity of his associates, and 

apparent lack of cohesion in the interrelation of his own thought, no longer 

seems absurd. In fact, if we look a little closer, it becomes evident that some 

of Benjamin’s associates, while the contents of their thought may appear 

5 "[Translators' Note] Spirit of Utopia appeared In 1918 and was written by Ernst Bloch, 
who was already a good friend of both Benjamin's and Scholem's at that time and who was 
introduced to Adorno by Benjamin ten years later in Berlin: cf. Man on his own (N.Y , 
1972). Spirit as Adversary to the Soul appeared in 1929 and was written by the German 
cultural philosopher Ludwig Klages: Benjamin, although aware of Klages' anti-Semitism 
and “common cause with fascism," maintained an avid interest in Klages' work on 
language, myth, graphology from the time of their personal acquaintance during 
Benjamin’s student days until the end of his life.  
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diametrically opposed, adopt this way of thinking of Benjamin’s to some 

degree and in relation to certain contents. What is different with Benjamin 

however, is that he allows this ‘way of thinking’ to be the standard, 

regardless of the content. 

We see this way of thinking in particular in his closest friends, Scholem 

and Adorno, and it is certainly this that unites them in thought 

foundationally. However, for both of them it is still conditional, and as such 

there is always a tipping point: for Scholem it was Marxism; Adorno, 

Kommerell.  

Scholem’s perception of Benjamin, illustrated in their correspondence, 

as well as his later writings on Benjamin’s life and works, is interesting due 

to its own (apparent) fluidity: Benjamin is intermittently labelled in either 

theological or Marxist terms. For example, Scholem assumed, or pretended 

to assume, that, because of his lack of definitive commitment to Zionism 

and lack of condemnation of Marxism, Benjamin must be a Communist. In 

a letter to Benjamin in April 1934, Scholem asks if one of Benjamin’s 

essays is a Communist Credo:  

I have not yet understood your essay in the Zeitschrift fur 
Sozialforschung.  Is it intended to be a Communist credo?  And if not, 
then what actually is it? I have to admit that I don’t know at all where 
you stand this year. Despite all the attempts, which you will recall, I 
have never succeeded – even in the past- in gaining clarification from 
you as to your position.  

 (Benjamin and Scholem 1992:107) 

Is it a credo?  Where does he stand?  What is his position?  Benjamin’s 

reaction to these questions is revealing as regards his fundamental 

convictions, and it is particularly helpful that we have access, not just to 

Benjamin’s reply to Scholem, but also to a draft of this reply. In this way we 

can see the way in which Benjamin’s thought develops between draft and 

final letter, losing the initial slightly emotional sense of a knee-jerk reaction, 

while retaining its fundamental message. In that draft on April, 28th 1934 he 

writes: ‘intensely and sorrowfully. Is our understanding really threatened?’ 

(ibid: 108), and he goes on to say that: 

You know very well that I have always written according to my 
convictions – save perhaps a few minor exceptions – but that I have 
never made the attempt to express the contradictory and mobile whole 
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that my convictions represent in their multiplicity, except in very 
extraordinary cases and then never other than orally. 

  (ibid: my italics)  

His tone changes slightly in the letter he finally did send to Scholem on May 

6th, but the message is still the same: one of confusion and perhaps even fear 

that he really is fundamentally misunderstood by his close friend and 

confident.  He writes: 

I believe that my image in you is not that of a man who easily and 
needlessly commits himself to a “credo”.  You know that my writings 
have certainly always conformed to my convictions, but that I have 
only seldom made the attempt-and then only in conversation-to express 
the whole contradictory grounds from which those convictions arise in 
the individual manifestations they have taken. [...] my communism is 
absolutely nothing other than the expression of certain experiences I 
have undergone in my thinking and in my life; [...] is it really necessary 
to say all this to you?  
 (ibid: 109/10) 

Benjamin has taken his customary step back from content to talk instead 

about a way of thinking (irrespective of content), and while he does so here 

in the context of Communism, he does not address Communism itself, 

except to say that it is ‘nothing other than the expression of certain 

experiences [he had] undergone in [his] thinking and in [his] life’. It is the 

accusation of a credo that shocks Benjamin; that it refers a ‘Communist’ 

credo is incidental. 

Scholem’s response to this, when it finally came – Benjamin had sent 

him two further letters in the interim - (ibid:117) is rooted in content again, 

missing, or choosing to ignore, this fundamental facet of Benjamin’s 

thought, that of the nature of thought itself, the structure of the process of 

thinking rather than the content of the thought. Benjamin had believed 

Scholem to understand him. Eight years earlier, in explaining to Scholem 

where his communism was rooted he had written:  

Essentially, I would not admit to a difference between religious and 
political conduct in their quintessential being.  But neither is there an 
overlap between them.  I am speaking of an identity which 
paradoxically, manifests itself in transformations of one into the other 
(in both directions); and the essential consideration is that every 
instance of action proceed ruthlessly, and, in its own self-
understanding, radically.  Therefore, the task is plainly not to decide 
once and for all, but rather at every moment.  But what is essential is to 
decide.’ …. ‘If I one day were to join the Communist Party (which 

59 
 



Chapter Two: Benjamin and Duality 
 

again would be dependent on a final push from chance), my own 
conviction would be to proceed radically, never consistently, in the 
most important matters.  The possibility of my remaining a member is 
therefore to be determined experimentally; of interest and in question is 
not so much the yes or no, but how long for. 
 (Benjamin 1994: 300)   

This ‘how long for’ underlies Benjamin’s refusal to be definitively defined. 

The deciding, choosing, so long as it continues to be done, avoids the 

getting stuck, the polarization; the thinker keeps on doing the thinking, 

rather than the position/opinion coming to ‘think’ the thinker, which is what 

comes to happen after definitive identification with a position. With 

decision at every moment, it remains a thought, opinion, position and no 

more. The thinker does not identify with it, does not become it; does not 

need to defend it to defend him or herself. Benjamin’s contemporaries may 

well have chosen to definitively identify with Marxism or Zionism as a 

reaction against middle-class Jewish reaction to anti-Semitism, Benjamin 

himself however, while he did choose both of them, and not lightly when he 

did so, in terms of finitude he only ever skipped along the continuum, 

‘deciding at every moment’, ‘infinitely often forgetting and infinitely often 

comprehending’. Instead of addressing Benjamin’s deepest underlying 

concern here, that of his image in Scholem not being of a man who would 

commit himself needlessly to a credo, either communist or metaphysical, 

Scholem chose to focus on overlying details in his reply. 

This focus did not change: as late as 1975, thirty-one years after 

Benjamin’s death, Scholem is still looking to apply that label of ‘credo’ to 

something written by Benjamin. In Walter Benjamin: The Story of a 

Friendship (1981), Scholem writes of ‘Task of the Translator’ that 

Benjamin ‘attached particular importance to these pages, viewing them as 

something like his credo’ (Scholem 1981:147). This ignores both of 

Benjamin’s above mentioned objections to such a label: the first in his 1934 

letter where he makes explicit reference to his objections to a credo, and the 

second in the letter of 1926 where he emphasises that what is ‘of interest 

and in question is not so much the yes or no, but how long for’, an approach 

that is clearly fundamentally incompatible with a credo. The closest thing to 

anything we could even provisionally apply the term credo to in relation to 
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Benjamin would be his contradictory and mobile ‘whole’ or ‘truth’, the one 

he had ‘never made the attempt to express ..., except in very extraordinary 

cases and then never other than orally’. 

This correspondence with Scholem gives an interesting perspective on 

this particular question: while it may not be oral expression, nor is it 

definitive written expression. While he will not commit his ‘contradictory 

and mobile whole’ to words, because its nature does not lend to its 

definition by words, he does discuss it in correspondence; and while we do 

not get a definition of what it is, we do get clear statements of what it is not. 

Benjamin becomes frustrated with Scholem, saying: ‘is it really necessary 

that I say all of this to you’ (Benjamin and Scholem 1992: 110). It appears 

at times like this that Scholem misunderstands Benjamin at a fundamental 

level, a level that is not related to content. While Scholem had previously 

suggested Benjamin’s writing to be a communist credo, as Habermas points 

out in relation to Benjamin: ‘today, his closest friend and mentor Scholem 

assumes the role of unpolemical, preeminent, and completely 

uncompromising advocate of that dimension in Benjamin partial to the 

traditions of Jewish mysticism’ (Habermas 1979: 30). Whether branding 

him Marxist or Jewish Mysticist, Scholem seems neither able, nor inclined, 

to embrace more than one dimension in the multidimensional Benjamin. 

We do see this multidimensionality begin to dawn on Scholem, but, in 

his mind, it is as the result of failed attempts at definition, rather than due to 

it being an underlying and fundamental conviction. Scholem notes of 

Benjamin that: 

His later work proved that he was incapable of making a decision 
between metaphysics and materialism (as he conceived of the latter). 
Benjamin’s attitude toward dialectical materialism as a heuristic 
principle rather than as a dogma (his position from 1931 on) left the 
way clear for the continuing development of a metaphysical, intellectual 
wellspring that had little, and frequently enough nothing, to do with the 
categories of materialism.  In keeping with this there was also his 
enduring attachment to Jewish categories, which may be discerned in 
his writings to the end.   
 (Scholem 1975:214) 

The implication is that a lack of definitive decision between two opposing 

positions, metaphysics and materialism, was due to incapacity on the part of 

Benjamin and not as a result of a lack of intention. A decision between one 
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and the other was never a goal for Benjamin and while the truth about 

Benjamin’s approach may be dawning on Scholem, the fact that this had 

also always been the basis of Benjamin’s convictions (even back in the 

wardrobe), is not. Scholem suggests that it is Benjamin’s view of dialectical 

materialism as a ‘heuristic principle rather than as a dogma’ that allows for 

the co-inclusion of a ‘metaphysical, intellectual wellspring’, including 

Benjamin’s ‘enduring attachment to Jewish categories’. This is only a half-

truth. This ‘as a heuristic principle rather than as a dogma’ was a standard 

perspective for Benjamin, and not just, as Scholem assumes here, in relation 

to materialism. Of his Jewishness Benjamin wrote: ‘Jewishness is not in any 

sense an end in itself but the noble bearer and representative of the intellect’ 

(Benjamin and Scholem 1992: x). Unlike Scholem, whose chosen direction 

of Zionism at the age of fourteen ‘never wavered’, Benjamin’s directions 

did. What did not waver for him, however, was his search for and 

engagement with what he had originally found in Zionism; as contexts 

changed, so did the direction in which he found this.  

Scholem is attempting to understand Benjamin through the lens of his 

own world view, and this is successful to a certain extent. He does come to 

an understanding of Benjamin’s approach, and finds a way to reconcile 

Benjamin’s inclusion of seemingly opposing and irreconcilable positions. 

For an understanding of Benjamin’s own convictions however, a different 

lens is necessary, Benjamin’s own, a view of which requires at least 

momentary suspension of one’s own, if not also an effort in intuition. It is 

very likely that Scholem did have this intuition of Benjamin, but tried to 

make sense of it intellectually through his own lens, rather than let it be the 

standard for what it was. 

Scholem is not alone in this attempt to ‘name’ Benjamin. There is an 

underlying problem with reading Benjamin: he is usually read from one of 

the two perspectives on Scholem’s spectrum: theology or historical 

materialism. This arguably amounts to a hand-picking of an aspect of 

Benjamin’s thought and using it to justify an argument. While this may be a 

valid way of furthering study in a particular area, it cannot be called a study 

of Benjamin. If it were to be called a study at all, it would have to be one of 

either theology or historical materialism. As Benjamin refused to commit to 

62 
 



Chapter Two: Benjamin and Duality 
 

or identify with any content to the exclusion of its opposite, in other words, 

as he refused to polarize, any study of him from a polarized position is 

flawed.   

Benjamin’s reconciliation of thesis and antithesis, polarities, does not 

involve a synthesis of the two, bringing about a new thesis; instead it 

involves an allowing of opposites, even a pushing of polarities to their 

extremes, to the point where the opposite is apparent, momentarily, in each. 

Merleau-Ponty describes something similar in The Visible and the Invisible 

as follows:  

A philosophy that really thinks the negation, that is, that thinks it as 
what is not through and through, is also a philosophy of being. We are 
beyond monism and dualism, because dualism has been pushed so far 
that the opposites, no longer in competition, are at rest the one against 
the other, coextensive with one another. 

 (Merleau Ponty 2000: 54)  

A change is not brought about, as implied by synthesis, rather, a more 

complete picture of each polarity is gained, which results in the view of the 

underlying idea, which in turn paradoxically dissolves the perception of 

opposition, momentarily. Thesis and antithesis are defined by not being the 

other, so, when the existence of the other in each becomes apparent, these 

terms of definition dissolve and new terms are needed, at least momentarily. 

What remains after the dissolution of the opposition? Things remain the 

same. What constituted the thesis and antithesis is still there, ‘literal’ and 

‘free’ for example, however, they are momentarily known as different 

expressions of the same thing rather than as being defined by not being the 

other. The essential nature of ‘literal’ and ‘free’ does not change; the 

limiting polarizing way in which they have been viewed does. The 

momentary recognition of the opposite/other in self, otherness as self, self as 

other, has the effect of momentarily leveling difference; leveling difference 

rather than obliterating (which cannot be momentary) what is different. Out 

of this leveling, the truly unique emerges, ‘uniqueness that defies 

classification’. 

Both Scholem and Adorno often disagree with Benjamin in how he 

applies this. Of the opposition of theology and Historical Materialism, 

Wolin points out that ‘Scholem was extremely skeptical about Benjamin’s 
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scheme to mediate between the two discordant spheres’ (Wolin 1994: 118). 

Scholem outlines this himself , writing that ‘he [Benjamin] was not able to 

make me understand in any comprehensible sense the tension between the 

two conflicting “ideological” faces that he at that time, and even later 

showed Brecht and to me’ (Scholem 1975: 223). While he does not 

understand it, he does put his finger on what is essential for Benjamin, this 

tension between opposites. It is in the transcendence of these opposites 

through their momentary reconciliation that Benjamin finds what he is 

looking for, but never definitively, only ever fleetingly. As such, the 

continuation of the tension, and also of course, the opposition, is crucial to 

there being access to this fleeting experience. Scholem seems to always be 

looking to resolve, definitively, the ‘problem’ between the two, which 

would have the effect of filing it away and thus removing the potential for 

Benjamin’s fleeting experience in transcendence through reconciliation. 

Scholem emphasizes the extremeness of Benjamin’s positions at 

opposites in his observations about Brecht’s point of view as follows: 

For a long time I could only have a vague notion of what we now know 
from Brecht’s complaints in his Arbeitsjournal [Working diary] of 
Benjamin’s “mysticism” in spite of an “anti-mystical attitude” and his 
perennial “Judaisms”: namely that what attracted me so much in 
Benjamin’s thought, and tied me so closely to him was precisely the 
element that Brecht was bound to find annoying about him. 

 (Scholem 1975: 223) 

There was clearly no point of overlap between the ideas of Scholem and 

Brecht, nor any attempt by Benjamin to synthesize the two opposing 

positions. Both, for him, were valid as they were, and it was the continuing 

tension between them that enabled that essentially different perspective, one 

that saw them both in relation to what united them in their difference, the 

underlying moreness. 

It is not just in relation to Benjamin’s ideas that Scholem has this 

skepticism. In On Jews and Judaism in Crisis, Scholem, in relation to the 

Zionist movement, is adamant about the importance of not blurring the 

distinction between the ‘religious-messianic plane and political-historical 

reality’ (Scholem 1976: 44). He thinks is would be ‘catastrophic if the 

Zionists or the Zionist movement erased or blurred the borders between the 

religious-messianic plane and political-historical reality’ (ibid.). Perhaps this 
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may be wherein lie the roots of Scholem’s inability to comprehend, or even 

entertain Benjamin’s concept of opposites co-contained. His point of view is 

understandable, particularly in the context of Judaism entering into the 

political plane of secular history (through Zionism), and having to take 

responsibility for itself on that plane. Its Messianic destiny, on the other 

hand, exists on another plane, and it removes itself from its privileged 

position, potential destiny, when it enters into the political-historical realm. 

Neither is it just in relation to Benjamin himself that Scholem has these 

misgivings. A patronizing, almost fatherly, tone is discernable in his 

writings on both Benjamin and Agnon. He could be writing about Benjamin 

when he refers to Agnon in On Jews and Judaism. He gives the impression 

of one in awe of the innocent, naïve almost, brilliance of a talented child. He 

appears to admire Agnon’s potential, while despairing at his unwillingness 

to apply it in a particular way. In his enthusiasm to categorize, he seems 

unable to allow Agnon to be the standard for what he is, his thought to be 

the standard for what it is; to entertain the possibility that there may be 

aspects of his thought that do not fit into his own world view. Instead, he 

lauds the aspects that do, while condescendingly suggesting that deviations 

are ‘a great pity’ (ibid: 116). 

While both Scholem and Adorno have objections to Benjamin’s 

embracing of opposites at extremes in some contexts, they do take such an 

embracing position themselves in certain circumstances: Adorno in relation 

to the perceived opposition of history and nature, and Scholem with regard 

to oppositions within Judaism. Wolin cites Adorno as follows: ‘to transcend 

the customary antithesis of nature and history […] to push these concepts to 

a point where their pure opposition is transcended’ (Wolin 1994: 166). 

Wolin interprets this as opposites passing over into eachother, ‘each side of 

the antithesis can be perceived as passing over into its opposite’ (ibid.). This 

misinterpretation is also common with regard to Benjamin’s views and it 

still assumes that the opposites are innately or fundamentally different. In 

fact, what Adorno means is that it is through allowing opposites to go to 

their extreme expression, there, without the need to defend, they experience 

themselves as the opposite. What Adorno actually says, and again Wolin 

quotes, is that ‘historical being, in its most extreme historical determinacy, 
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where it is most historical, is grasped as a natural being’ and ‘nature, 

where it apparently hardens itself most thoroughly into nature, is grasped 

as an historical being’ (Wolin 1994: 167 emphasis in original). It is no 

longer nature vs. history, nor some overlap between the two (as Wolin 

interprets), instead it is nature as history and history as nature.   

Adorno also applies this dynamic in relation to time, and develops it in 

terms of the work of art and the dialectical image: this is articulated in a 

letter of April, 1934 as follows: 

The muteness of works of art has led me in most remarkable fashion 
right into our central question, that of the co-incidence of the modern 
with the archaic… And indeed from the other end of the spectrum: from 
the archaic itself. For I have come to realise that just as the modern is 
the most ancient, so too the archaic itself is a function of the now: it is 
thus first produced historically as the archaic, and to that extent it is 
dialectical in character and not ‘pre-historical’, but rather the exact 
opposite.  

 (Adorno and Benjamin 1999: 38)   

Distance in time is collapsed, but non-spatially, non-temporally. This is 

clearly a point where Adorno and Benjamin meet, confirmed by Benjamin 

by return of post where he writes that Adorno had hit on a central element of 

the Arcades Project with his ideas regarding the archaic and the modern 

(ibid: 41). Again, it is not the ‘archaic’ and ‘modern’ elements of his ideas 

that are essential; it is the way in which he discusses them, the model within 

which he discusses them, a model that could be applied to any opposition.  

Adorno goes further than Scholem in his application of this model, 

however, unlike Benjamin, he stops short of allowing this model to be the 

standard. While with Scholem it is historical materialism that is a bridge to 

far, for Adorno it is anti-semetism, in the guise of Kommerell. Adorno saw 

fit to ignore Benjamin for over six months due to certain ideas he 

expounded, in particular in an essay on Kommerell.6 When Adorno did 

eventually respond to Benjamin, and this only after Benjamin had sent 

another letter7 in which Adorno perceived him to have ‘distanced himself 

6 An extended review of Kommerell’s ‘Jean Paul’: cf. Max Kommerell, Jean Paul 
(Frankfurt a.M. 1933); Benjamin’s review, entitled ‘Der einetubkte Zauberstab. Zu Max 
Komerell’s “Jean Paul”’ [Dunking the Magic Wand. On Komerell’s “Jean Paul”], appeared 
under the pseudonym K. A. Stempflinger in the Frankfurter Zeitung of 29.3.1934 (now in 
GS III, pp. 409-17). 
7 This letter has not survived. 
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from certain other positions’ (ibid: 53), he is quite explicit about the 

personal objections he had to Benjamin’s writing on Kommerell, which he 

wrote had ‘caused him some considerable distress in a personal sense, given 

that this writer once openly expressed the wish that people like him should 

be stood up against a wall etc.’ (ibid: 52). This, being highly sensitive for 

Adorno, faced with the ideas of a right-wing fascist who would place him in 

front of a firing squad, he is unable to see past the personal. A much later 

(1968) letter from Adorno to Golffing offers a deeper insight to the point 

Adorno had been making to Benjamin 34 years earlier. Here Adorno 

touches on the reasons for his ‘irreconcilable hostility to Kommerell’:  

I actually knew Kommerell personally; we received our post-doctoral 
degrees in Frankfurt at almost exactly the same time.  Our acquaintance 
was a fairly superficial one – at that time the political differences 
overshadowed everything to such a degree that no real communication 
between myself and such a decidedly right-wing individual could 
possibly be established; at the time I regarded him as a highly gifted 
fascist certainly, and I’m sure he could not stand me either.  It all looks 
rather strange today, but things were very different before 1933. [...] He 
certainly was a highly gifted man, but he was not particularly appealing 
to me in a personal sense, and I have never really been able to 
understand Benjamin’s tendency to admire his enemies.  

 (Cited in ibid: 57)      

Although he does allow that Kommerell was ‘a highly gifted man’, the 

intensity of the personal experience of it for Adorno precludes him from 

stepping back and considering Kommerell as part of his own reality at all. 

Instead, from his polarized position he loses the perspective he has so 

succinctly applied to the oppositions of both history vs. nature and the 

archaic vs. the modern. The question remains: what exactly was it about 

Benjamin’s Kommerell essay that annoyed Adorno to such an extent. Was it 

the fact that Benjamin wrote it, which is what Adorno later suggests to 

Golffing, or was it perhaps the fact that his own reaction to it highlighted his 

own limitation with regard to his own theory, highlighted his own 

polarization? 

Scholem illustrates this dynamic in his thought in relation to Judaism. 

Through his engagement with mysticism, he has a wide perspective, and 

even accuses others in this particular context of exactly what he is guilty of 

in relation to Benjamin.  Within the model of the two polarized stages in the 

67 
 



Chapter Two: Benjamin and Duality 
 

development of human consciousness, mythology and revelation, he points 

out how ‘in the heart of Judaism ideas and notions sprang up which 

purported to interpret its meaning better than any others, and yet represent a 

relapse into, or if you like a revival of the mythical consciousness’ (Scholem 

1995:22). He is referring specifically to the Zohar and the Lurianic 

Kabbalah, or ‘those forms of Jewish mysticism which have exerted by far 

the greatest influence in Jewish history and which for centuries stood out in 

the popular mind as bearers of the final and deepest truth in Jewish thought’ 

(ibid.). Rational Jewish philosophy sought spiritual hegemony and failed. 

Kabbalah did not, nor was it polarized, and it was much more successful in 

shaping the life of Jewry. Scholem is pointing out the necessity of the 

inclusion of both stages for a view of truth, and the pointlessness of 

‘indignation over these facts’ (ibid.). He believes that they should ‘rather set 

us thinking’ (ibid.), reflecting the heuristic, observational and descriptive 

approach of Benjamin, and in the case of his discussions with Scholem, to 

the consideration of Communism in particular. The question arises in 

relation to Scholem: if he recognizes the futility of indignation with regard 

to poles within Judaism, why the indignation at Benjamin’s ‘theology and 

Marxism’? Why does this not also ‘set [Scholem] thinking? 

In terms of Judaism, Scholem understands, not just the inclusion of 

opposites, but also their expression in the extreme. He (ibid: 24) gives the 

example of Jehudah Halevi, the most Jewish philosopher, with the 

legitimate trustees of his spiritual heritage being mystics, and not 

succeeding philosophers. Jehudah Halevi could be said to express rational 

Jewish philosophy at its extreme, and at that point he has more of an 

affiliation with mysticism than with his own tradition. In this way, he is 

closer to the furthest point, at the opposite extreme. Within Judaism, 

Scholem had no difficulty with Benjamin’s way of thinking. Why then, 

would he not apply it to the wider opposition of Messianism vs Historical 

Materialism? This point is central to understanding what actually does unite 

some of Benjamin’s sometimes seemingly random friends and associates. It 

is this way of thinking about duality; they apply it in certain contexts, but 

stop short of allowing it to be a standard way of thinking.  Benjamin does 

not. He allows this way to be foundational, irrespective of the context, 
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content of the thought. This can lead to his thought, both its content and 

form, being understood in terms of ambiguity pure and simple, particularly 

when examined from the perspective of content rather than the way of 

thinking; the content of his thought is difficult to classify, and so appears 

random and ambiguous. However, to believe this is to overlook a deeper 

underlying order to his thought. Paradoxically, Benjamin’s point of 

commonality with his friends and associates is in this refusal to polarize, but 

it is also in this refusal that he falls out with them:  in the case of Scholem 

with regard to Marxism, with Adorno with regard to Kommerell. 

Scholem evidently admires Benjamin greatly, but seems to want to 

bring him into the fold, so to speak, the fold of Zionism, and if not Zionism, 

to box him into the opposing fold of Marxism. Scholem has taken a 

position, is uncomfortable with Benjamin not having chosen one, and so 

fluctuates between persuading him to take up his own and accusing him of 

having taken up the opposite. It is frustrating for Scholem, particularly since 

Benjamin had previously, and continued intermittently, to lean towards 

Zionism. It is interesting that it is precisely what frustrates Scholem about 

Benjamin - his refusal to definition - that initially draws him. In his personal 

diary in the early days of their acquaintance he writes:  

I cannot talk about these things with [Erich] Brauer or anyone else, for 
that matter; nor can I discuss my Zionist interests with Zionists [...] 
Instead I have to go to the non-Zionist and non-Mathematician 
Benjamin, who has sensibility where most of the others no longer 
respond.  
 (Scholem 1981:26)  

It is precisely this sensibility that Benjamin retains through his refusal to 

classification and definition, through his refusal to commit to any ideology, 

including Zionism, in any more than a heuristic fashion. What Scholem and 

others do not understand about Benjamin is his ability to visit all and any 

extreme without getting stuck there.   

 

2.4: Contemporary Perception 

Contemporary critics fall into this same trap with Benjamin, Coetzee (2001) 

being a notable example. He goes a step further than Scholem and Adorno 

in his attempts at definition of Benjamin: he not only attempts to define him, 
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he also accuses Benjamin of defining himself: ‘for the rest of his life 

Benjamin called himself either a Communist or a fellow traveller’ (Coetzee 

2001: 28-33). This is incompatible with what  Benjamin himself does say in 

his correspondence, particularly as illustrated above in his reaction to 

Scholem with regard to suggestions of a credo, communist or other.  

In his ‘Marvels of Walter Benjamin’, Coetzee does not let Benjamin’s 

ideas be the standard for what they are; instead, he begins by putting in 

place a lens through which to view and/or judge, both Benjamin and his 

thought. He focuses (more than would be usual) on what he perceives to be 

Benjamin’s own, very ‘human’, frailties, vulnerabilities, weaknesses or 

failings: his relationships with women. He makes reference to Benjamin’s 

behaviour in relation to his break-up with his wife, and even to his sexual 

performance in a veiled way through the views of one of Benjamin’s lovers 

Asja Lacis: ‘his glasses like little spotlights, his clumsy hands’ (ibid.). In 

stark contrast to this portrayal of Benjamin, Coetzee presents Adorno purely 

in terms of his criticism of Benjamin, and with that, would appear to accept 

his words as unquestioned authority. He uses Adorno to help ‘demystify’ 

Benjamin, and while demystification is fine, demystification of one through 

mystification of another, Adorno in this case, is hypocritical. Adorno 

himself falls just as much victim to his own humanity as does Benjamin: in 

his case he is unsettled by Benjamin’s refusal to definition and this 

‘unsettlement’ is expressed precisely in the views Coetzee presents here as 

somehow authoritative or ‘right’. 

Coetzee refers to Adorno’s criticism of the Arcades Project: ‘facts were 

being made to speak for themselves, he said; there was not enough theory’ 

(ibid.). Let us consider this: what does theorising do to a quotation but box 

it, define it, give it a fixed place to inhabit within the spectrum, somewhere 

in-between opposing extremities. Benjamin refused to definitively inhabit a 

fixed place on the socio-political spectrum, did not accept one for his ideas, 

nor even his approach; he is only accurately perceivable based on his being 

the standard for what he is, and the same goes for his thought. Attempts to 

perceive Benjamin or his thought according to terms external to them are 

destined to fail, which they do, regularly, leading to definition of Benjamin 

in terms of ambiguity for ambiguity’s sake, rather than, as Benjamin would 
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have it, suspension of any definition and instead allowing him and his 

thought be the standard for what they are, allowing precisely what Adorno is 

unsettled by: ‘the facts to speak for themselves’. As Steiner succinctly notes 

in his Introduction to Benjamin’s Origin of German Tragic Drama: 

Benjamin was not, in any technical sense, a philosopher. Like other 
lyric thinkers, he chose from philosophy those metaphors, dramas of 
argumentation and intimations of systematic totality – whether platonic, 
Leibnizian or Crocean – which best served, or rather which most 
suggestively dignified and complicated his own purpose. (Later on, in 
the ‘Historical-Philosophical Theses’, he was to use Marx in just this 
innocently-exploitative way).  

 (OGTD: 23) 

To judge the multi-dimensional thought of multi-dimensional Benjamin 

according to one-dimensional terms of reference is always going to lead to a 

skewed understanding, and to judge it on the basis of unquestioned (at least 

in this particular context) principles or expectations of another thinker can 

only lead to an even more limited perspective. Going back to Adorno’s 

criticism ‘the facts being made to speak for themselves’: on the face of it, 

and using Adorno’s own points of reference, it could well appear, and be 

argued that this is one of Benjamin’s fundamental and underlying aims with 

the Arcades Project. The fact that Adorno, at least according to Coetzee, 

could be said to see this in a negative light, can then be compounded by 

Coetzee, either blindly presuming the authority of Adorno’s comments to 

build his own argument, or consciously doing so for effect. With the 

apparent fragmented and disjointed nature of Benjamin’s thought in general, 

and the Arcades Project in particular, not yet (if ever destined to be so) 

complete at his death, it is easy to leave out, overlook what Benjamin is 

really trying to do, or, as Scholem had a tendency to do, see what he was 

doing but assume it to be due to his incapacity to do otherwise, and certainly 

not to have been the original intention. In the context of ‘what dismayed 

Adorno about the project’, Coetzee (ibid.) points out that Adorno had 

written of Benjamin that he was ‘on the crossroads between magic and 

positivism’. Contextualising this quotation thus, it is conceived of as 

something negative about Benjamin that needs to be ‘worked on’ or 

tolerated, and certainly not as the core foundation of his thought. In actual 

fact, Benjamin, his thought and his approach existed on the crossroads, and 
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not just on the crossroads between magic and positivism. They intentionally 

existed on the crossroads between all and any opposites, and at the apex of 

the idea, at that point of fleeting access to the idea as such. While Adorno 

may have been dismayed at times, he ultimately appreciated and resonated 

with Benjamin on this, and Coetzee does a disservice to both thinkers in his 

use of Adorno to discredit Benjamin. 

For a better understanding of Coetzee’s misrepresentation, we need to 

look closer at what was going on in Capri when Benjamin spent time there 

with Asja Lacis, Bloch and Lukacs: Coetzee’s narrow points of reference 

put it down to an affair and politics. Yes, there was an affair; yes, there were 

questions of politics; but what was really at issue, for Benjamin at least, 

went deeper, or wider, or higher: a shift in thought, with regard to how ideas 

are inspired in the first place, and the model Benjamin applied to conceptual 

opposition was about to be applied to Benjamin himself. As Scholem (1981: 

87) observed, Benjamin’s life was ‘the only case near to [him] of a life 

being led metaphysically’; Benjamin did not just think his thoughts, believe 

his convictions, he lived them; what appeared to those close to him as a 

period of ‘crises and turning points’, was purely Benjamin ‘practicing what 

he preached’. He was said to have given ‘the impression of a person who 

[had] just climbed down from one cross and [was] about to mount another’ 

(ibid: 208), and Scholem refers to Benjamin’s own duality (ibid.), namely 

his engagement with Marxism in, what Scholem saw as, opposition to 

mysticism. However, Scholem does note that: 

Something that remained astonishing in this year of the greatest 
excitements, upheavals, and disappointed expectations in his life was 
his capacity for concentration, his openness to intellectual matters, and 
the harmoniousness of style in his letters. 
 (ibid: 202) 

He talks of there being in Benjamin ‘a store of profound serenity-only 

poorly described by the word stoicism-that remained untouched by the 

awkward situations in which he found himself at that time and the upheavals 

designed to throw his existence off course’ (ibid.). Just as Scholem believed 

Benjamin’s lack of choice between metaphysics and materialism to be due 

to an incapacity to choose rather than to be his fundamental intention, and 

due to his convictions, he believes this ‘harmoniousness of style’ and 
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‘profound serenity’ to be in spite of Benjamin’s duality, rather than as a 

result of it. The two men were still united at the core, and their relationship 

deepened and strengthened as a result of this period of upheaval and change. 

While Scholem may have missed, not seen, not looked at or allowed to 

appear, key aspects of what drove Benjamin, he did recognize the continuity 

underlying the change in Benjamin, a dual recognition that ‘shaped [their] 

relationship in the years to come’ (ibid.).     

Benjamin was united in thinking with Bloch and Lukacs by a passionate 

and radical will to transcendence. Instead of the two traditional reactions to 

modernism of futurists or classicists, these wished to go forward, but 

apocalyptically changing. Bloch and Benjamin talked about ‘nowtimes’ 

(Jetzeiten), and believed works of art to represent alternative models of 

experience endowed with the capacity to break through the eternal 

occurrence of always the same. They saw them as ‘windows to divinity’.8 

However, where Bloch and Benjamin differ is in the fact that Benjamin saw 

no correlation between the ‘now time’ embodied in works of art and a 

Utopian terminus. Instead, for him these ‘windows to divinity’ were an 

opportunity to look to the past for the sake of the truth of art in itself, just 

for that, and not as a means to any future terminal Utopia (Wolin 1994: 26). 

Again, it is this ‘truth of art in itself’ that is perceptible fleetingly and defies 

definition; it is this truth that includes that which contains, as well as that 

which is contained, that Bloch and Lukacs sense, yet fall into the trap of 

attempting to define, even if only in terms of some future Utopia. 

 

2.5: Beyond Ambiguity 

While Benjamin is sometimes categorically described as a 

Marxist/communist, and can also be considered in purely theological terms, 

some commentators do point out this fact, thereby recognizing the 

ambiguity around the content of his thought and consequent weakness in 

any definition according to either set of terms. However, while this is useful 

in that it de-bunks false theories about him (that he is either communist or 

8 Time will be addressed in more detail in chapters four and five.  This example is being 
used here to make a point regarding Benjamin’s intentionless approach; intentionless 
beyond the revelation of truth. 
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Zionist, definitively), it does not point to any other terms of definition – 

besides ambiguity, and this is an inadequate term of reference, as it is based 

purely on the content of thought and does not take into account the way of 

thinking.   

If Benjamin has this ‘way of thinking’ in common with some of his 

associates, they must also have this way of thinking in common with each 

other. They do, or they at last meet each other in Benjamin’s ‘kind of 

musical image’ (Adorno and Benjamin 1999: 74). However, it is the content 

with which they have identified, within which they have become polarized, 

that comes to define them; so they appear to stand diametrically opposed to 

one another; from a position of polarization, points of commonality are no 

longer evident. As a result, when considered from a particular perspective, 

Benjamin’s thought, in particular the complex interrelation of seemingly 

polar opposing views, along with his relationships, can often be considered 

ambiguous and arbitrary. Through the investigation of Benjamin’s ideas on 

opposition; and in particular how these ideas are also evident in his 

associates, a point of commonality is found, one that can also be applied to 

the interrelation of Benjamin’s own thought/ideas. While the content of 

Benjamin’s thought remains impossible to systematically and definitively 

categorize, his ideas on transcendence of opposition, not only show a certain 

constancy to Benjamin’s thought (if only formally), but also point to 

possible reasons for this apparent ambiguity; diametrically opposed content 

not only highlights constancy of form, it also provides a context in which to 

illustrate transcendence through opposites at extremes.  

Of the positions of Scholem, Adorno and Brecht on his Kafka piece 

Benjamin writes in a letter to Adorno (ibid.), ‘a kind of musical image has 

come to surround it […] from which I hope to learn something’. This points 

to two things: firstly Benjamin’s perpetual openness, and secondly, the way 

in which conflicting views interact for him; he hears a symphony. This 

echoes his early views on sketch one and two of the Arcades Project, where 

he talks of holding the tension between the two ends of the bow (ibid: 118). 

It is never about obliterating difference, nor building one argument on the 

shoulders of another, nor indeed allowing one ‘thing’ be defined by its not 

being its opposite. For Benjamin it is always about including, even 
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introducing, both opposites, regardless of the context, and holding the 

tension between them that can allow this ‘musical image’ to emerge, 

fleetingly; a perspective that includes both the opposites as well what 

contains them. 

One of the reasons behind his associates’ concerns with regard to 

Benjamin’s ‘all-embracingness’ is the fear of influence. This was expressed 

quite succinctly in a reply by Benjamin to such a concern expressed 

separately by both Felicitas and Adorno: she in relation to the Institute of 

Social Research, and he in relation to Brecht. Benjamin first of all outlines 

Felicitas’ concerns to Adorno, accepts the spirit of friendship within which 

they are expressed, before going on to make the same accedence to 

Adorno’s concern that it would be ‘a real misfortune if Brecht should come 

to exercise influence upon the work’ (ibid:88). Through making this 

comparison between Felicitas’ misgivings about the Institute and Adorno’s 

regarding Brecht, Benjamin shifts the emphasis away from a question of 

content to one of form: one of influence over his work at all rather than one 

of purely Brechtian influence. He is a master at extracting himself from 

discussion of particular contents, at stepping back to the wider perspective, 

whatever the context. He then goes on to address the question of influence  

for Adorno, including, but not exclusively, that of Brecht, showing how 

Brecht’s influence in particular had brought about a ‘culmination of every 

aporia connected with this work’ (ibid: 89), and ultimately helped it to 

develop beyond a point where it had become stuck. 

 

2.6: Correspondence 

The value of using correspondence as a basis to understand the interrelation 

between Benjamin and his associates is twofold. Firstly it is the medium 

through which they discuss their ideas rather than present them; meaning is 

less embedded at this point and a clearer idea of where their understanding 

meets and diverges is discernible. Secondly, while their correspondence is 

quite formal, it is still the medium available to us today with the most direct 

access to these thinkers on a human level. This is important as it provides a 

whole other level of clues to what they really meant: they did not always say 

what they meant outright. Take the example cited above, where Scholem 
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accuses Benjamin of a communist credo. As Scholem almost exclusively 

reads Benjamin from a theological perspective, as described by Habermas 

above, we must surmise that he did not really think that Benjamin would 

commit a communist credo to paper. The motivations suggested by such 

clues can be revealing, giving a more comprehensive picture of what 

connected all of these people to Benjamin and to eachother.   

As with Scholem, the complex dynamic of the relationship between 

Benjamin and Adorno needs to be considered interpersonally aswell as 

purely intellectually. Adorno was responsible for funding Benjamin when 

his opportunities for earning a living through writing for the German 

newspapers dried up. This in itself would have unsettled the delicate balance 

in the dynamic of both their interpersonal and intellectual relationships and 

Coetzee also alludes to this: ‘he was by then receiving a stipend from, and 

was thus in some measure beholden to, the Institute for Social Research’ 

(Coetzee 2001: 28-3). Questions to be considered are: to what extent, if at 

all, did Benjamin dilute his true intentions so as to not antagonize Adorno 

for fear of losing such funding, and to what extent did Adorno feel he had 

the right to influence Benjamin because of the fact that he was responsible 

for his funding. I doubt that either man would admit to such an influence in 

their academic relationship, however, through a study of their 

correspondence, a perhaps less guarded form of expression than their 

academic writings, subtle, and some not so subtle, clues do suggest such an 

influence. 

With regard to Adorno’s inaugural lecture, ‘The Actuality of 

Philosophy’, Benjamin writes in July 1931: ‘in short the masterly fashion in 

which at certain places you avoid the traditional polemics so beloved of 

philosophical schools’ (Adorno and Benjamin 1999: 9). Benjamin’s 

singling-out for appreciation of Adorno’s subtle refusal to let his ideas fall 

into ‘traditional polemics’ is not surprising: such a refusal allows the ideas 

to stand alone, leaving them unsullied by tradition; a tradition that 

differentiates and classifies. Free of traditional classification and 

differentiation, the ‘truth content can shine forth’, ideas are the standard for 

what they are. As usual, it is a formal point rather than one of content that 

preoccupies Benjamin; he does not laud Adorno for the content of his ideas, 
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but rather the way in which, through avoiding traditional polemics, he 

provides a structure within which to consider contents.  

The degree to which Benjamin and Adorno are in concurrence over 

what is expressed in this lecture is articulated in the same letter: Benjamin 

describes this lecture as ‘an extremely penetrating articulation of the most 

essential ideas which we share’ (ibid.) and goes on to even take ownership 

to a certain degree of the views expressed. He quotes Adorno from his 

lecture as follows:   

The task of philosophy is not to explore the concealed or manifest 
intentional structures of reality, but to interpret the intentionless 
character of reality, insofar as, by constructing figures and images out 
of the isolated elements of reality, it extracts the questions which it is 
the further task of enquiry to formulate in the most pregnant fashion 
possible. 
  (ibid.) 

Of this quotation he suggests that some reference to the ‘Epistemological 

Prologue’ to his own book, The Origin of German Tragic Drama, is 

necessary. This is important on two levels: firstly it is a very clear 

endorsement by Benjamin of Adorno’s ideas, and secondly, it provides an 

insight into the delicate interplay of interpersonal power relations between 

the two men. Adorno presented his academic inaugural lecture on 2nd May, 

1931 and Benjamin, along with a few others, had received a typescript copy 

of the piece. Benjamin subsequently met Adorno in Frankfurt in June or 

early July, when he did not feel it necessary for Adorno to make reference to 

his own book with regard to the above quotation. The letter referred to here 

was dated the 17th July 1931, a few weeks later and subsequent to Benjamin 

having discussed the lecture with Ernst Bloch. In it Benjamin felt he ‘must 

now take back the remarks he made in Frankfurt’ (ibid.). He goes on to say 

of the above quotation that he: 

…can subscribe to this proposition. Yet [he] could not have written it 
without thereby referring to the introduction of [his] book on Baroque 
Drama, where this entirely unique and, in the relative and modest sense 
in which such a thing can be claimed, new idea was first expressed.  

 (ibid.)  

Here Benjamin no longer just endorses Adorno’s ideas, he takes ownership 

of them. He then goes a step further when he writes: ‘for my part I would 

have been unable to omit some reference to the book at this point. I do not 
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need to add that if I were in your position this would be even more the case’ 

(ibid.), leaving no doubt as regards what he believes Adorno should do. 

Unfortunately Adorno’s reply to this letter is lost, however, in Benjamin’s 

reply to that (lost) letter he feels the need to reassure Adorno quite strongly 

that it is his ‘sincere, even urgent wish that his piece should appear […] how 

could I possibly be a hindrance to the programmatic announcement of a 

view which I so strongly share myself’ (ibid:12). There is a sense of a slight 

sub-ordinance on Benjamin’s part in relation to Adorno. Benjamin did not 

initially consider asking to have his own work referenced, and it was only 

on talking to Bloch, who might have pointed out the obvious need for such a 

reference that the subject was raised with Adorno. While we do not have 

access to Adorno’s response, it would appear that he responded in a manner 

that spurred Benjamin into reassuring him, and while he did not take back 

his assertion of the necessity of that some reference or dedication to him, 

nor did he push the question. This is a motif that runs throughout the 

correspondence between these two men. To what extent did Benjamin 

repress his own views etc. due to his very material and practical need of 

Adorno’s approval and endorsement? On reading their correspondence there 

is little evidence to suggest that Adorno would submit to Benjamin in the 

same way. 

This dynamic aside, Benjamin’s and Adorno’s ideas clearly coincide. 

The concurrence of their ideas with regard to polarization is particularly 

evident with regard to Adorno’s views on ‘nature’ and ‘history’ as outlined 

above, with Wolin citing him as follows: ‘to transcend [aufzuhaben] the 

customary antithesis of nature and history…to push these concepts to a 

point where their pure opposition is transcended’ (Wolin 1994: 166). While 

these are Adorno’s words, this is a remarkably accurate and concise 

description of the process that is necessary for Benjamin’s momentary 

transcendence offered in the context of polar opposition, the process of 

taking opposites to their extreme expression to find their opposite in 

eachother, and ultimately what contains them both. ‘Historical being, in its 

most extreme historical determancy, where it is most historical, is grasped 

as a natural being’ and ‘nature, where it apparently hardens itself most 

thoroughly into nature, is grasped as an historical being’ (ibid.). It is no 
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longer nature vs. history, nor some overlap between the two, instead it is 

nature as history and history as nature. 

 

2.7: Following Benjamin’s Gaze 

Benjamin’s way of looking at things typically defies classification due to 

questions of duality, and in the latter part of his life following his encounter 

with Asja Lacis and his engagement with the work of Brecht, and later 

involvement with the Institute for Social Research, Benjamin himself came 

to be seen as polarized, from the polarized positions of theology and 

Marxism: Scholem excluded Marxism, while as a counter-balance the 

Institute excluded theology. All were uneasy with Benjamin’s co-inclusion, 

except perhaps Adorno. Scholem writes of his first meetings with Adorno: 

‘the good spirit that prevailed in the meetings between Adorno and me was 

due not so much to the cordiality of the reception as to my considerable 

surprise at Adorno’s appreciation of the continuing theological element in 

Benjamin’ (Scholem 1975: 270). In his following words we get a glimpse of 

what was possibly part of the reason for Scholem’s resistance to any 

engagement on Benjamin’s part with Marxism, that same fear of influence 

we saw earlier in Adorno in relation to Brecht. He writes: ‘I had expected a 

Marxist who would insist on the liquidation of what were in my opinion the 

most valuable furnishings in Benjamin’s intellectual household’ (ibid). 

Scholem feared of Benjamin’s Marxist influences what he was guilty of 

himself in his not entertaining this aspect of Benjamin’s thought. Instead he 

encountered, in the case of Adorno, ‘a man who definitely had an open mind 

and even a positive attitude towards these traits, although he viewed them 

from his own dialectical perspective’ (ibid). Adorno allowed the multi-

facets of Benjamin to be, although ‘viewing them from his own dialectical 

persepctive’, while Scholem also eventually found a way to allow for them, 

although he only went so far as to do this in terms of ‘as a result of’ rather 

than ‘foundational to’ Benjamin’s thought. 

Benjamin’s friends, contemporaries and commentators have their gaze 

fixed firmly on Benjamin, which is why they only ‘allow’ for this 

foundational aspect of Benjamin’s thought. However, it is to a thinker that 

barely seems to notice Benjamin yet is clearly standing beside him and 
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looking in precisely the same direction as he is, that we need to turn in order 

to find an unconditional co-incidence with this perspective: this ‘allowing a 

thing to be the standard for what is real’ regardless of the content or context. 

Heidegger, while all but ignoring Benjamin himself, stands beside him and 

looks in precisely the same direction; both thinkers stand ‘face to face with a 

possibility of undergoing an experience with language’ (Heidegger 1982 

:57)9. We will explore this perspective in more depth in Chapter Four in 

terms of the nature of language and translation, and more specifically 

Benjamin’s pure language. Chapter Three will first ground this perspective 

more specifically in language and translation in terms of the kinship of 

languages: the kinship that the interrelation of opposites illustrates and 

which in turn points to something more, same, underlying and in process, 

the process of translation. 

 

 

9 Subsequently referred to as WTL. 
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CHAPTER THREE: KINSHIP 

 

 In the space of dialectics life had arrived.  

 (Dostoyevsky 1991: 630) 

 

We have seen how a problematic view of linguistic diversity leads to a 

singular emphasis on the product of translation, and also how a suspension 

of this singular emphasis allows for a stepping back to a broader 

perspective, one that reveals a potential underlying role of translation, one 

that relies precisely on this linguistic diversity. In this chapter, we will 

examine the nature of the relationship of opposites to one another in more 

detail. This relationship between languages is wherein lies their kinship; not 

what makes them the same (as translation theory would typically strive to 

examine) but instead what underlies and unites them in their difference.  

There are three elements to this: firstly, language as such, source or origin of 

languages in particular; secondly, the relationship of languages in particular 

to this source or origin, language as-such; and thirdly, kinship of languages, 

a kinship apparent through the interrelation of different languages in the 

process of translation; but importantly, in the process of ‘translations that 

are more than transmissions of subject matter’ (TT: 72). This kinship of 

languages that is apparent in their interrelation in turn reflects the essence of 

the original, but in such a way as to reveal what the original in turn points 

behind itself to: language as such, discernible momentarily as pure language 

in the process of translation. 

One language eclipses another in the process of translation, drawing 

attention to that which contains them both. Translation theory assumes a 

problematic notion of difference, retaining a too close and consequently 

blinding focus on this difference, one that leads to polarization. Of course 

translation assumes difference; it must do as its starting point. The initial 

impetus to translate comes from a desire to transfer something from one 

language to another; without difference there would be no such thing as 

translation. Nevertheless, as well as assuming difference between languages 

as a starting point, translation, as its underlying and ultimate goal, also 

points to a common origin and a kinship of languages; a kinship that also 
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reaches beyond this common origin to a common purpose, the 

representation of what ‘they [all languages] want to express’ (ibid: 73). 

Benjamin’s ideas on the kinship of languages in ‘Task of the Translator’ 

emphasise the ‘sameness of difference’ between languages and potentially 

reflect a similar emphasis on cultural kinship. In this context the translator is 

cast in the role of disinterested, or passive facilitator - passive in that they do 

not interpret meaning - while the reader in the target-language is drawn into 

the process of interpretation and translation of the original.  

While truth that can be known through reason is subject to dialectical 

progression, that which is unknowable through reason is not. Instead, the 

dialectical process sheds light on it, momentarily in history, yet infinitely in 

terms of the experience in itself. To focus on the product of synthesis, 

resolution of a problem, transcendence; to focus on the progression of the 

dialectical progression, is to avoid the current question, and to ignore that 

moment that occurs precisely in the process of the dialectical (progression), 

of interaction of opposites. In terms of translation, this moment occurs in the 

process of translation: light is shone, both on the interrelationship of 

different languages (their kinship), and on the relationship of different 

languages to language as such, offering a glimpse of this language as-such 

momentarily and fleetingly as pure language in the process becoming of 

languages that occurs in the process of translation. All too often the focus is 

on the product of translation, the target-text, and this moment is missed.    

 

3.1: Problematic of Difference   

Translation Studies is littered with violent and imperialistic metaphors 

relating to opposition. St Jerome uses the military image of the original 

being marched into the target-language like a prisoner by its conqueror 

(Robinson 1997). Conversely, Brazilian translation theorists use the 

metaphor of cannibalism to stand for the colonizing language being 

devoured and its life force invigorating in a new purified and energized 

form (Vieira 1999). Specifically with regard to power relations between 

languages Michel Foucault (1964: 21) talks of translations that ‘hurl one 

language against another’. It is pointless to distinguish which language is 

being hurled against which in this context, as the violence can go either 
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way. With this kind of a translation, locked in polarity and a problematic 

notion of difference, there is always violence. While it may be useful to 

make such a distinction in the consideration of power relations between 

cultures (reflected in their languages), translation as-such, with all of its 

potential expressions, should not be tarred with the same brush. Benjamin 

(TT: 81) quotes Rudolf Pannwitz as follows: ‘our translations, even the best 

ones, proceed from a wrong premise. They want to turn Hindu, Greek, 

English into German instead of turning German into Hindu, Greek, 

English’. The quotation goes on, and Benjamin was illustrating a different 

point, one that we will come back to later, but it is interesting to note that it 

still remains within the same dichotomy; it simply flips the coin. 

The problematic of difference in translation theory is not just expressed 

in terms violence and imperialism; translation as a humanistic enterprise, 

bridging the gap between peoples, also perceives difference problematically: 

there is a gap to be bridged. What is this gap; what does it contain; where 

did it spring from? Tejaswini Niranjana (1992: 47-8) suggests that such a 

bridging is only necessary, indeed possible, due to the imperialist repression 

of heterogeneity in the first place. Such repression of heterogeneity leads to 

the construction of ‘other’ as something out there, separate, and 

problematically different. It also introduces a culture of dualism, and 

translation studies is characterised by antagonistically opposing positions, 

be it with regard to technique, text, language or culture. Some common 

examples are: source-language vs. target-language, source-text vs. target-

text, adequacy vs. acceptability, source-culture vs. target-culture, literal vs. 

free, word-for-word vs. sense-for-sense, fidelity vs. license, form vs. 

content, letter vs. spirit, the list continues, and the debate has traditionally 

been reconciled in favour of a free approach to translation, and 

concomitantly the target-text, language and culture; as such it could appear 

that the violent and imperialistic metaphors are linked purely to such an 

approach. However, if we look at the opposite extreme, the foreignising 

approaches that become popular with nineteenth century German theorists, 

while difference is not obliterated, it is emphasised, and mainly emphasised 

in opposition to its obliteration. Lawrence Venuti comments:  
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For although German theorists and practitioners bring an increased 
awareness to translation, treating it as a decisive encounter with the 
foreign, they translate to appropriate, enlisting foreign texts in German 
cultural and political agendas. The social functions they assign to their 
work reveal the imperialistic impulse that may well be indissociable 
from translation. 
 (Venuti 2000: 20) 

While his claim is valid in terms of translations within the dichotomy of the 

problematic notion of difference, it is a mistake to infer that translation as-

such is indissociable from the imperialistic impulse. To apply such 

indissociability to translation as-such would be to limit consideration of 

translation to within the dichotomy of the problematic notion of difference.   

It is also to assume that this problematic of difference is essential to the 

theory of translation. This is not the case, as the early Greco-Roman context 

illustrates. We saw in chapter one the problems that arise with familiarity of 

established norms coming to be accepted as ‘natural’. This point is crucial to 

understanding certain unexamined preconceptions at the root of translation 

theory today. A sense-for-sense approach has come to be typically 

associated with favouring the target-text, reader, language and culture, all at 

the expense of the source-text, language and culture, and it is not difficult to 

see how this could come about in a context where ‘sense-for-sense’ has 

become an established and largely unquestioned norm. Although it may 

have originated in a context where it was not at the expense of fidelity and 

regard for the source-culture, this can be, and is, easily overlooked in 

contexts where the application of such a technique is in fact at the expense 

of the source-culture, and the assumption can be, and is, made that the long 

established normativity of this technique justifies this favouring of target-

culture, that it is in fact ‘natural’.   

While translation theory originates with Cicero’s articulation in certain 

terms of an opposition between ‘literal’ and ‘free’, and his favouring of a 

sense-for-sense approach came to be the unquestioned norm in different 

cultural contexts, this does not take account of Cicero’s own 

preconceptions. Possibly the most entrenched unquestioned preconception 

at the root of translation theory is that of the function of translation being 

purely the transferral of meaning. This leads to an automatic judgement of a 

translation based on notions such as equivalence or domestication, in turn 
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bringing the focus on to the target-text: whether it is loyal to the original or 

not, or whether it reads in the target-text as though it had originated there. It 

is clear how this primary unquestioned preconception with regard to the 

function of translation leads to a similar preconception as to the primacy of 

target-text over source-text, and by extension, as we have seen, the 

unquestioned acceptance of a sense-for-sense approach to the practice of 

translation. In fact, the dichotomous nature of translation theory, while 

appearing to originate with Cicero’s first articulation of opposing 

approaches to the practice of translation, can be traced to a deeper question; 

that of the ‘why’ of translation. While Cicero also made a distinction 

between two functions of translation: interpretation and oration, both of 

these fall under the category of the transferral of meaning from one 

language to another. As such, his articulation of opposing approaches was 

within the context of this one function. 

 Ultimately what Benjamin does is to shift the focus of the function of 

translation away from a singular emphasis on and duty to transferral of 

meaning from one language to another, with its concomitant taking of sides: 

‘literal’ or ‘free’, source-text, language, culture or target-text, language, 

culture, etc., and allows for the co-existence of another function of 

translation, that of the expression of, albeit momentarily, ‘the reciprocal 

relationship between languages’ (TT: 73). Specifically in relation to the 

polarisation that arises out of the problematic notion of difference in 

translation theory manifesting in the debate between fidelity and license, 

Benjamin (ibid: 78) notes that: ‘these ideas seem to be no longer serviceable 

to a theory that looks for other things in a translation than reproduction of 

meaning. To be sure, traditional usage makes these terms appear as if in 

constant conflict with each other.’ With this he explicitly refers to the 

existence of another function of translation besides that of the transferral of 

meaning. He also makes reference to the conflictual polarisation that is 

characteristic of the literal vs. free debate in translation theory, a 

polarization that arises from the problematic notion of difference that in turn 

arises when the focus is exclusively on one function of translation, that of 

the transferral of meaning between languages. 
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Benjamin’s theory could have remained within a dichotomy in terms of 

functions of translation: transferral of meaning vs. momentary revelation of 

the central reciprocal relationship between languages, adding just another 

facet to the dichotomous nature of translation theory. He does not do this. 

Instead both functions remain central to his theory, symbiotic and 

intertwined, the function of transferral of meaning being essential as the 

initial impetus for translation, as is in turn the heterogeneity of languages 

essential as initial impetus for the drive to transferral of meaning from one 

language to another. When Benjamin sheds light on this original 

unquestioned assumption, he also reveals the preconceptions that 

subsequently arise from it, and this in turn neutralises any debates that have 

developed around these preconceptions, including the literal vs. free debate. 

 

3.2: Difference De-problematised 

It is not necessary to obliterate or emphasise difference to shift focus onto 

kinship: languages, like everything else, exist within a ‘play of difference’. 

The fact of the possibility of translation points to kinship of languages; the 

process of translation reveals their kinship, but at the moment of translation, 

in the process of translation, and not definitively. Benjamin makes a number 

of references to the processual nature of translation, for example:  

Translation is so far removed from being the sterile equation of two 
dead languages that of all literary forms it is the one charged with the 
special mission of watching over the maturing process of the original 
language and the birth pangs of its own. 

  (TT: 74)   

Of course there is more on this, but what is important in this context is the 

implication of continuity of action. Translation is not suggested to be 

something that is carried out once and for all – definitive; instead its role is 

‘watching over’, and what it watches over is ‘the maturing process’. Neither 

of these expressions implies finality or definitiveness. Benjamin builds on 

this subtly implied premise with regard to the role of translation as follows:  

This, to be sure, is to admit that all translation is only a somewhat 
provisional way of coming to terms with the foreignness of languages. 
An instant and final rather than a temporary and provisional solution of 
this foreignness remains out of the reach of mankind: at any rate, it 
eludes any direct attempt ... in translation the original rises into a higher 
and purer linguistic air, as it were. It cannot live there permanently, to 
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be sure, and it certainly does not reach it in its entirety. Yet, in a 
singularly impressive manner, at least it points the way to this region: 
the predestined, hitherto inaccessible realm of reconciliation and 
fulfilment of languages.  

 (ibid: 75) 

Kinship of languages is discernible fleetingly in process. This is not to say 

that it is fleeting, only that a view of it is both contingent and fleeting. The 

window to it is opened fleetingly, and this occurs in the process of 

translation.    

Terry Eagleton (1977) offers a useful and interesting model within 

which to consider this process. He talks of replacing the opposition of the 

source-text and target-text with the notion of intertextuality. He writes: ‘it 

may be then, that translation from one language into another may lay bare 

for us something of the very productive mechanisms of textuality itself – 

may figure as some kind of model or paradigm of the very secret of writing’ 

(Eagleton 1977: 73). Eagleton is also articulating the fact of the possibility 

of translation pointing to an ‘in-betweeness’ that momentarily lays bare 

something that is ineffable due to its originary nature. In terms of the 

process of translation he continues: ‘it is perhaps only the literal translator 

who knows most keenly the psychic cost and enthrallment which all writing 

involves’ (ibid: 73), suggesting both the method of translation to be 

employed in order to reveal the ‘secret of writing’, as well as the transitory 

nature of the experience for the translator. Eagleton’s ideas on translation in 

terms of intertextuality are interesting, both in terms of the nature of kinship 

of languages as revealed momentarily due to the fact of, or in the process of 

translation, and also in terms of the literal vs. free debate. On the one hand, 

the intertextuality model allows for free translation, having freed the 

translator from any duty of care to any fixed ‘truth’ of the original, while on 

the other hand, the ‘laying bare of the very mechanisms of textuality itself’ 

(ibid.) that occurs in translation from one language to another, is only 

available to the literal translator. So literality, the impetus for it, in this 

context at least, moves from being due to fidelity to a source-text, to being 

incited by the promise of a glimpse of: ‘the very secret of writing’ in 

Eagleton’s terms, pure language in Benjaminian terms. 
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Neither Benjamin’s pure language of translation nor Eagleton’s ‘secret 

of writing’ have anything to do with the ‘perfect translation’ that Paul 

Ricoeur (2006) suggests Benjamin aspires to in ‘Task of the Translator’. In 

fact Benjamin’s pure language of translation is more akin to the ‘language 

being one’ that Richard Kearney (2006: xiii) talks about in his introduction 

to Ricoeur’s On Translation. This oneness is reflected fleetingly as pure 

language, translation reveals it, lays it bare, and it holds the secret, the 

ineffable secret of language and writing. Ricoeur (2006: 8) 1 talks about 

‘giving up the ideal of a perfect translation’. He writes of taking on ‘the two 

supposedly conflicting tasks of “bringing the author to the reader” and 

“bringing the reader to the author”. In brief, the courage to take on the well-

known problem of faithfulness and betrayal: vow/suspicion’ (ibid.). Ricoeur 

is talking about side-stepping, or transcending, the dichotomy of translation, 

suggesting that the ‘ideal of a perfect translation’ is somehow complicit in 

the problem. It is. With the ideal of a perfect translation there is a fixing, a 

defining, a killing, rather than a phenomenological ‘permitting things to be 

the standard for what is real’ (Heidegger 2001:168). Ricoeur (OT: 9) talks 

about reaching ‘an acceptance of the impassable difference of the peculiar 

and the foreign’. Benjamin and Ricoeur are clearly in agreement, a fact that 

will be developed in chapter five in terms of the practice of translation, 

however Ricoeur’s assumption that Benjamin’s theory aims to re-capture 

universality is erroneous; in fact, even the suggestion that universality ever 

was captive is. Benjamin’s theory points to universality, both through 

translation and momentarily and it is wrong to assume that it aims for any 

kind of capture of, or indeed re-capture of universality. In answer to 

Ricoeur’s (ibid.) suggestion of Benjamin’s ‘desire for perfect translation’, 

Benjamin’s desire is not for perfection of translation, instead it is for 

whatever mode of translation best reveals, momentarily, the perfection there 

is, universality, as pure language in the process of translation.   

Benjamin is not motivated by a drive to ‘equivalence’, ‘adequacy’, or 

even ‘fidelity’ to either ‘sense’ or ‘foreignness’ of the original. He is quite 

explicit about this when he writes: 

1 Subsequently referred to as OT. 
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With this attempt at an explication our study appears to rejoin, 
after futile detours, the traditional theory of translation.  If the 
kinship of languages is to be demonstrated by translations, how 
else can this be done but by conveying the form and meaning of 
the original as accurately as possible?  To be sure, that theory 
would be hard put to define the nature of this accuracy and 
therefore could shed no light on what is important in a translation.  

 (TT: 77) 

A perfect translation in terms of adequacy, equivalence etc., would not only 

‘hide the light of the original’, but do so in such a way as to ignore the 

original entirely. A target-text reader reading a translated text as though it 

had been written in the target-language might as well be reading a new 

original: the fact of translation is not evident. Even if this perfect translation 

could be shown to be completely faithful to the meaning, including all 

potential interpretations of that meaning, the fact of its translation is hidden, 

and with it the momentary view of ‘pure language’. 

A literal translation, on the other hand, draws the target-text reader into 

the process; the fact of the text’s translation cannot be ignored, and if the 

reader is not blinded by an unexamined expectation of a ‘perfect 

translation’, they glimpse, albeit momentarily, the window to the ineffable, 

the universal, origin. So while it is clearly not difference that is the problem, 

nor is it universality, nor even the search for universality. If there is a 

problem associated with universality it would be the attempt at capturing it. 

This is referred to in the myth of the Tower of Babel. In trying to ‘make us a 

name’ (KJB: 11), man was not talking about fame, but instead about 

naming, the language of naming, which can be applied to all things, but not 

to man. The Tower is an analogy for the attempt at capturing the 

universality of man, which is doomed, as would the perfect translation, to 

eclipse any view of this universality. Hence, the heterogeneity of languages 

ensures that the view to universality remains open in the process of 

translation: one language momentarily eclipsing another and revealing what 

contains them both.2 

2 The root of the problematic notion of difference precedes its conception in translation 
theory with Cicero. It is apparent in the common interpretation of the resultant linguistic 
diversity of Babel as the punishment of a vengeful God, and so necessarily problematic. 
Questioning of this primary unquestioned preconception opens to a broader perspective.  
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What does this mean in practice? If the view to ‘pure language’ is 

momentary and in the process of translation, the translator would then need 

to provide an opportunity for the reader in the target-language to ‘sit on his 

shoulder’ as he or she translates, to draw the reader in the target-language 

into the process of translation. This can be done through a highly annotated, 

word-for (or perhaps after)-word, or even as Benjamin suggests, an 

interlinear translation. A translation should do no more than offer a 

blueprint or outline to any number of readers in the target-language to 

translate the original themselves in the act of their reading. The translator 

thus disinterestedly facilitates translation, the target-language reader being 

in turn cast in the role of translator. Ultimately, either side of the coin within 

the terms of reference of the traditional debate: foreignizing vs. 

domesticating, literal vs. free etc. doesn’t matter much with this kind of 

translation, the kind of translation that is concerned with more than the 

‘reproduction of meaning’.  

Benjamin uses the analogy of life to describe this moreness, suggesting 

that:  

All manifestations of life, including their very purposiveness, in the 
final analysis have their end not in life, but in the expression of its 
nature, in the representation of its significance. Translation thus 
ultimately serves the purpose of expressing the central reciprocal 
relationship between languages. 

  (TT: 73) 

Translation represents the significance of the original through the expression 

of the central reciprocal relationship between languages, their kinship and 

this is in turn only apparent through the fact of the difference between 

languages, the interrelation between which is highlighted in the process of 

translation. So the significance of the original is represented in the process 

of translation, that is, the truth content or essence of the original, but in such 

a way that this ‘essence’ is seen to point behind and beyond itself to what it 

in turn reflects: language as-such, source or origin.  

The role of the translator is to facilitate the representation of this 

relationship, so that it can be re-experienced any number of times and in any 

number of ways by readers in the target-language, regardless of their 

individual or collective subjectivity or, indeed, the cultural context. 
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Benjamin (ibid.) continues: ‘it cannot possibly reveal or establish this 

hidden relationship itself; but it can represent it by realizing it in embryonic 

or intensive form.’ It can only be experienced fleetingly, in process, the 

process of translation. Avoiding cultural misrepresentation, thus, is not even 

a goal of this kind of translation. Cultural context is created in the act of 

reading, and is re-created with each new reading. If the source-text is 

translated anew with each reading of the translation (blueprint or outline), it 

must depend on the nature of the subjectivity of the individual reader in the 

target-language as to how the source-text, language, culture is construed. 

Importantly, the complicity of translation as-such in cultural 

misrepresentation, ‘the imperial impulse’, when we find it, is revealed for 

what it is: as belonging to human subjectivity and not as innate in translation 

as-such. 

This kind of translation would, by necessity, be extremely and purely 

literal and word-for-word and it would be easy enough, given the 

pervasiveness of the pattern of antagonistic opposition in translation theory, 

to assume such an approach to take up a foreignizing position in opposition 

to a domesticating one in the continuing debate. This would be a mistake. 

Form over content in the context of translation theory does not prioritise 

form as-such; so long as transferral of meaning remains the central and sole 

function of or reason for the translation, form will only be prioritised in the 

best interests of content, specifically reproduction thereof in the target-text.  

Form is not prioritised for the sake of form itself, the word is not adhered to 

for the sake of the word itself in word-for-word or foreignizing strategies, 

instead, it is adhered to with a particular transferral of meaning in mind.  

Benjamin’s word-for-word, and seemingly form oriented strategy is for the 

sake of the word, purely, the form, with a suspension of projected or ideal 

outcome, totally; it is such an approach that can by-pass translator 

subjectivity in such a way as to allow the word and the form to be the 

standard for what they are, and pure language shines forth, momentarily, 

dynamically. 

We need to differentiate thus between foreignizing and word-for-word 

approaches. Word-for-word translation is often used as a part of a 

foreignizing strategy, but is not in itself foreignizing. Foreignizing strategies 
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are, as are domesticating ones, loaded with socio-cultural and political 

power struggles and the subjectivity that comes with such an approach far 

surpasses that of an individual translator. Benjamin’s theory is different. He 

states that: ‘if the sentence is the wall before the language of the original, 

literalness is the arcade’ (ibid: 79). He sees the word, the smallest 

intelligible unit of text, as both the gateway to the language of the original, 

and the window to extra-linguistic meaning. Benjamin’s intention has 

nothing to do with traditional dichotomous translation theory debates. In 

fact Benjamin’s approach has both everything and nothing to do with 

opposites; literal translation as literal translation ‘through and through’, as 

literal pushed so far that it is no longer in competition with free, is at rest 

with free, is coextensive with free. It is at this point in the interrelation of 

opposites that kinship of languages points to where ‘the totality of their 

intentions supplementing each other: pure language’ (ibid: 74) is 

discernible.   

With regard to practical potential for Benjamin’s theory a quotation 

from Alain’s Propos de Littérature encapsulates, or at least points to, such a 

potential. He writes:  

J’ai cette idée qu’on peut toujours traduire un poète, anglais, latin 
ou grec, exactement mot pour mot, sans rien ajouter, et en 
conservant même l’ordre, tant qu’enfin on trouvera le mètre et 
même la rime.  J’ai rarement poussé l’essai jusque là; il y faut du 
temps, je dis des mois et une rare patience.  On arrive d’abord à une 
sorte de mosaïque barbare; les morceaux sont mal joints; le ciment 
les assemble, mais ne les accorde point.  Il reste la force, l’éclat, 
une violence même, et plus sans doute qu’il faudrait. C’est plus 
anglais que l’anglais, plus grec que le grec, plus latin que le latin 
[...]  
 (Alain 1954: 56-57)3 

 

This moreness is demonstrated by Benjamin’s kinship of languages, in turn 

expressed in the process of translation. It is rare, however, for such an 

3 I have this idea that one can always translate a poet, English, Latin, or Greek, exactly 
word for word, without adding anything, and even keeping the word order, to the extent 
that one finally finds the meter and even the rhyme.  I have rarely pushed the experiment 
that far; it requires time, I mean months, and a rare patience. One arrives first at a sort of 
barbaric mosaic; the pieces fit together badly; the cement assembles them, but lends them 
nothing. The strength remains, the brilliance, a violence even, and more than necessary 
without doubt. It’s more English than the English, more Greek than the Greek, more Latin 
than the Latin [...] My trans. 
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approach to be taken to the necessary point. To refer back to the rest of 

Benjamin’s quotation of Pannwitz, and perhaps the point he was actually 

making: ‘the basic error of the translator is that he preserves the state in 

which his own language happens to be instead of allowing his language to 

be powerfully affected by the foreign tongue’ (TT: 81). Translations, even 

literal ones, tend to hold back to some degree, not allowing the source-

language free reign over the target-language. As long as there is this holding 

back, the process of translation is happening within the dichotomy of power 

relations between languages. The translator as facilitator lets go of such an 

active role, and rather than, as Pannwitz concludes, ‘expanding and 

deepening [their] language by means of the foreign language’ (ibid.), they 

passively allow the expansion and deepening of their own language by 

means of the foreign language as they disinterestedly represent the central 

reciprocal relationship between languages, their kinship, pointing in turn to 

language as such, ‘language as one’ as pure language.  

 

3.3: Blind First-Step 

We have seen in chapter two in relation to Henri Bergson, how a singular 

motive for translation, that of the transferral of meaning from one language 

to another to the exclusion of its underlying role of the revelation of source 

or origin as pure language through the demonstration of linguistic kinship in 

the process of translation, leads to the overlooking of the crucial moment in 

translation, that of the initial translation. However, it is not just within 

translation theory that this blind initial step in translation is assumed to be 

taken. Using the analogy of translation, but in the context of metaphysics, 

Henri Bergson suggests that: 

All the translations of a poem in all possible languages may add nuance 
to nuance, and by a kind of mutual retouching, by correcting one 
another, may give an increasingly faithful picture of the poem they 
translate, yet they will never give the inner meaning of the original.  

 (ITM: 189) 

This is true with regard to all translations that strive for equivalence, whose 

focus is on transferral of ‘the meaning of’ rather than pointing to the original 

itself. Translations with such a focus make the essential nature of the 

original secondary to the words that hold/veil it, and paradoxically do this 
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through lack of attention to these very words. A sense-for-sense translation 

confuses a translator’s subjective ‘sense’ of the original with the essence of 

the original, and in by-passing the individual words of the original in an 

attempt to re-create this sense in the target-language, distances itself from 

the original and its essence.   

Bergson overlooks this essential moment in the process of translation. 

He begins with giving ‘the translation of the line, then comment[s] on [his] 

translation, then [he] shall develop [his] commentary, and from explanation 

to explanation [he] shall get closer to what [he wishes] to express’; but [he] 

shall never quite reach it’ (ibid.). There are three important things revealed 

in this statement. Firstly, as already pointed out in chapter two, he blindly 

crosses the bridge from original to translation in a ‘translation of the line’ 

without paying due attention to that process itself. Any attention to refining 

meaning, or accessing ‘the inner meaning of the original’ comes after this 

initial step has been taken, and occurs exclusively on the other side of the 

bridge, within the confines and the structure of the target-language. What 

lies in-between, what contains both languages: language as-such, pointed to 

by the fact of their kinship, and discernible fleetingly as pure language in 

the process of translation, the expression of which is the underlying goal of 

translation, is overlooked. Secondly, in referring to a ‘translation of the 

line’, Bergson reveals that his attention is not on the individual words, the 

smallest intelligible units of text, but instead on the unit of ‘meaning’ 

contained in a line of text. There is no allusion to this fact, suggesting not 

just subjectivity on behalf of the translator, but unconscious subjectivity; to 

translate based on a sentence rather than individual words necessarily 

involves subjective interpretation by the translator, and to ignore this fact 

makes such subjectivity unconscious. Thirdly, Bergson’s ‘explanation after 

explanation’ bring him ever closer, but without ever reaching, what he, the 

translator, wishes to express. The process described here does not just 

involve unconscious subjectivity on the part of the translator in the process 

of representing the original in the target-language, it actually involves the 

translator replacing the original as the source of meaning. The aim is to 

represent ‘what [he] wishes to express’, he being the translator, not the 

original author, and certainly not the original itself.   
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It is unlikely that Bergson would disagree, as the point he is making is 

that translation is akin to analysis, analysis considered within the duality of 

intuition and analysis, intuition being an effort of imagination giving rise to 

‘the sympathy by which one is transported into the interior of an object in 

order to coincide with what there is unique and consequently inexpressible 

in it’ (ibid: 190). We have already agreed with him on this point, but only in 

terms of translation that is bound by the assumption of a singular function, 

that of the transferral from one language to another. By ignoring what 

occurs in the process of the initial stage of translation, and by focusing on 

the sentence rather than the word (arguably focusing on the sense rather 

than the word), and by making the goal the representation of what the 

translator is trying to express, Bergson only considers translation within this 

function. To be fair, Bergson is not alone in this relegation of translation to 

the position of translators’ tool in the transferral of meaning between 

languages, to the exclusion of its deeper underlying role: the release of pure 

language, revealed through the expression of linguistic kinship in the 

process of translation. Within the confines of this relegation, the essence of 

the original remains inaccessible outside of the language of the original.   

In order for the essence of the original to be accessible in or through the 

target-language, it is essential to go back to the moment before the initial 

‘translation of the line’ and pay attention to the process that occurs there and 

then. In other words, it is essential to initially inhibit translation. 4  This 

allows for the translator to provide a blueprint (or outline) for readers in the 

target language to translate the original themselves in the act of their 

reading, both allowing them access to the original and its essence, and at the 

same time revealing the interrelation of languages; not what makes them the 

same, but what unites them - their kinship, which is only apparent precisely 

because of their difference. In this way language as-such as pure language 

of translation, which is ‘under the spell of the original’ (TT: 80), can be 

‘released’ in the target language, momentarily and fleetingly: ‘in translation 

the original rises into a higher and purer linguistic air’ (ibid: 75), in 

4 This process of inhibiting translation will be developed in more detail in chapters four and  
five, for now it is important in terms of the reader in the target-language having an active 
role in the translation of the original in the reading of its translation. 
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translation, the process of translation, and not definitively: ‘it cannot live 

there permanently [(in that ‘higher and purer linguistic air’)], to be sure, and 

it certainly does not reach it in its entirety. Yet, in a singularly impressive 

manner, at least it points the way to this region’ (ibid: 76). 

Translation of subject matter or content of a text with the sole aim of 

transferring it into a target language omits what is essential to the original, 

and just as analysis of an object can do no more than represent it in terms of 

‘what it has in common with others and what does not belong properly to it’ 

(ITM: 188/189), no amount of fine tuning will bring either translator or 

target-text reader any closer to the essence of the original. However, 

attention to the moment of transfer of meaning out of one language can 

reveal, not just the essence of the original, but also what that essence itself 

reflects: something deeper and more underlying - language as-such.  

With translation, it is the process of translation that gives access to the 

original: both the essence of it, and the absolute that that essence reflects; 

and more so than a reading of the text in the original language, which does 

not necessarily, as the process of translation does, reveal the 

representational or reflective aspect of the essence of the original. 

Ultimately an original text draws the reader to itself and its own essence. 

Only in translation does it take on the role of signpost, both repelling the 

reader in its imperfection and gesturing beyond itself to language as such.  

 

3.4: Stepping back 

We can allude to something else, something other than dialectical 

progression for the sake of progression, something other than analysis, but 

how can it be anything other than an opposing method, that of intuition, and 

so, a la Bergson, and indeed Goethe, only giving a view from the inside to 

the exclusion of one from the outside? The answer is that the allusion is to 

something other than intuition plain and simple. From innocence to 

experience and back with awareness, but an awareness that contains an 

element of experience, and one with which pure innocence is simply no 

longer a possibility. From intuition to analysis and back, but just as 

perception according to the terms of pure intuition will no longer be valid, 

nor will perception according to the terms of pure analysis be valid. It is no 
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longer an either/or, nor is it a compromise between the two, instead, an 

essentially different perspective opens up in the engagement with the 

dynamic and fluid tension, one that in its nature remains the same, but by 

that very nature is fleeting and indefinite. But crucially, one that steps back, 

to not only allow for the inclusion of both opposites, but to know both 

opposites both as, and to be, essential to the experience in its authenticity. 

Agamben addresses this stepping back in terms of the work of art in 

‘The Original Structure of the Work of Art’. He quotes Hölderlin as follows: 

‘everything is rhythm, the entire destiny of man is one heavenly rhythm, just 

as every work of art is one rhythm, and everything swings from the 

polarising lips of the God’ (Agamben 1999e: 94). Trying to define in terms 

of one or other pole is pointless; even to define in terms of a resolution of 

poles as anything definitive is destined to attract its own opposite. Of the 

experience of ‘now time’ in contemplation of a work of art, Agamben 

suggests that we are ‘as though held, arrested before something, but this 

being arrested is also a being-outside, an ek-stasis in a more original 

dimension’ (ibid: 99). The contemplation of a work of art nudges the 

perceiver back to an essentially different point of perspective, a ‘more 

original dimension’. It is this same ‘being-outside’ that Benjamin applies, 

not only to his translation theory, but also to his thought in general; he 

seems to experience this ek-stasis in relation to more than the work of art. 

From the outside, both source or origin, language as-such as pure language, 

as well as kinship of opposites is discernible, and so the pointlessness of 

identification with either pole, poles which are only what they are (or seem 

to be), through not being their opposite, their opposite being the other end of 

the scale of the criterion for their own existence.  

Agamben expands this point in terms of the concept of time, and in 

particular our own place in relation to reality. He writes:  

By opening man to his authentic temporal dimension, the work of art 
also opens for him the space of his belonging to the world, only within 
which he can take the original measure of his dwelling in earth and find 
again his present truth in the unstoppable flow of linear time. 

 (ibid: 101)  

The work of art ‘allows man to attain his original status in history and time 

in his encounter with it’ (ibid.); the work of art, in ‘keeping silence, in 
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leaving being’s essence be’ resonates with the seal of origin in us. When 

considering Benjamin, we need to take a step beyond the perception of the 

work of art to the perception of all that there is, while retaining our ‘original 

status in history and time’ which we cannot help but attain in our encounter 

with the work of art. ‘Art is the gift of man’s original space, [...] to interrupt 

the homogeneity of profane time and, re-actualising the original mythic 

time, to allow him to become again the contemporary of the Gods’ (ibid.). 

And ‘so long as he is prisoner of an aesthetic perspective, the essence of art 

remains closed to him’ (ibid: 102). Similarly, as long as we are a prisoner of 

a particular perspective to the exclusion of its opposite, the essence of the 

idea: truth, remains closed to us. So long as a translator is a prisoner to the 

need to produce an aesthetically domesticated text, the essence of the 

original remains closed to him or her, and entirely absent from the product 

of translation, the finished translation or target-text. 

This third perspective we are talking about, access to it at least, is 

initially about an attitude rather than an approach. It involves, of course, the 

relationship between the particular thing and the thing as-such, as well as 

the part played in the process of its perception by the perceiver. There is 

another element to consider, that of the role of artist in terms of the work of 

art, and the translator in terms of a target-text. In terms of the work of art, 

the process starts with the artist placing the thing in a particular relation. 

Let’s take an extreme example as illustration: a toilet in an art gallery for 

example. No one will mistake the ‘Ladies’ or ‘Gents’ convenience for a 

work of art, however, if a toilet is placed on a pedestal as an exhibit, the fact 

that it is placed there as a ‘work of art’ brings about a halt in automatic 

assumptions about the thing in question, a suspension of ‘natural attitude’ in 

relation to it, in this case a toilet.  

Arthur C. Danto talks about this in relation to the elusiveness of the 

definition of art. With regard to Andy Warhol’s Brillo boxes he notes that 

‘since any definition of art must compass the Brillo boxes, it is plain that no 

such definition can be based upon an examination of artworks’ (Danto 1981: 

vii), so diverting attention away from where we would naturally look to 

define a thing, at its instance of manifestation in the world, rather than at the 

process of its becoming. The definition of art is elusive; art as-such defies 
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definition, as does language as-such, as does translation as-such, as does as-

suchness. But, having accepted this impossibility of definition, as with 

language and translation as-such, we are now free to be present to art as-

such, language as-such, translation as-such at its moment of discernment in 

the process of becoming of an art work, language, translation manifest. This 

revelation is no more to be found in the examination of the work of art than 

it is to be found in a finished product of the process of translation (a target-

text). Instead, as with the significance of the original text inhering in its 

relation to source or origin, language as-such; and discernible in the process 

of its translation, the significance of the work of art inheres in its relation to 

art as-such.  

However, art is not endowed with inherent functionality as is language, 

or with the diversity that instigates the need for translation, the process 

which highlights the very relation, and so significance of the text. Instead, 

the artist, by placing the thing in this relation, opens the possibility of 

inspiring an attitude (or indeed suspending one) in the perceiver, and the 

thing responds in that moment, as a work of art, drawing the attention of the 

perceiver, not only to its own essence as a work of art, but also to its own 

relation to art as-such and by extension, what it points behind itself to: art as 

such.  

Similarly, the translator places the reader in the target-language in 

relation to the original text through its translation in such a way that the 

original text responds in that moment to draw the attention of the target-text 

reader, not just to its own essence, but also its relation to language as-such, 

and by extension what it points behind itself to: language as such. This is 

not achieved through a sense-for-sense approach that produces a translation 

that reads as though it had originated in the target-language, as such hiding 

the original; instead, it is by placing the original text in a particular relation 

to the target-language reader, one that, like the toilet on the pedestal in the 

art gallery, jars the perceiver out of preconceived notions of what a toilet 

‘is’, jars the reader out of preconceptions and assumptions about the text, 

and obliges them to ‘look’ in a different way, to pay attention to what the 

translation points to: the original itself, and what it in turn reflects, or 
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beckons the reader/translator in the target-language to look beyond it to: 

language as-such.  

A translation that points back to the original is one that puts the reader 

in the target-language in relation to the original, in the same 

relation/position as an artist does a beholder to a work of art, in such a way 

as to allow perception of the jetztime, dialectics at a standstill, the essence of 

the particular original in the case of a translation, the essence of the 

particular work of art in the case of the work of art.  Such a positioning also 

opens the view to beyond the particular, to language as such and art as such; 

both the translation and the work of art beckon in their own direction, facing 

the reader or beholder and then, attention gained, enticing them to look 

beyond them to what they are ultimately a reflection of themselves, 

language as-such in the case of the translation, and art as-such in the case of 

the work of art.   

The essence of a work of art is not innate in the artwork; instead it is 

connected to it in how it stands, both in relation to art as-such, and in 

relation to the beholder. The artist places the object in a particular relation to 

art as-such, and the object, in such relation, invites the beholder to behold, 

and at the moment of beholding, points back behind itself to what it is 

reflecting in that position of relatedness, to art as-such. In terms of 

translation, a free translation aims to bring the reader in the target-language 

closer to the original, and it may in fact bring them closer to a similar 

experience to that of the original, however, with that first translation, as 

illustrated by Bergson, the free translation obscures the view of the original, 

removes the original in fact and places something else in front of the 

perceiver/target-language reader: an imposter, a copy. 

Vincent Van Gogh interestingly brings the two different contexts of the 

work of art and of translation together in practice. Specifically in terms of 

his copy of Jean-Francois Millet’s ‘Shearing Sheep’, in a letter to his brother 

Theo, he talks of ‘translating the black and white impressions into another 

language – that of colour’ (Van Gogh 1889). This is an interesting example, 

albeit a visual one, of the process of translation involving more than the 

‘initial translator’ in the process, bringing the reader in the target-language  

into the process of translation, obliging their complicity in the act or process  
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(Millet, J.F. 1852-53, Shearing Sheep) 

of translation. Van Gogh talks about a first step, a rendering of the black and 

white impressions from the original. This does not involve interpretation, 
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(Van Gogh, V. 1889, Sheap Shearers after Millet) 

subjective or other, on the part of the artist; instead it provides a ‘motif’ and 

‘outline’ within which the artist can then translate these impressions into the 

‘language of colour’. Just as a word-for-word translation provides an 

outline, or a blueprint within which the reader in the target-language can 
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subjectively interpret and translate, in that process glimpsing, not only the 

original and its essence, but also what that essence, in turn, reflects.  

As we saw above, art is neither endowed with inherent functionality nor 

diversity of ‘language’ as is the context of language and interlingual 

translation. In ‘the rendering of the black and white impressions from the 

original’, out of the one source, Van Gogh creates diversity, two artistic 

languages: one of black and white and one of colour. In his translation into 

the ‘language of colour’ he does not ‘hide the light of the original’, it is 

quite clear that he has created a translation, and not a copy or imposter.   

Attention is drawn to its translation by giving it a new title. What Millet 

entitled ‘Shearing Sheep’, with an obvious focus on the action being carried 

out in the painting, Van Gogh entitles ‘Sheep Shearers’, with the emphasis 

on the people. This is important, not for any reason specifically to do with 

‘sheep shearers’ or the act of ‘sheep shearing’, but rather for the fact that it 

draws attention to the fact of the translation. In seeing the translation side-

by-side with the original, it clearly points to the original, and not just to the 

original but something about the original, its ‘sourceness’ of the translation: 

‘just as manifestations of life are intimately connected with the phenomenon 

of life without being of importance to it, a translation issues from the 

original’ (TT: 72), and to the fact of the existence within this source of those 

very same two languages: ‘black and white’ and colour, and that this 

original itself is also a particularity of source or origin as-such. 

Van Gogh’s translation neither pretends to be the original, nor even to 

represent the essence of the original; instead, it points to what the essence of 

Millet’s original in turn reflects, or points behind itself to: specifically the 

sheep shearer as-such, in the process of sheep sheering; and more generally, 

art as-such in the process of its translation. Van Gogh’s translation, while it 

draws attention to the original, does not stop there, it points beyond the 

original to its relation to art as-such, and by extension art as-such.    

 

3.7: Words - Signposts or Imposters 

It is not just in relation to an original text in translation that essence is 

elusive: the way into, or access to, the essence of a city is as elusive as the 

way into an original text for a reader in the target-language. It is not through 
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the obvious points of access: airports, train stations. These lead to the outer 

wall that surrounds the city, like a metaphorical medieval city wall, but one 

that fits over the individual details of the city like a transparent glove. 

Circling this wall on the outside, the city can be seen, analysed closely in its 

individual details even, but not essentially. This comes elusively and 

randomly. All that can be done is to place oneself in relation and hope for 

the city to call forth the attitude of contemplation necessary for an 

experience of its essence.  

Bergson also uses this analogy, but in terms of images of the city as 

opposed to first-hand experience. He shows how no amount of images in 

any amount of juxtapositions can create the circumstances for having an 

intuition of the place, in this case Paris, unless an intuition had already been 

had. He also makes the comparison with translation. While he is right about 

the images in relation to their beholder, he again makes assumptions about 

translation. Translation is a different category, a unique category that, by its 

nature, juxtaposes opposition (different languages), creating the context, not 

just for a view of the essence of the original through a different language or 

medium, but also for the fleeting glimpse of language as-such as pure 

language of translation. 

Bergson in fact argues something similar as a way to gain essential 

experience of the city. He writes that ‘many different images, taken from 

quite different orders of things, will be able, through the convergence of 

their action, to direct the consciousness to the precise point where there is a 

certain intuition to seize on’ (ITM: 195). He is equating images to signposts 

rather than copies or imposters in this context, and he continues: ‘by 

choosing images as dissimilar as possible, any one of them will be 

prevented from usurping the place of the intuition it is instructed to call 

forth, since it would then be driven out immediately by its rivals’ (ibid.), 

echoing the role of diversity in illustrating kinship, which in turn points to a 

common source or origin. Images must point to the thing, and not emulate 

it, just as a translation must point back to the original, and not emulate it; 

that is, if an intuition of the original, or a fleeting perception of language as-

such as pure language of translation is to be attained.  
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Bergson is useful as an illustration of a model within philosophy that 

reflects the model in translation that is being suggested here. An opposition 

is set up between empiricism and rationalism that reveals the thing as-such 

through philosophical intuition, in the same way that Benjamin’s pure 

language is revealed in the demonstration of kinship that occurs in the 

interaction of different languages that occurs in the process of translation, 

originating of course with the opposition that exists between two different 

languages, and two different approaches to the transferral of meaning from 

one language and into another. Bergson’s analogy of the city is useful: just 

as any picture, or group of pictures (or indeed representations) however 

perfect, will not provide an intuition of the city itself, nor will any 

translation, or indeed group of translations/drafts, or indeed even a perfect 

translation, give ‘the inner meaning of the original’; that is to say, 

translations that aim to transfer meaning from one language to another. A 

literal translation without this singular aim is different. Instead of attempting 

to re-create the original in a different language and pretending to be the 

original, it acts as a signpost to the original itself, and brings the reader in 

the target-language, not to the source-text author, which is as far as 

Schleiermacher would go with his theory of alienation and naturalisation, 

but to the source-text itself, and in such a way as to highlight its relation to 

language as-such, and by extension reveal, fleetingly and momentarily, 

source or origin, language as-such as pure language, pure language of 

translation in the process of translation. 

To go back to the analogy of the city and its representation, a literal 

translation acts more along the lines of details of how to find the city’s 

landmarks, rather than as pictures of them. To take a picture, sketch a 

landmark is also an interpretation, however, the intention behind the 

description changes its quality. If the description is for the purpose of 

showing how to find the landmark it is less likely to contain value 

judgements. The cathedral is large and stands on the left bank or the river 

are both representational and relativistic statements. They do not say how 

large it is, nor do they describe the location of the cathedral itself, only 

where it may be found in relation to the river. The river itself is not 

described; just the fact of its existence is pointed to. The statement points to 
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the ‘original’ in question here, the cathedral; it points to the place where the 

‘intuition can be seized upon’. A photographic image, on the other hand, 

does not point to the original, to the place where an intuition thereof can be 

seized. Instead it hides the original in pretending to be the original. 

Similarly, a perfect translation can only be one that points to the original 

itself, and not one that attempts to imitate it, replace it, to ‘cover its light’. 

It might seem as though we are arguing that a translation that can allow 

access to the essence of the original is akin to one that allows for an 

intuition of the original; that the translation we are advocating is akin to 

intuition in terms of the opposition of intuition and analysis. This is not the 

case. There is a third option, and in terms of the poem/text, translation is the 

key.  Intuition of the original would involve reading the text in its original 

language, while analysis would be exactly as Bergson describes translation 

to be. However, translating in such a way as to reveal its underlying 

function is to read the text in the original language, but through the process 

of translation. In the case of intuition, reading the text in the original and 

intuiting its essence does not necessarily draw attention to the fact that the 

text it also a signpost pointing behind itself to something deeper, infinite, 

absolute. The essence (or promise of the essence) of the original may be 

what draws attention to the original, and on the flip-side, reading the text in 

the original offers the possibility of an intuition of the text, a perception of 

its essence. Translation however, that is, translation allowing access to the 

original in process, goes a step further and places the reader/translator in 

relation to the text in such a way that, as well as having an intuition of the 

original, they perceive the essence of the original in its ultimate role, as 

signpost to language as-such.  

Ultimately, an original text draws the reader to itself and its own 

essence. Only in translation does it take on the role of signpost, both 

repelling the reader in its imperfection and gesturing beyond itself to 

language as such. This role of the original text as signpost, along with the 

role of translation as its catalyst, is obscured by a blind-spot in the process 

of translation, one that overlooks the point at which language as such is 

discernible, fleetingly and contingently. The root cause of this blind-spot is 

a singular emphasis on translation as a tool of communication between 
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languages, as a necessary tool in overcoming linguistic diversity. 

Questioning of the singularity of this emphasis removes the blind-spot and 

reveals an underlying role of translation: that of catalyst to the original’s 

underlying role as signpost within language as such.  

With this in mind, let’s look at Bergson’s equating of translation with 

analysis again. He suggests that ‘analysing then consists in expressing a 

thing in terms of what is not it’ (ibid: 190). While this is true of analysis, 

Bergson goes straight on to say that ‘all analysis is thus a translation, a 

development into symbols’ (ibid.). Again we see this automatic and 

unquestioned assumption about translation: that it is akin to analysis. 

Although Bergson’s concern is with analysis rather than translation, he 

clearly sees them analogously, whatever the direction. In terms of methods 

of translation it is clear how a sense-for-sense approach would fall into the 

category of analysis immediately. With attention on the ‘sense’ rather than 

the individual words, the process of translation begins with stepping outside 

of the circle of the original, including its essence and any potential role as 

reflective of language as-such as pure language. After this initial first step it 

can do no more: 

…in its eternally unsatisfied desire to embrace the object around which 
it is condemned to turn, analysis multiplies endlessly the points of view 
in order to complete the ever incomplete representation, varies 
interminably the symbols with the hope of perfecting the always 
imperfect translation. 
 (ibid.)  

There is still hope for a word-for-word translation however, in paying 

attention to the smallest intelligible unit of text. But, and this is key, that 

attention must be before the ‘initial translation’ is made, and not after; in 

other words, it must take account of the word in the original. Bergson 

makes reference to positive science, pointing out how ‘analysis is its 

habitual function’ (ibid: 191) in how it reduces ‘the more complex to the 

more simple’ (ibid.), fragmenting and fragmenting. It is easy to see how this 

can be compared with a traditional understanding of a word-for-word 

approach to translation. However, with analysis, and within this scientific 

model, the reduction and fragmentation occur after an initial translation, 

within the translating language and with a firm focus on the word of the 
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translating language. This is also what often occurs in the process of a 

traditionally word-for-word translation, and these two facts generally lead to 

all translation occurring anywhere on the spectrum between extreme word-

for-word and extreme sense-for-sense, being considered to belong to 

analysis and to be incapable of allowing an intuition of the original, not to 

mind what its ultimate and underlying role is, that of signpost to language 

as-such in the fleeting glimpse of pure language of translation in the process 

of translation. 

Benjamin’s approach to translation involves a word-for-word 

technique, but not for the sake of word-for-word at the expense of sense-for-

sense within the dichotomy of methods of translation, and nor as a way to 

reproduce the original perfectly in the target-language as the ‘perfect 

translation’ in terms of one that is identical to the original, including its 

essence, in the target-language; instead, the focus is on the individual words 

of the original in the original language, and the aim is to allow the reader in 

the target-language to break through the wall surrounding the inner circle of 

the original. Not, as Schleiermacher would suggest, to bring them closer to 

or allow them access to the author of the original, but instead to the original 

itself, in order: firstly to have an intuition of the essence of the original, and 

secondly, and crucially, to see beyond this essence to what it in turn reflects: 

language as-such revealed in the fleeting glimpse of pure language of 

translation in the process of translation. 

 

3.8: Essence or Universality 

Bergson (ibid: 189) equates the absolute with perfection, perfection in that it 

is ‘perfectly what it is’, the standard for what it is; and also the absolute with 

the infinite: ‘it follows that an absolute can only be given in an intuition, 

while all the rest has to do with analysis’ (ibid: 190), intuition being ‘the 

sympathy by which one is transported into the interior of an object in order 

to coincide with what there is unique and consequently inexpressible’ 

(ibid.). Translation is a different category where making an intuition of the 

essence of the original possible to a reader in a different language, 

highlights, not just what is intuited, the essence of the original, but also what 

underlies it, language as-such. Intuition/sympathy correlates with allowing a 
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thing to be the standard for what it is. Philosophical empiricism ‘consists in 

seeking the original in the translation where it naturally cannot be’ (ibid: 

204). Translation theory does the same thing in terms of striving for a 

perfect translation in terms of one that hides the fact that it is a translation. 

However, a translation that is concerned with more than the transferral of 

subject matter, and more even than the essence of the original; a translation 

that is concerned with more than the original itself, a translation whose 

underlying aim is to point to what underlies the original, does not. Such a 

translation does not even seek the original for the sake of the original. The 

original is sought through translation, but for the sake of what underlies it 

rather than for the original itself (either to re-create it through a sense-for-

sense translation, or to present it as foreign through alienation); what 

underlies it is language as-such and it is perceivable fleetingly as pure 

language in the process of translation.   

A true empiricism is the one which purposes to keep as close to the 
original itself as possible, to probe more deeply into its life, and by a 
kind of spiritual auscultation, to feel its soul palpitate; and this true 
empiricism is the real metaphysics.  
 (ibid: 206) 

Bergson brings us full circle, or rather completes the cycle, intuition, 

analysis and spiritual auscultation; nature, duality and mysticism. 5  The 

conclusion is drawn that metaphysics, as a: 

...means of possessing a reality absolutely, instead of knowing it 
relatively, of placing oneself within it instead of adopting points of 
view toward it, of having the intuition of it instead of making the 
analysis of it, in short, of grasping it over and above all expression, 
translation or symbolical representation, […] is therefore the science 
which claims to dispense with symbols.  

 (ibid: 191)  

Bergson’s logic is clear, however, he is basing it on another presupposition: 

that of the ‘reality’ being more than a symbol itself, more than reflection of 

or a signpost to an underlying ‘reality as-such’. If the ‘reality’/essence of the 

text is ultimately a signpost, both reflecting and pointing to language as-

such, just as a ‘reality’ is a signpost both reflecting and pointing to reality 

as-such, then metaphysics does not dispense with symbols as it claims, but 

relates to them differently, treats them (at least in the case of ‘realities’) as 

5 Scholem’s three stages of historical development of religion outlined in chapter two. 
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absolutes rather than what they are, symbols. So, intuition as ‘this sympathy 

by which one is transported into the interior of an object in order to coincide 

with what there is unique and consequently inexpressible’ is even further 

away from the essence of the object, as it assumes its essential nature to be 

other than what it is, ultimately symbolic; analysis at least, in dealing with 

symbols, deals with what it deals with as it is. 

Ultimately, any extreme to the exclusion of its opposite is doomed both 

to misrepresent and misrepresentation, just as a part of any whole will itself 

necessarily misrepresent the whole from its own limited perspective. The 

concept of kinship in translation allows us to obtain a wider perspective, to 

step back and so see the ‘whole’ that must include both opposites, including 

the one the other is defining itself in terms of not being. Kinship of 

languages unites (rather than polarises) the languages in their difference; it 

does not, as traditional translation theory attempts to do, look to them for 

what in them is the same, and to reconcile what is different. Instead, kinship 

as a concept has a deeper view in mind, that of which all languages are both 

an expression and reflection, language as-such.  

No amount of ‘effort of imagination’ is going to necessarily take the 

perceiver beyond the essence of the thing to the thing as-such; no amount of 

reading of an original poem is necessarily going to transport the reader 

beyond an intuition of the essence of the poem to essence as-such, language 

as-such. Translation, however, reveals a fleeting glimpse of as-suchness, 

language as-such as pure language, momentarily, in that moment, and in 

process.  

 

3.9: Faith/Ontology - Meaning 

Emmanuel Levinas 6  is intending precisely this glimpse with his 

observations in terms of meaning in ‘God and Philosophy’. He writes: 

‘whether the meaning which, in philosophy, is meaning is not already a 

restriction of meaning; whether it is not already a derivation or a drift from 

6 Levinas will become  more important in chapter four when we look more closely at the 
‘where’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ of this glimpse and what it reveals or unveils, at the intersection 
where he meets both Benjamin and Heidegger. At this point it is enough to introduce the 
dynamic he illustrates in terms of the Desire/Desirable relationship.  
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meaning’ (Levinas 1998: 157) 7. He is investigating the possibility of an 

underlying and overlooked ‘meaning’, which equates with a similarly 

underlying and overlooked ‘reality’ in Bergson. He continues: ‘our question 

is whether, beyond being, a meaning might not show itself whose priority, 

translated into ontological language, will be called prior to being’ (ibid.). 

This mirrors our understanding of language as-such, as both originary and 

beyond, as soon as we try to translate it into ontological language.  

In addition to offering a model within which to examine ‘as-suchness’ 

in terms of meaning, Levinas also offers a model within which to develop 

our ideas about duality and a third option, in this case in terms of the 

dichotomy of ontology and faith. Where we talked above of a stepping back 

to a different perspective which includes both sides of an opposition, and in 

chapter two of an essentially different ‘third’ in terms of Benjamin’s duality, 

Levinas here also introduces a third way when he talks of a relation between 

the ‘Desirable’ and the ‘Desire’ it calls for. With this, Levinas addresses 

both an underlying and ignored aspect, as well as a third element, and this 

opens to a different perspective, one that retreats. In particular of his third 

person Levinas writes: ‘intangible, the Desirable separates itself from the 

relationship with the Desire it calls for and, by this separation or holiness, 

remains a third person’ (GAP: 165), implying a split in the Desirable 

between that part which is in relation to Desire, and that part that separates 

itself from this relationship. Analogous with translation: translation as-such 

separates itself from the relationship with the translation it calls for, and by 

this separation or holiness, remains a third person, unaffected by the 

instance of translation made manifest in this relationship. Similarly, 

language as-such separates itself from the relationship with the 

articulation/text it has called for, and by this separation or holiness, remains 

a third person, unaffected by the relationship of language as-such to 

articulation made manifest in a particular language. 

Time is crucial for understanding access to this glimpse of 

origin/language as-such as pure language through a focus on the relationship 

of individual languages to language as-such, or more specifically: that 

7 Subsequently referred to as GAP 
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‘moment’ of revelation of the manifestation of language as-such in 

individual languages. Time offers a way to understand the point of overlap, 

or eclipse: the future moves into the past, revealing the fact of the present, 

or what linear time exists in and by, the present moment, the timeless 

present, time as such, the eternal now. Benjamin writes: ‘like ultraviolet 

rays, memory shows to each man in the book of life a script that invisibly 

and prophetically glosses the text’ (Benjamin 1997: 99), reflecting what he 

writes about translation:  ‘for to some degree all great texts contain their 

potential translation between the lines’ (TT: 82). Benjamin is writing within 

the context of time, but not time as-such; rather, our relationship to time; 

more specifically, subjective perspective of time in terms of response to 

events in the past, in evidence in the present as memory prophetically 

glossing the text of the book of life, but only noticed in retrospect.  

As always with Benjamin, there is an underlying ‘as-suchness’: in this 

context a ‘time as-such’, a part of which remains untouched, unaffected by 

the subjectivity that interacts with it, forms a relationship with it, to create a 

definable experience, or an experience definable in space and time. 

However, on origin more specifically, Benjamin writes: ‘origin, although a 

thoroughly historical category, has nevertheless nothing in common with 

genesis. Origin does not at all mean the formation or becoming of what has 

arisen, but rather what is arising out of becoming and passing away’ 

(OGTD: 45). Here again we have Benjamin’s reference to processuality, 

this ever present and continuity of all, including origin. Origin itself origins, 

as the thing things, as the text texts8. If we consider Adorno’s words on the 

other hand:  

The only philosophy which can be responsibly practiced in face of 
despair is the attempt to contemplate all things as they would present 
themselves from the standpoint of redemption. Knowledge has no light 
but that shed on the world by redemption: all else is reconstruction, 
mere technique. Perspectives must be fashioned that displace and 
estrange the world, reveal it to be, with its rifts and crevices, as indigent 
and distorted as it will appear one day in the messianic light.  

8 This verbalising of nouns is not to follow Heidegger specifically. In ‘ing’ing, origin steps 
forward as origin in its moreness, morenes than ‘the formation and becoming of what has 
arisen’; in languaging, language steps forward as language, as more than its communicative 
function; in translating, translation translates, translation steps forward as translation, as 
more than transferral of what is communicated in the language of the original. This will be 
developed in chapter four in terms of the ‘why’ of translation. 
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  (Adorno 2005: 247) 

 Of course we immediately see what unites Adorno and Benjamin, this 

stepping back, or causing to step back to a different perspective; however, 

Adorno’s reference to ‘one day’ with regard to messianism is something that 

we don’t find in Benjamin. His messianism, while tied up with origin and 

utopia, has nothing terminally utopic about it. Instead, it is a processual 

messianism, a dynamic messianism, a phenomenological messianism, a 

messianism that messianisms. That said, this still describes quite aptly the 

third perspective, that stepping back, that could be said ‘to estrange the 

world’, to ‘reveal it to be [...] as it will appear one day in the messianic 

light’. Benjamin does not see messianism in terms of linear time. For him 

it’s already there, here, but as a perspective (available to take), and not as a 

future fixed point in linear time as Adorno would here suggest. 

 

3.10: Origin/Phenomenon - History 

Benjamin himself addresses the question of as-suchness in terms close to 

Levinas’s model of ‘Desire’ and ‘Desirable’, in this case in the context of 

origin/phenomenon. He writes: ‘the origin is a whirlpool in the stream of 

becoming and draws into its rhythm the material that is to be formed’ 

(OGTD: 45). In this context, while the origin of a particular thing may be 

traced or even fixed historically, origin as-such cannot. There is a distinction 

between origin as-such and the particular origin of a phenomenon. 

Origin(able) and the origin of the phenomenon it calls for forms a 

relationship, origin(able) splits, thus creating a third element, one that is 

unaffected by its relationship to the origin of the phenomenon while still 

leaving its stamp on the relationship, the seal of origin as-such. He 

continues:  

…that which is original never lets itself be known in the bare, public 
stock of the factual, and its rhythm can be perceived only by a double 
insight. It wishes to be known, on the one hand, as restoration and 
reinstatement and, on the other hand, in this very reinstatement, as 
uncompleted and unresolved: 

 (ibid.)  

The known and unknown; the infinite in the finite, but not completely; the 

more in the less, but not completely. Translation as-such exists in a 
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translation, but not absolutely, not in its totality, not exclusively, not 

completely. It is both known and unknown, both manifest and non-manifest 

in a particular translation. 

The fleetingness of this manifestation is illustrated by Benjamin in 

terms of the idea: ‘in every origin-phenomenon the configuration in which 

an idea time and again confronts the historical world gradually determines 

itself, until it lies complete in the totality of its history’ (ibid.). It is the 

configuration in which the idea confronts the historical world that 

eventually lies complete in the totality of its history, and not the idea as 

such. Benjamin continues: ‘philosophical history, the science of the origin, 

is the form which, in the remotest extremes and the apparent excesses of the 

process of development, reveals the configuration of the idea – the sum total 

of all possible meaningful juxtapositions of such opposites’ (ibid: 47).  

The underlying and ultimate role of or reason for the origin of the 

phenomenon that origin(able) calls for is to bring origin as-such into being, 

into itself, to allow origin to step forward as origin, to allow origin to origin. 

It is through the process of being defined, historically defined, that origin 

origins9. The problem arises when the ‘seal of origin’ in the phenomenon, 

‘the authentic – the hallmark of origin in phenomena’ (ibid: 46) is 

overlooked, forgotten. Just as the underlying and ultimate role of or reason 

for translation is the fleeting glimpse of language as-such as pure language 

(a role or reason that is also overlooked and forgotten when there is a 

singular focus on the text in its historical definition, obscuring the existence 

of the seal of origin/language as-such), the overlooking of the seal of origin 

in the phenomenon leads to its being ‘sadly over-named’: 

There is, in the relation of human languages to that of things, something 
that can be approximately described as “over-naming”: over-naming as 
the deepest linguistic reason for all melancholy and (from the point of 
view of the thing) of all deliberate muteness. 
 (Benjamin 1986: 330).10 

9 Again, this is not following Heidegger’s verbalising of nouns. Here we are developing this 
in alluding to the context within which origin origins: in process. 
10 While this relationship of the language of man to the language of things will be addressed 
more foundationally in chapter four, an allusion is appropriate here. Subsequently referred 
to as OLAS. 
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Origin does split, it must do if it is to not ‘remove itself completely’: 

‘the origin does not remove itself altogether from the actual facts, but rather 

concerns the letter’s fore and after-history’ (OGTD: 46). Origin as-such 

both becomes part of and remains outside of history. It is the holding of the 

tension of both of these that is key; transcendence knows itself through 

immanence; infinite knows itself, undergoes itself, through its relationship 

to the finite; origin as-such knows itself, undergoes itself through its 

relationship to the origin of the phenomenon; as-suchness undergoes itself 

through its relationship to manifestation; life as such undergoes itself 

through its relationship to manifestations of life. Life lifes as such.  

The seal of the origin in the phenomenon is the part of origin as-such 

that ‘lies complete in the totality of its history […] the genuine - that seal of 

the origin in the phenomenon - is an object of discovery, a discovery that is 

linked in the most singular way with recognition’ (ibid: 45/46), the ‘object 

of discovery’ linked singularly with recognition of as-suchness, but not an 

as-suchness therein. In other words, as-suchness does not exist in the 

relationship between origin and phenomenon existing as a manifestation in 

linear time, nor indeed in origin’s seal in this manifestation; instead origin’s 

seal, as an ‘object of discovery’ acts as a signpost to origin as-such, and it 

being ‘linked in the most singular way with recognition’ is twofold: we 

recognise the seal of as-suchness we all bear, and also, on a deeper level we 

recognise what the seal points to as out of which all arises, origin as-such. 

Phenomenon exists as a means whereby origin origins. The particular 

content of various phenomena is incidental, the primary reason for them 

being to bring about origin, experience of origin, dynamic experience of 

origin, which is also the process of all manifestation. Of the ‘necessary 

tendency towards the extreme which, in philosophical investigations, 

constitutes the norm in the formation of concepts’ Benjamin writes that: 

‘firstly it serves as a reminder that the whole range of subject matter should 

be disinterestedly observed’ (ibid: 57). This is perhaps the most explicit and 

overt statement of a fundamental tenet of Benjamin’s thought; that of, not 

just the relative irrelevancy of content, but of the need to avoid 

identification with content, in order to have a view of extremes, the kinship 

and interrelation of which, fleetingly, lays bare the process of manifestation.  
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Origin(able) calls for the origin of the phenomenon, drawing it into 

relationship with itself. Origin(able) splits, a part of it, Levinas’s third 

element, separates from this relationship to the origin of the phenomenon, 

remaining unaffected by phenomenon, and outside history, but leaving its 

‘seal of origin’ in the phenomenon. Origin as-such includes origin both in 

and out of history. As-suchness bridges historical and non-historical time.  

While pure language is the fleeting glimpse of the ‘totality of  their (all 

languages) intentions supplementing each other’ (TT: 74), and so cannot be 

attained in any absolute or complete way but instead can only be 

represented or pointed to, and with that, only fleetingly and in process, the 

pure idea is the totality of all ideas supplementing each other, and so cannot 

be attained in any complete or absolute way in the ‘historical world’ in a 

Benjaminian sense, but instead can only be reflected or pointed to, and so 

can only ever be attained in a reflective or ‘pointed to’ way: fleetingly, and 

in process, the process of its becoming. In terms of the attitude, or role, of 

perceiver from this third perspective, Benjamin talks about two different 

attitudes to the future in the present: fatalistic, submissive inertia on the one 

hand, and courageous curiosity that ‘lays hands on the future’ (Benjamin 

1997: 98) on the other. The attitude or role of the perceiver is one of 

engagement with the idea as-such with courageous curiosity. The ‘seal of 

the pure idea’, the genuine/authentic is stamped in the manifested idea, the 

idea that is defined and embedded in historical time. Just as the translator 

can allow the target-language reader to sit on their shoulder as they 

translate, the philosopher can allow their reader to sit on their shoulder as 

they, with courageous curiosity, lay their hands on the future through 

entering into relationship with the idea as-such. Just as the translator 

facilitates a glimpse of source or origin/language as-such as pure language 

in the process of translation, the philosopher facilitates a glimpse of 

origin/idea as such in the process of laying hands on the future with 

courageous curiosity.  
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CHAPTER 4: PURE LANGUAGE 

 
If there is such a thing as a language of truth, the tensionless and even 
silent depository of the ultimate truth which all thought strives for, then 
this language of truth is - the true language. And this very language, 
whose divination and description is the only perfection a philosopher 
can hope for, is concealed in concentrated fashion in translations. 
 (TT: 77) 

In translation, source or origin is momentarily perceivable as pure language 

in the process of becoming of language. In chapter two we looked at the 

dialectical relationship of opposites, but from the point of view of what this 

dialectical opposition, and indeed progression, highlights rather than of any 

synthesis or transcendence it may produce: revelation and not production. 

Chapter three, grounding this discussion back in language and translation, 

looked in more detail at what is highlighted in the process of dialectical 

progression, specifically the interrelation of opposites, what unites them in 

difference rather than what makes them the same: their kinship. The 

interrelation of opposites, in particular of different languages in the context 

of translation, illustrates a kinship; and this kinship in turn points to the 

existence of a common source or origin: in the context of translation, one 

that is fleetingly and peripherally perceivable as pure language of 

translation, being ‘of translation’ due to the fact that its potential perception 

is essential to the process of translation.1 In this chapter we will look more 

closely at the nature of this source or origin: where it is to be found, how we 

can experience it, and ultimately why make the effort. The ‘what’ is 

obviously what underlies all of these questions, is the reason for all of these 

questions, is the focus of all of these questions; it is because of its being 

undefinable directly that we use these indirect questions, in an attempt at 

peripheral perception. This is the only kind of perception we can hope for.   

 

4.1: Where 

(i) Neighbourhood 

The origin or source of particulars in opposition, or ‘face-to-face’, is neither 

to be found in either particular, nor at any point of overlap or synthesis of 

1 Essential is meant here in the sense of being central to the nature of translation in process 
rather than being necessary for the process of translation. 
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the two. While they both contain the ‘seal of origin’ in their essence, origin 

itself is not to be found there. As such, looking to reconcile or synthesise 

opposites in search of the source of their essence is pointless. In fact, once 

the fact of the kinship of opposites is revealed in their interrelation, (in turn 

pointing to the existence of a common source or origin) the interrelation of 

opposition is no longer important in terms of this origin or source; instead, it 

is the relationship of source to the particular that will highlight, reveal, or 

reflect this source. In other words, the role of the face-to-face opposition is 

to bring attention to the existence of a common origin, and once this is done, 

it is the turn of the relationship of source to particular to hint at, point to, or 

reflect.2 

We have considered the kinship of languages that is highlighted, indeed 

only perceivable, due to the diversity of languages. We have also considered 

what the fact of this kinship points to, a common source or origin of these 

particulars in opposition. Now we are considering how attention to the 

relationship of this common source to the particular can offer a peripheral 

glimpse of this source or origin. Heidegger discusses these same dynamics, 

and he introduces a new aspect: a ‘neighbourhood of languages’ wherein 

kinship, as well as the relationship of source to the particular, come into 

play. 

The context of inter-lingual translation illustrates this dynamic: the 

diversity of the languages points to the existence of a common origin or 

source in their interrelation, and it is in the process of translation that this 

interrelation occurs. It is not until the process of translation is instigated that 

the kinship of languages, or even the fact of this kinship, is apparent. 

Without any initial evident motivation to initiate the process of translation 

for reasons of kinship and what it may point to, linguistic diversity steps in 

to provide an evident motivation, an overlying reason to translate and one 

that is immediately obvious before the process of translation is instigated: 

the reason being to overcome this linguistic diversity for the purpose of 

communication between languages. The process of translation, and with it 

2 Here we have introduced a new relationship of opposition, essentially different to that of 
the face-to-face opposition we have been discussing in the context of ‘kinship’. Different 
relationships of opposition will be addressed in more detail throughout this chapter, but it is 
important to note this distinction at this point.  
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the interrelation of languages, is instigated, thus illustrating kinship of 

languages, which in turn points to the existence of a common origin or 

source, the revelation of which is the underlying role of translation, and the 

remembrance of which is the underlying reason to translate. 

A problem arises, however, when the focus remains purely on this 

initial overlying and immediately obvious motivation to translate.3 Such a 

motivation, overcoming linguistic diversity for reasons of communication, 

necessarily sees such diversity problematically and so perceives it purely 

from the point of view of how to overcome it. With the focus necessarily on 

the end goal, that being, meaning reproduced in the target-language through 

translation, the process of translation itself and the neighbourhood within 

which it occurs is seen only through the lens of how efficiently the process 

can be carried out, how immediately the neighbourhood can be bridged; the 

neighbourhood itself (if not the fact of the existence of the neighbourhood), 

is ignored.4 If kinship of languages is noted, it is usually from the point of 

view of how it can make this bridging process more effective, languages and 

their kinship being considered in terms of any similarities that exist in their 

particularity rather than what unites them in their difference: their common 

source or origin.5        

When we allow for the underlying role of translation or reason to 

translate, which basically inverts the initial or overlying role of translation 

or reason to translate, making it translation that is facilitated rather than 

facilitator, (dialectical progression that is facilitated rather than facilitator), 

we bring a different attitude to the process of translation. We notice the 

kinship illustrated in the interrelation of different languages, that in turn 

points to the existence of a common origin and that this common origin is 

highlighted precisely through the difference of these languages (the 

3 This problem also exists in dialectical progression: with all focus on the reconciliation of 
opposition, the end result, the point at which kinship is apparent, along with what it points 
to, is missed. 
4 Again, this can be applied to dialectical progression: the process itself and the 
neighbourhood within which it occurs is seen only through the lens of how efficiently this 
reconciliation can be brought about. The neighbourhood itself, if not the fact of its 
existence is ignored. 
5 This describes the ‘blind-spot’ in translation that was referred to in relation to Bergson in 
chapter three. We will be expanding on Bergson and this blind-spot, both in terms of 
translation and dialectical progression, in this chapter. 
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dialectic). Our singular preconception of linguistic diversity as problematic 

is challenged and the way is clear to consider ‘a theory that looks for other 

things in a translation than reproduction of meaning’ (TT: 78), (other things 

in dialectical progression than synthesis or transcendence of opposition). 

Instead of taking the initial step of the ‘translation of the line’ blindly, as 

would analysis; or of attaining the original directly through the language of 

the original which would potentially give an intuition, we pay attention to 

that moment where the ‘object of intention’ is released from one language 

(unnamed), and we inhibit re-naming in the translating language, we thus 

remain suspended momentarily in the neighbourhood of languages, the 

neighbourhood wherein arises the relationship between the source or origin 

of all languages and particular manifestations of language. This is the point 

at which the relationship between source and particular is discernible; and 

while source itself may be indiscernible directly, it is perceivable as pure 

language, contingently, peripherally, and fleetingly in consideration of this 

relationship and what happens in the process of becoming.6   

Heidegger speaks of this neighbourhood and its interrelations in terms 

of poetry and thinking in ‘The Nature of Language’. For him the point is ‘to 

find, in the neighbourhood of the poetic experience with the word, a 

possibility for a thinking experience with language’ (WTL: 83). He is 

looking for the ‘possibility of a thinking experience with language’ in the 

neighbourhood of languages wherein arises kinship of different languages in 

particular as well as the relationship of source to the particular, just as we 

are looking for a glimpse of language as-such as pure language in precisely 

this neighbourhood. Heidegger also realises the tendency to overlook this 

neighbourhood and talks about the need to ‘learn to heed that 

neighbourhood itself in which poetry and thinking have their dwelling’ 

(ibid.), and acknowledges the reason for this tendency: ‘the neighbourhood 

itself remains invisible’ (ibid.). ‘The same thing happens in our daily lives. 

6 This remaining suspended requires the inhibition of the completion of the process of 
translation, the re-naming in the target language.  The importance of this inhibition and 
suspension is twofold:  firstly and in terms of ‘how’, it allows for the view of the 
neighbourhood of languages, within which the relationship of language as such to the 
language in particular may be observed and pure language perceived peripherally, and 
secondly and in terms of the ‘why’, it brings awareness to the ultimate goal of translation, 
the re-experiencing of ‘man as man’ in the act of re-naming in the target language. 
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We live in a neighbourhood, and yet we would be baffled if we had to say in 

what that neighbourhood consists’ (ibid.): Heidegger’s ‘neighbourhood of 

languages’ provides a useful context within which to explore the ‘where’ of 

kinship, language as-such, source or origin, and the different relationships of 

opposition. 

 

(ii) Blind-spot 

With regard to ‘these other things than reproduction of meaning’ (TT: 78), 

they are perceivable momentarily and peripherally at an essential moment7in 

the process of translation. However, this moment is overlooked in the goal 

oriented translation that considers itself to exist purely as a tool in 

overcoming linguistic diversity; in fact it is precisely such a singular focus 

in terms of reasons to translate that leads to a ‘blind-spot’ in the process of 

translation, a blind-spot that obscures, both the fact of kinship as well as the 

source or origin this kinship points to. We have already seen this blind-spot 

in chapter three in relation to methods of translation, the debate between 

word-for-word and sense-for-sense translation; we will now consider it in 

terms of pure language and the neighbourhood of languages. Bergson offers 

a useful context within which to understand this blind-spot, and how it in 

turn leads to the first step in the process of translation being taken blindly. 

While this section is addressing the question of the ‘where’ of perception of 

source or origin as pure language, we can also talk about a ‘where’, and 

indeed a ‘what’ and a ‘how’, in terms of this blind-spot; in other words 

where it is, what it obscures, and how it obscures. The ‘where’ is in the 

process of the initial translation of a line of text in the neighbourhood of 

languages, the ‘what’ is the potential glimpse of this neighbourhood of 

languages, and the ‘how’ is the blind crossing the bridge between source 

and target-language, a crossing that is driven by an unquestioned 

assumption of a singular role of translation as transferral of meaning 

between languages. 

In his ‘Introduction to Metaphysics’ Bergson talks about making a 

‘translation of the line’ in a way that implies such a step to be automatic and 

7 This essential moment is both a time and a place, both of which fall under the heading of 
‘where’. 
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preliminary to any attempts at making the original accessible through 

translation.8  

If I wish to explain to someone who does not know Greek the simple 
impression that a line of Homer leaves upon me, I shall give the 
translation of the line, then comment on my translation, then I shall 
develop my commentary, and from explanation to explanation I shall 
get closer to what I wish to express; but I shall never quite reach it. 
 (ITM: 189) 

Bergson is not alone in this assumption regarding translation; however, he is 

describing, not so much the process of translation (which is already carried 

out and complete in the initial ‘translation of the line’), as the aftermath of 

the process of translation. While the original may still be referred to in the 

‘commentary’ and the ‘explanation to explanation’ that attempt to convey 

‘the simple impression that  [it] leaves’, it is nothing more than referral at 

this stage, the original itself is no longer involved. 

This same assumption is almost universal when it comes to translation 

that is carried out with the singular function of transferral of meaning in 

mind. In this instance the fact of this assumption is quite clear, even stated 

overtly: Bergson wishes to give the simple impression that a line of Homer 

makes on him to someone who is unfamiliar with Greek. He has a singular 

aim of making his own impression of the content available to a reader in 

another language. All efforts at fine tuning occur in the target language, 

after translator interpretation, after the translation has been made, outside of 

the language of the original and indeed the original itself, and beyond the 

point where an intuition of the original is possible for a reader not already 

having had such an intuition.  

In terms of translation, Bergson’s focus here is on the particulars in 

opposition, the source and target-texts and languages. The origin or source 

is not to be found here. Moreover, in seeing translation as purely a 

functional tool in overcoming linguistic diversity, any underlying role of 

translation that linguistic diversity may facilitate is overlooked, the initial 

‘translation of the line’ having occurred blindly. 

8 Intuition and analysis in relation to Bergson has been introduced in chapter three, as well 
as explicated in terms of ‘literal’ vs.’ free’. Here we are explicating it again, but in terms of 
its obscuring of the neighbourhood of languages. 

 

122 
 

                                                           



Chapter Four: Pure Language 

So, where and indeed when9 the blind-spot occurs is in the process of 

the initial ‘translation of the line’, but what about ‘what’ is obscured by the 

blind-spot, what it overlooks? What is overlooked in the initial ‘translation 

of the line’ is the potential glimpse of the neighbourhood of languages, the 

neighbourhood wherein the relationship of source or origin to the particular 

is perceivable. This same dynamic is again in evidence in the ideas of 

Heidegger in ‘The Nature of Language’. These same ideas of duality and 

kinship are explicated, but in relation to the particular ways of ‘Saying’ of 

poetry and thought, and the blind first step of translation is also addressed in 

terms of the way to experiencing ‘language as language’. Heidegger does 

not stop at noticing that such a blind-step is taken, he directly addresses 

precisely what it overlooks, ignores; and he does this in detail in terms of 

‘neighbourhood’ and ‘nearest nearness’.10 He writes: ‘fore – into that 

nearest nearness which we constantly rush ahead of and which strikes us as 

strange each time anew when we catch sight of it’ (WTL: 12), the ‘rushing 

ahead of’ referring to the blind-step we take, the ‘nearest nearness’ to the 

what is revealed through the neighbourhood, (of poetry and thought in 

particular, and of particulars in opposition in general, including our context 

of different languages face-to-face in translation), the neighbourhood 

wherein occurs the relationship of source to particular, and the ‘striking us 

as strange each time anew when we catch sight of it’ to the peripheral 

glimpse of the source or origin of particulars (perceivable through 

observation of the relationship of source to particular), which is undefinable, 

ineffable, imperceptible directly, and so always surprising to glimpse. 

Both Heidegger and Benjamin refer to a danger with regard to 

language: Benjamin in terms of a ‘[magic] immediacy’ and an ‘abyss into 

which linguistic theory threatens to fall’ (OLAS: 316), and Heidegger in 

terms of this ‘nearest nearness’ we ‘constantly rush ahead of’ (WTL: 12). It 

is a different danger that Benjamin warns of in relation to this ‘immediacy’ 

or ‘magic’: his danger is in falling into the abyss of ‘the view that the mental 

essence of a thing consists precisely in its language’ (OLAS: 315), while 

9 Essential moment in translation implies temporality.  We’ve already noted above that both 
where and when are included in the heading of ‘where’. 
10 Heidegger’s neigbourhood of languages is the’ what’ in terms of the blindspot, but the 
‘where’ in terms of pure language. His ‘nearest nearness’ is the underlying ‘what’. 
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Heidegger’s is in overlooking his nearest nearness, rushing ahead of it and 

ending up in the ‘wilderness’ beyond, back in definition, re-embedded in the 

target-language in terms of translation. Both Benjamin and Heidegger 

realise the futility of perception either wholly from within (intuition) or 

from a point of definition from without (analysis), a point of identification 

with either opposition in the dynamic interrelation of opposites, a point of 

embeddedness in either language of a language pair in the case of 

translation. Instead the aim of both is to ‘survive precisely suspended over 

this abyss’ (ibid.), as such avoiding both pure intuition and the wilderness 

beyond: pure analysis. 

The blind first step in translation overlooks the neighbourhood 

described by Heidegger, which acts as an arcade to the perception of his 

‘nearest nearness’, and to the ‘immediacy of all mental communication’ or 

‘magic’ in Benjamin (ibid: 316). Overlooking the underlying reason for 

diversity of languages and misunderstanding the nature of this 

neighbourhood leads to this blind-spot and consequent blind first step which 

overlooks this very neighbourhood in which the relationship of source to the 

particular is discernible, the observation of which provides a peripheral 

glimpse of source or origin, as pure language in the case of translation. This 

‘how’ relating to obscuring should not be confused with the bigger question 

of the ‘how’ of the perception of pure language, the ‘how’ of seeing beyond 

the blind-spot to the neighbourhood of languages within which kinship 

arises. 

 

4.2: How 

The key to the ‘how’ of perception is in the consideration of the relationship 

of the source to the particular; in terms of language and translation, 

language as-such to particular languages (languages of man). We must 

continue to keep the overall and underlying dynamic to the fore; it is the 

interrelation of different languages in opposition that initiates, or creates, the 

dynamic that illustrates a kinship and draws attention to the neighbourhood 

within which this kinship arises; a kinship that unites these opposites in their 

difference rather than makes them the same. This kinship in turn highlights 

the question of the ‘undefinable’ source or origin of this kinship, and 
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ultimately, the question of the relationship between this source or origin and 

the individual manifestations in opposition. The consideration of this latter 

question brings a focus onto a relationship that includes this undefinable 

source or origin without directly defining ‘it’, which would be the point at 

which it dissipates. A focus on the particular in terms of its relation to its 

source or origin allows for the peripheral11 appearance and glimpse of this 

source or origin; in the context of language and translation, the appearance 

and glimpse of source or origin is as pure language of translation. Where 

this relationship can be perceived is in Heidegger’s neighbourhood of 

languages, a glimpse of which becomes momentarily available in the 

interrelation that occurs in the face-to-face encounter of two languages in 

particular in translation. This interrelation highlights and draws attention to 

the fact of the common source or origin of the two particular languages; we 

are drawn to look. 

Once we have been drawn to look, where we look is obviously 

important, but so too is how we look: perception can only be peripheral; any 

attempts at direct perception fail. Peripheral perception requires a point a 

focus,12 and in this case the relationship of source to particular that arises in 

the neighbourhood of languages provides such a point of focus. A focused 

consideration of this relationship offers a momentary and peripheral glimpse 

of this undefinable source or origin, as pure language in the case of 

translation. However, we first need to find a way to remain in the 

neighbourhood of languages for long enough to bring our attention to the 

relationship in order to peripherally perceive source or origin as pure 

language. The ‘how’ begins here, with an inhibition that allows such a 

‘remaining’. Inhibition involves a non-doing rather than a doing, so the 

question is not about finding how to ‘do’ what is necessary to perceive, but 

rather how not to do what hinders perception. The context of dialogue offers 

useful insight into the ‘how’ of perceiving, both the neighbourhood of 

languages as well as the peripheral glimpse of source or origin as pure 

language in consideration of the relationship between source and particular, 

11 Peripheral, like the blurred image that appears in peripheral vision when we focus fixedly 
on something particular; an image that dissipates as soon as the eye attempts to address it 
directly. 
12 A point of focus to be peripheral to. 
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language as-such and the individual ‘language[s] of man’; the process of 

becoming in terms of language. Heidegger’s ‘Dialogue on Language’ is an 

illustration of the face-to-face encounter of opposition that occurs when one 

language meets another in translation, but in terms of the interrelation of 

cultures (western European and east Asian), and through a process of 

dialogue between languages based on different thought systems, (Japanese 

and German) but carried out in the one language (German), and read here in 

translation into English. It is a ‘dialogue of difference’, where the danger, 

not only of defining in terms of assigning a name is illustrated, but also the 

danger of even ‘talking about’ what arises. We have mentioned these 

dangers above in terms of Heidegger’s ‘wilderness’, or pure analysis, and 

while the focus of both participants in this dialogue is clearly on avoiding 

these particular dangers, they are also implicitly aware of the dangers of 

pure intuition, and tread a fine line between the two. 

While dialogue in its mode of articulation is important, so too is the 

subject matter of this particular dialogue: the terms Iki, Iro, Ku, Koto and ba 

combine with the ‘dialogue as a way’ in providing insight into the 

perception of the ‘what’ of this inquiry, ‘nearest nearness’/ source or origin. 

Bearing in mind the dangers of definition and pure intuition outlined above, 

in particular in terms of directly assigning a name, the dangers of 

conceptualising; through attempting an interlingual translation of these 

terms in the process of dialogue, we take an indirect route to the concepts, 

through a different thought system, and so experience them indirectly and 

avoid the danger of directly assigning a name. We understand the ‘where’ 

and the ‘how’ indirectly through the Japanese terms, and so perceive the 

‘what’, fleetingly. 

We can consider this ‘how’ in terms of three threads: dialogue as a 

mode of engagement and articulation; the attitude that is brought to this 

dialogue; and the subject matter of this dialogue to which this attitude is 

brought. It is useful to consider the first two of these in tandem in terms of:  

(i) position of translator, (ii) process, and (iii) ways of thinking in terms of 

different cultural experience; before going on to consider the importance of 

the particular content that will mirror what the dialogue with its attitude 

illustrates.   
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(i) Position of translator 

The dialogue is itself an inter-lingual translation in that it attempts to 

understand east-Asian ‘sayings’ in a European-western language and, 

implicitly, a European-western mode of thinking. Heidegger, or the Inquirer 

(‘I’), being of and in the target-language and culture, German in this 

instance, is the translator. But he is not alone in the process of translating, as 

is the traditional position of a translator or group of translators in the target-

language: instead, the Japanese (‘J’) faces him, from the perspective of 

being in and of the original or source-language and culture, and forces him 

categorically into the target-language and culture, in this way denying the 

possibility of pretence that he (‘I’) is anything other than perceiver; 

interpreter of one language or culture in another. The image of translator as 

being at a remove, an objective facilitator of transfer of meaning between 

languages and cultures, is debunked by the existence of another participant 

in the process of translation: ‘J’ faces the translator ‘I’ from the position of 

being in and of the original or source-language, acting as guardian of the 

original ‘Saying’ in the original language. It is only from an awareness of 

this true position that the translator can guard against the dangers inherent in 

translation, in particular the unconscious ones, ignored in the illusion of 

translator as objective facilitator and mediator. 

It is interesting to note about translation theory, in its problematically 

dichotomous nature in terms of text, language, culture, technique; even the 

source-text author and target-text reader are placed in opposition; that the 

translator alone is typically omitted from this dichotomous ‘nature’ of 

translation. This fact is highlighted by Ricouer (2006) in On Translation in 

his argument that the translator serves two masters: the source-text author 

and the target-text reader. In this way the translator is placed in-between, in 

the centre of Schleiermacher’s, albeit farther-reaching than most opposition, 

but not just between these two ‘masters’, but also in-between two languages, 

two texts, two cultures, two techniques; in fact right in the middle of the 

dichotomy that is translation theory. This positioning is understandable, as 

in the context of translation theory the translator appears to occupy a unique 

position where no opponent appears to exist as it does for text, language 
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culture etc. (there is no source-translator/target-translator opposition); 

however, it is a mistake to conclude that the translator is removed from the 

dichotomy, that the translator does not occupy a fixed point on the 

continuum, one that is aligned with one side of the dichotomy.  

The process of translation illustrated in Heidegger’s ‘Dialogue on 

Language’, highlights this fact. The translator ‘I’ is clearly aligned with the 

target-language, in opposition to ‘J’ as guardian in the original language, in 

a dialogue of difference that carries out an inter-lingual translation. But 

what positions do ‘I’ and ‘J’ occupy in terms of dichotomous opposition 

within translation theory? While it is clear enough to see ‘I’s role as being 

that of translator, it is less clear which role ‘J’ plays in terms of the process 

of translation. At first glance there does not appear to be a vacant role, they 

all appear to be taken. However, if we look a bit closer at Schleiermacher’s 

opposition of source-text author to target-text reader, it becomes clear that 

this is not in fact a dichotomous opposition as are source-text to target-text, 

language, culture, or even ‘literal’ to ‘free’. All that these two poles 

represent is the beginning and the end of the process of translation; it does 

little more than take the two people at either end of the procedure and talk 

about direction. The opposition is not between the source-text author and 

target-text reader; if anything it is an opposition of method: whether in 

translation the reader in the target-language should be brought closer to the 

source-text author or vice versa, opposing options that clearly belong within 

the literal vs. free debate in terms of domestication and foreignization. In 

dichotomous terms, the target-language reader is better positioned in 

opposition to the source-language reader, a part that is understandably not 

given very much attention in a translation theory that is target-text 

focused.13 This leaves a vacant position in opposition to the author of the 

original, the source-text author; and the translator fits in perfectly as author 

of the translation, or target-text author. In Heidegger’s ‘Dialogue on 

Language’, ‘J’ is the author of the original ‘Saying’, while ‘I’ is author of 

the ‘Saying’ in translation: they are translators in face-to-face opposition.  

13 Translation theory which is based on a singular aim of transferral of meaning between 
languages is not concerned with ‘how’ unless it influences the final result.  The source-text 
reader in the source language is not relevant to such a process of translation. 
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This is not to say that a translation as objective facilitation and 

mediation is an impossibility; it is possible, but only from the starting point 

of an awareness of the default position of the translator, that of being of and 

in the target-language and part of the face-to-face encounter with the author 

of the original text in the original language and culture. The translator here, 

‘I’, is clearly aware of his default position along with its inherent dangers, 

and this, coupled with his motivation from the outset, that of finding out if: ‘ 

…a nature of language can reach the thinking experience, a nature 
which would offer the assurance that European-western saying and 
east-Asian saying will enter into dialogue such that in it there sings 
something that wells up from a single source,  
 (WTL: 8)  

we have true potential for the illustration of the process of translation, the 

process of the initial ‘translation of the line’, the process of translation that 

translation paradoxically overlooks, the process that potentially reveals pure 

language, or a singing ‘something that wells up from a single source’ in 

terms of language.   

Ricoeur details the attempts at defining, setting out the place in 

between, the third language as-such, perfect language, pure language. He 

shows how this fails, is doomed to fail. When considering the source-text in 

relation to the target-text, the drive is to find something permanently in-

between, something objective by nature, a perfect/pure language 

independent of perspective, containing an objective truth; a language against 

which both source-text and target-text can be measured in the hope of 

producing a ‘perfect translation’. The fact that pure language can be intuited 

in between two languages, in the neighbourhood of languages and in the 

process of translation, can lead to it being assumed to reside there. Ricoeur 

misrepresents the nature of Benjamin’s pure language however: it is not the 

language that exists in between, in the third place, instead it is the window 

to the language that exists in-between, in the neighbourhood of language.14  

‘I’ as the translator here has no illusions about his position; he is aware 

of it as being in and of and necessarily aligned with the target-language and 

culture, in opposition to ‘J’ in and of the original language and culture; and 

14 Ricoeur’s theory of translation along with his reading of Benjamin’s pure language will 
be explicated in more detail in chapter five. 
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while the overlying aim is to understand a Japanese saying in German, the 

underlying ‘revelatory’ role of translation is given its primary importance 

from the outset.  

 

(ii) Process 

While Heidegger’s ‘Anaximander’s Saying’ may well be an explication of 

or development of Benjamin’s theory of translation in practice15, and we 

will develop this in chapter five, his ‘Dialogue on Language’ is an 

explication of what underlies this theory: the interrelation/interaction of 

opposites in general and what this illustrates: a kinship, which in turn points 

to a common or ‘single source’ or origin; but also the importance of the 

attitude of the translator(s), perceiver(s) or interpreter(s), the way of 

thinking about language on the way to ‘language as language’ that 

potentially occurs in the process of translation. This is illustrated, both in the 

way of carrying out the dialogue, as well as in the content, or subject matter 

of the dialogue.   

In terms of the dangers inherent in talking about what is essentially 

ineffable, ‘I’, suggests that ‘perhaps we are not dealing with a matter at all’ 

(WTL: 11), to which ‘J’ suggests: ‘perhaps a process’ (ibid.), to which ‘I’ 

replies that any focus on ‘such terms will quickly land us in inadequacies’ 

(ibid.), to which ‘J’ goes on to point out that this is only ‘if we already 

somehow have in view what our saying would want to reach’ (ibid: 12). 

This reference to process is important: the way to the ‘where’ of the focus of 

our attention begins at ‘the process of translation’, in the moment of the 

‘translation of the line’. It is in this moment that the way is open, fleetingly, 

to the neighbourhood of languages. But what we perceive there is also 

processual in nature, the process of becoming, ‘the stream of becoming’ 

(OGTD: 45), the relationship of source or origin to the particular, ‘origin 

[being] a whirlpool in the stream of becoming [that] draws into its rhythm 

the material that is to be formed’(ibid.). In other words: ‘where’ is a process, 

‘how’ is a process, and ‘why’ is also a process, as is ‘what’, ‘what’ being a 

15 There is no evidence of direct influence. 
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peripheral and momentary glimpse of ‘source’ or ‘origin’ as pure language, 

pure language of translation.  

 

(iii)Ways of thinking in terms of different cultural experiences 

The danger of definition is referred to by ‘I’ in terms of focusing on terms 

‘quickly landing us in inadequacies’, yet words, even terms, are liberated for 

use in dialogue to allow a ‘talking about’ by ‘J’ in his pointing out that it is 

not the words or terms in themselves that are definitively defining, only 

when they are coupled with an attitude that has a preconceived notion of 

what those words are intending to say, that has ‘in view what [their] saying 

would want to reach’ (WTL: 12). We are looking to pay attention to the 

original in such a way as to remain suspended, in the neighbourhood of 

languages, which is revealed momentarily through the process of the 

‘translation of the line’, in order to observe ‘therein’ the process of 

becoming, (whereby a peripheral view of source or origin as pure language 

is discernible). The way of using words or terms is key: just as translation 

with a fixed initial aim is doomed to blindly overlook the ‘moment’ of the 

process; words or terms used in such a way that has ‘in view what [their] 

saying would want to reach’, in other words, words used as tools with an 

initiary and preconceived fixed aim, are doomed to ‘quickly land us in 

inadequacies’ (ibid: 11).  

In terms of the danger that arises in a face-to-face encounter of 

difference when ways of thinking in terms of different cultural experiences 

are in question, in relation to what ‘I’ is attempting to explain, ‘J’ says that 

he ‘see[s] more clearly as soon as [he thinks] in terms of his [Japanese] 

experience. But [he] is not certain whether [he (‘I’)] has [his] eye on the 

same’ (ibid: 12). To this ‘I’ replies that ‘that could prove itself in [their] 

dialogue’ (ibid: 13). This danger is both inherent in the face-to-face 

encounter in the form of dialogue (dialogue of difference), and its extent is 

also revealed in the dialogue itself.   

But what exactly is ‘I’ referring to by ‘that’? What will prove itself in 

dialogue? Whether they have their eye on the same thing coming from 

thinking in terms of different cultural experiences? The only way in which 

this could be proved would be if what was being referred to by/in the 
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language in question was allowed to arise in that very dialogue: the ‘what is 

beginning’ (ibid: 12). So, in order to discover whether the face-to-face 

encounter in dialogue ‘has its eye on the same thing’ from both 

perspectives, the ‘matter’, or the ‘process’ must be allowed to arise in the 

dialogue, and remain suspended momentarily in the neighbourhood of 

languages. With such a glimpse, both ‘J’ and ‘I’ can see whether this is what 

they ‘had [their] eye on’ and in this way, if it were the same.  

What is particularly useful about this dialogue is that it continually 

highlights the dangers of misunderstanding and blind re-definition or re-

naming, in particular due to the fact of the different ways of thinking in 

terms of different experiences. This is pointed out by ‘J’ in how the 

Japanese ‘do not think it strange if a dialogue leaves undefined what is 

really intended, or even restores it back to the keeping of the undefinable’ 

(ibid.: 13). This runs contrary to a western way of thinking that is driven 

precisely to define, and often blindly so. One side of the face-to-face 

encounter coming from such a perspective will not so easily unconsciously 

overlook such blind redefinition. Coupled with the other side of the face-to-

face encounter, ‘I’, although coming from a way of thinking that is driven to 

define or redefine as quickly as possible and often unthinkingly, being 

aware of this tendency and looking out for such a danger, this particular 

dialogue holds rich potential. ‘I’ shows his awareness in this regard in 

pointing out how this element of Japanese thought is precisely what can 

arise in dialogue, (in translation), in a way that is almost impossible in other 

forms of representation of western language. Dialogue can hold a space for 

that ‘undefinable something not only [to not] slip away, but [to] display its 

“gathering force” ever more luminously in the course of the dialogue’ 

(ibid.). This ‘gathering force’ is what this ‘undefinable something’, this 

fleeting glimpse of source or origin as pure language, points beyond itself 

to, and just as the process of translation can reveal the pure language that 

underlies the original, dialogue potentially reveals the ‘gathering force’, 

source, origin or ‘whirlpool in the stream of becoming’, that underlies pure 

language.  

The questions of position of translator, processuality, and ways of 

thinking, all relate to an attitude or approach that is foundational; and it is 
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this attitude or approach brought to dialogue that can highlight the 

relationship of source to the particular, language as-such to languages in 

particular. A focus on this relationship with this attitude allows for a 

peripheral and fleeting glimpse of source or origin; as pure language in the 

case of translation.  

 

The focus of ‘Dialogue on Language’ is the Japanese saying Iki, and ‘I’ in 

dialogue with ‘J’ is attempting to engage with the essence of Iki as it is 

revealed in between attention and definition, momentarily. This is precisely 

the moment in translation that can reveal a fleeting and peripheral glimpse 

of source or origin as pure language, the moment that is overlooked in the 

‘translation of the line’, the moment between attention being brought to the 

‘intended object’ through its un-naming, separation from its original ‘mode 

of intention’ (source-language); and before definition being re-applied with 

and in a new ‘mode of intention’ (target-language).  

This is what happens in the process of translation, this is what 

translation is; however, with the traditional ‘translation of the line’, this 

process happens in one step, with all the attention on either source or target 

‘mode of intention’ or language, and that momentary glimpse of the relation 

of source to the particular, the attention to which potentially offers the 

peripheral view of this source or origin itself as pure language, is missed. 

This particular dialogue is an interesting context within which to 

consider this point. It is inter-lingual translation in the traditional 

understanding of the word in that the aim of the dialogue is to understand 

what is intended by Iki in the Japanese ‘mode of intention’ (language), in a 

western ‘mode of intention’, in this case German. The attitude of the 

participants in the dialogue, one of tentative awareness of the different 

systems of thought underlying the languages in question as well as the 

dangers of premature redefinition, means that extreme care is given to what 

might be ‘lost in translation’: re-naming, re-definition is inhibited, and so 

the dialogue remains in the neighbourhood of languages, ‘precisely 

suspended over [the] abyss’, ‘the great abyss into which all linguistic theory 

threatens to fall’ (OLAS: 316). Nowhere in the dialogue is Iki re-named 

definitively in German, and all attempts to talk about ‘it’ are done so with a 
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tentative sensitivity and awareness of the dangers of ‘rushing ahead of the 

nearest nearness’ in which the essence of Iki itself is perceivable, as is, in 

terms of language, the relationship of language as-such to the language of 

man, the source to the particular, Koto (the appropriating occurrence of the 

lightening message of grace) to Ba (the petals that stem from Koto).16 This 

is a dialogue involving a particular attitude that brings about the conditions 

to experience the ‘essence’ of Iki as pure language, between attention and 

definition, as a peripheral glimpse of source or origin. In other words, this is 

a dialogue that both illustrates pure language of translation and mirrors this 

illustration in its content. In the attempt to experience the essence of Iki, ‘I’ 

and ‘J’ discuss different relations of opposition that mirror the relation of 

source to particular. In particular they explicate the word(s) for language in 

Japanese, Koto and Ba, along with Iro and Ku, the ontological structure 

within which this explication is possible. This explication in dialogue 

(opposition of cultures) with the appropriate attitude of inhibition and 

suspension, illustrates the relationship of the source to the particular in 

terms of language. 

In this context, the potential of dialogue as translation is further 

emphasised in terms of kinship and diversity of languages. ‘J’ states that he 

senses ‘a deeply concealed kinship with [their] thinking, precisely because 

his [‘I’s] path of thinking and its language are so wholly other’ (WTL: 

40/41). It would be a mistake to assume that either path of thinking is the 

goal: it is what is revealed in the attempt to meet the other, experience the 

other that is the goal, and not a definitive goal. Kinship is just a part of this. 

The ultimate ‘goal’ is ‘the site in which the kinship [...] comes into play’ 

(ibid: 41). Kinship and the ‘site in which the kinship comes into play’ is 

elaborated on in terms of Iro and Ku and a ‘moreness’ as a hint that ‘J’ ‘can 

now follow’, ‘a hint which the two words hold [...] toward the source from 

which the mutual interplay of the two comes to pass’ (ibid: 46). 

A relationship of opposition of two particulars illustrates a kinship, a 

kinship that points to the source of this kinship. This source, as ineffable and 

originary, can be perceived peripherally through a focus on its relationship 

16 Koto Ba are the Japanese words for ‘language’. 
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to the particular. Focus on this relationship requires another relationship of 

opposition, an ontological relationship of opposition that allows for 

presencing, or the manifestation of the relationship between source and the 

particular. This dynamic, ontological structure or system, that allows the 

perception of the presensing of a particular out of source, is denoted by the 

words Iro and Ku: Iro meaning aistheton and more than colour, Ku meaning 

noeton and ‘the open, the sky’s emptiness and more than the suprasensible’ 

(ibid.). It is the ‘moreness’ of these terms that holds the key, both to their 

kinship as well as in what that kinship consists. Reading the words in terms 

of ‘hints’ rather than signifiers, ‘J’ sees them point/hint ‘towards the source 

from which the mutual interplay of the two come to pass’ (ibid.), ‘which is?’ 

‘Koto, the happening of the lightening message of the graciousness that 

brings forth’ (ibid: 47). As Koto is only half of the word for language, the 

second being Ba and meaning leaves or blossoms, ‘language, heard through 

this word, is: the petals that stem from Koto (ibid.). Koto is the source or 

origin, ‘the happening holding sway over that which needs the shelter of all 

that flourishes and flowers’ (ibid.). Two words and their interaction hint at, 

illustrate momentarily, a ‘deeply hidden kinship’, and point towards the 

‘site’ or  ‘source’, referred to as Koto, the happening of the lightening 

message of the graciousness that brings forth’.17    

17 At this point it is perhaps useful to give an outline of the different relations of 
‘opposition’ in question. The word ‘opposition’ is used with reserve, as what it connotes 
may be inappropriate to the essentially different other types of ‘opposition’. 
Opposites that reveal kinship: face-to-face opposition, particular to particular; instance of 
language to instance of language, illustrates a kinship of these particulars (in the process of 
translation in the case of languages). The fact of this kinship gives rise to the question of 
the source of the kinship of these particulars, and by extension the relationship of source to 
the particular.   
Source and the particular: This could imply that the source or origin in question here is the 
pure and only source of the particular. This is not necessarily the case; there are more 
factors at play in the presencing of the particular. (Our role for example and dealt with later 
in this chapter). However, the source in question here, and its relation to the particular, is 
highlighted in the interrelation of particulars in opposition, or face-to-face. This 
relationship becomes even more important when we realise the undefinable nature of this 
source, and that by focussing on this relationship and what happens in the process of 
becoming, we find a way to perceive this source, contingently, peripherally and fleetingly 
(in the form of pure language in the case of translation, in the form of Iki in terms of 
aesthetics more generally. 
Iro and Ku: the ontological structure/system/dynamic that allows us to perceive the 
particular presencing. Not only does it facilitate perception, it facilitates/enables presencing.  
In this perception of presencing, presencing which is also the interrelation of source and 
particular, source is momentarily and peripherally perceivable: in the form of ‘pure 
language’ in the case of translation and ‘Iki’ in terms of aesthetics more generally. 
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We should take the time here to consider the case of translation proper, 

and what these various interrelations of opposition mean in this unique 

context; in particular that of source-text to target-text. Translation studies, as 

we have already seen, is characterised by debate between conflictually 

opposing positions, and the tendency is for all opposition to be considered 

dichotomously and within the one relationship of opposition: particulars in 

opposition or face-to-face. The fact that the focus is generally on the 

particulars in opposition, to the exclusion of that within which they may 

exist, is a fundamental point of this thesis overall and is addressed in various 

different ways, for example and specifically under the heading of the 

problem of the singular function of translation as transferral of meaning. We 

are setting this aside here momentarily however in order to focus on the 

particular question of different relations of opposition.  

While the source-language and target-language are two particulars in 

face-to-face opposition, as are the source-text author ‘J’ here, and target-text 

author or translator ‘I’ here, it is a mistake to assume the opposition of 

source and target-text (original to translation) to automatically18 fall into a 

similar dichotomous relationship of opposition, which is what translation 

theory typically does in its assumption that it is purely information that is 

what is in question in translation. Bearing in mind, as Andrew Benjamin 

(1989: 106) points out, that it can ultimately be the ‘story’ (as opposed to 

information) and its inherent essence that is in question, the relationship of 

original to translation can instead fall into a different category of opposition, 

that of source to the particular. Information lives only at that moment, a 

story however, has eternal afterlife due to infinite potential interpretation, 

there is, ‘never a final and fixed interpretation’ (ibid). It is translation of the 

story as opposed to information that is the focus here, along with translation 

that ‘looks for other things in a translation than reproduction of meaning’ 

(TT: 78). A particular translation, however, would be impossible if it were 

Koto ba: the word(s) for language in Japanese explicated in dialogue (opposition of 
cultures) with the appropriate attitude (suspension over the abyss), illustrates the 
relationship of the source to the particular in terms of language. 
18 Source and target texts typically do fall into this dychotomic opposition in translation 
theory as translation theory typically assumes the role of translation to be both singular and 
to involve the transferral of information between languages.  
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not for an essential quality of the original: its translatability. So, a 

translation is intimately connected to the original. However, this is not a two 

way relationship, face-to-face, which would be the case of two particulars in 

opposition, source-language to target-language for example. The fact of a 

particular translation is of no importance to the original text. George 

Steiner’s theory of translation as fourfold hermeneutic motion, involving 

‘the act of elicitation and appropriative transfer of meaning’ (Steiner 1992: 

312) is false in terms of a theory of translation that is concerned with more 

than the transferral of content between languages, or ‘more than 

transmission of subject matter’ (TT: 72), in particular the second stage of 

this fourfold motion, that of aggression or penetration, in which Steiner 

describes the translator as ‘invad[ing], extract[ing] and bring[ing] home’, 

and in which he uses the simile of the ‘open-cast mine [that leaves] an 

empty scar in the landscape’ (Steiner 1992: 314)19. Steiner draws on 

Heidegger’s focus(ing) our attention on understanding as an act, on the 

access, inherently appropriative and therefore violent, of Erkenntnis to 

Dasein. He argues (ibid.) that ‘in the event of interlingual translation this 

manoeuvre of comprehension is explicitly invasive and destructive’ and he 

goes on to cite St Jerome’s famous image of ‘meaning brought home 

captive by the translator’. It is in the word ‘meaning’ that we find the clue to 

Steiner’s error. Meaning may well be ‘brought home captive’, and its 

understanding/interpretation may well be violent and appropriative, but that 

is beside the point in terms of the original or the source-text. Steiner falls 

into the same trap of overlooking the fundamental first step in the process of 

translation, the un-naming; it is in the re-naming that the re-appropriation 

occurs, the re-finding in Heidegger’s terms (WTL: 20/21), the re-completion 

of creation in Benjamin’s terms; the ‘liberat[ion of] the language imprisoned 

in a work in [the] re-creation of that work’ (TT: 80).   

When the initial step is taken into account, violence is no longer 

necessary, meaning is there and available for appropriation. While it may 

need to be ‘captured’, and this is debatable as that would imply a resistance, 

it does not need to be taken from the original or source-text, it is offered up 

19 The landscape representing the original or source-text. 
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willingly, naturally; in translations, the life of the original ‘attains […] to its 

ever-renewed latest and most abundant flowering’ (ibid: 72); a text is as text 

(a text texts) in translation; translation involves the natural ‘maturing 

process’ of the original, adding to it if anything rather than taking away and 

‘leaving an empty scar’; ‘just as manifestations of life are intimately 

connected with the phenomenon of life without being of importance to it, a 

translation issues from the original – not so much from its life as from its 

afterlife’ (ibid). It is clearly a relationship of source to particular that is in 

question and not of particular to particular. To go back to the distinction 

Andrew Benjamin highlights, between information and story, it is the focus 

on translation as being concerned with information that leads to questions of 

the original being affected by it being translated, and indeed, the 

problematic notion of difference itself that has the ripple effect that 

emanates to encompass all of translation theory with problematic notions as 

to the dichotomies, be it with regard to source vs. target-language, form vs. 

content, ‘literal’ vs. ‘free’ etc. 

 

4.3: Why 

 

Man is the namer, by this we recognise that through him pure language 
speaks. 

  (OLAS: 318)  

 

To remember language before and beyond ‘the abyss of prattle’ (ibid: 328); 

to invite language to step forward as language; to re-member the creative 

role of ‘the word’, word as word, language as language, and in turn our own 

creative role in using ‘the word’ in naming.  

There are three aspects to this why: language, word and man. All three 

‘step forward’ in language: language as language, word as word and man as 

man. In stepping forward as language, language languages, in stepping 

forward as word, word words, and in stepping forward as man, man mans, 

all three in language in the process of becoming. Language steps forward as 

language, language languages when words fail; it is because the word does 

not word and man does not man that language can language. When words 
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don’t fail within the context of one particular language, man may man and 

word may word, but typically unconsciously, in concealment. Translation, 

or a dialogue of difference, allows for the inhibition of what comes naturally 

and unconsciously to us (using the word to name) and for a suspension in 

the neighbourhood of languages for long enough for language to step 

forward as language; man can then consciously step forward as man in 

using the word as word in naming. 

In this section we will look at how language steps forward as language. 

We will look at this in two different contexts: firstly, within the context of 

the one language, where words fail: naming doesn’t occur, and language can 

step forward as language; and secondly, in the context of translation 

between two different languages in face to face opposition, where the name 

is removed from the intended object in one language and language is thus 

invited to step forward as language. The difference from our perspective is 

that the former happens by surprise: when words fail, they fail; we do not 

make them fail, while the latter happens at our prompting when we set out 

to translate, transfer meaning between different languages. We will also 

look at the roles of word as word and man as man; roles that become 

apparent in suspension, when they are inhibited momentarily in the process 

of translation or dialogue of difference. 

The language of man with its words can be applied to all things, but not 

to man nor to the words themselves: ‘the word for “the word” can never be 

found in that place where fate provides the language that names and so 

endows all beings, so that they may be, radiant and flourishing in their 

being’ (WTL: 86). ‘The word’ is not a thing; instead it brings a thing to 

being in its naming; it is an instrument of creation, just as we, in the role of 

‘namer’, are instrumental in creation, the wordless language of things 

beckons to us to complete them in their naming; ‘that undefined defining 

something [is left] in unimpaired possession of the voice of its promptings 

[...] at the risk that this voice, in [their (‘I’ and ‘J’s] case, is silence itself’ 

(ibid: 22).  

Both Benjamin and Heidegger consider our own role and that of the 

word in completing creation, and it is ultimately these roles and what they 

reveal about being as-such that is potentially ‘unconcealed’ in translation 
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between different languages, dialogue of difference between different 

languages, cultures and systems of thought, and different ways of ‘Saying’ 

of poetry and thought. They consider language to be at the root of our 

existence and recognise that it is our relation to language that is central. 

Although this relation to language is considered from different perspectives, 

the perspectives are nonetheless complementary; Benjamin explicates the 

creative role we play in our relation with language: ‘creation is completed 

when things receive their names from man’ (OLAS: 319), while 

Heidegger’s focus remains with the overall experience we undergo with 

language: ‘if it is true that man finds the proper abode of his existence in 

language – whether he is aware of it or not – then an experience we undergo 

with language will touch the innermost nexus of our existence’ (WTL: 57).  

Heidegger states his aim at the outset of ‘The Nature of Language’, that 

aim being to: ‘bring us face to face with a possibility of undergoing an 

experience with language’ (ibid. my emphasis). The aim is not to bring us 

face-to-face with language, nor with an experience of language, nor even to 

cause us to undergo an experience with language. Instead, it is to ‘bring us 

face-to-face with a possibility’; it is to take us by the shoulders, to aim us in 

a direction, and to point to this possibility. This possibility is one of 

undergoing: ‘to undergo here means that we endure it, suffer it, receive it as 

it strikes us and submit to it’ (ibid.). It means that we will ‘let ourselves be 

properly concerned by the claim of language by entering into and submitting 

to it (ibid.). While this ‘undergoing’ may be ‘too much for us moderns’ 

(ibid: 58), the fact that our attention is drawn to ‘our relation to language’ is 

important in itself. It is this relation to language, which includes the role we 

play in naming, that Benjamin emphasises in ‘On Language as Such’, that is 

revealed to us in the consideration of another relationship, that of individual 

manifestations of language to language as-such. 

Heidegger makes a differentiation: between what can be known about 

language, and undergoing an experience with language, an undergoing that, 

reveals a ‘moreness’ to language. This mirrors Benjamin’s distinction in 

‘The Story Teller’ between information and the story: information lives only 

at that moment, a story however, has eternal afterlife due to infinite 

potential interpretation, there is ‘never a final and fixed interpretation’ (cited 
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in Benjamin A. 1989: 106). It also mirrors the distinction between the 

overlying and underlying roles of translation; translation as a tool in 

transferral between two different languages, and as a process that reveals the 

‘moreness’ of language: ‘it’s more English than the English, more Greek 

than the Greek, more Latin than the Latin [...]’ (Alain, 1954: 56-57 My 

trans.). 

This question of what language is for in its overlying role is central. 

Scientific and philosophical investigation of language and languages starts 

here, and like Benjamin not wishing to demonise the overlying role of 

translation and instead accepting its essential role in the overall process, 

Heidegger does not wish to demonise the scientific and philosophical 

investigation of language and languages, only to point out that that is not 

‘all’; that there is ‘more’:  

Scientific and philosophical information about language is one thing; 
and experience we undergo with language is another [...] Only because 
in everyday speaking, language does not bring itself to language but 
holds back, are we able simply to go ahead and speak a language and so 
to deal with something by speaking.  

 (WTL: 59)  

When the underlying role of language remains hidden, ‘when language does 

not bring itself to language’, when language does not step forward as 

language, the overlying role or function is possible; and when the overlying 

function or role fails: ‘when we cannot find the right word for something 

that concerns us, carries us away, oppresses or encourages us’ (ibid.), the 

underlying role is unconcealed. When words fail, language steps forward as 

language, brings itself to language. When this happens we become 

suspended between attention and definition, attention to and definition of  

‘what we have in mind’, momentarily, fleetingly: ‘then we leave unspoken 

what we have in mind and, without rightly giving it thought, undergo 

moments in which language itself has distantly and fleetingly touched us 

with its essential being’ (ibid.). 

Translation offers a way to bring us face-to-face with this possibility of 

‘undergoing’, but at our own prompting. It is this ‘leaving unspoken what 

we have in mind’ (even in our mind silently), that translation allows us to 

do, offers the potential for us to do, time and again and not just in cases 
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where words fail. Translation brings us face-to-face with the possibility to 

undergo an experience with language whereby we voluntarily inhibit the 

word, the naming, and bring about this condition of suspension. This is 

getting to ‘language as language’ through a loosening rather than a 

deconstructing: ‘the point is to experience the unbinding bond within the 

web of language’ (ibid: 113). 

If translation offers the potential to voluntarily come ‘face-to-face with 

the possibility of undergoing an experience with language’, it also presents a 

danger to ‘what we [would] have in mind’. Both Benjamin and Heidegger 

consider this danger; again, it is from different yet complementary and 

supplementary perspectives. Benjamin considers this danger in terms of 

misunderstanding the nature of language within the one language, while 

Heidegger considers this danger in terms of misnaming what ‘we have in 

mind’ in the case of dialogue of difference between two different languages 

and cultures and systems of thought. While the danger Benjamin is 

concerned with relates to the nature of language and not translation per se, it 

is a danger relating to the nature of language upon which Heidegger’s 

‘danger’ in translation is based.  

Benjamin states that:  

The view that the mental essence of a thing consists precisely in its 
language – this view, taken as a hypothesis, is the great abyss into 
which all linguistic theory threatens to fall, and to survive suspended 
precisely over this abyss is its task. 

 (OLAS: 315).  

He is pointing to a key potential problem for linguistic theory, as well as to 

a potential solution: firstly, there is a problem with the particular view being 

expressed, that there is no more to the ‘mental essence’ of a thing than its 

language; no more to the mental essence of a thing than what of it is 

communicable. This is a view that would ultimately lead to overlooking the 

existence of a space between attention and definition; it is a view that would 

collapse this space and not allow for the underlying role of language, for 

language to bring itself to language, even in cases where the overlying role 

of language fails, where words fail. 

There is a danger in definition. Not necessarily definition per se, but 

unquestioned definition, a definition that is considered to happen 
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simultaneously with attention, one that considers attention and definition to 

be one and the same, one that ‘confuses the mental essence of a thing with 

its language’, that confuses the ‘mental essence’ of a thing with what of it is 

communicable, that collapses the space between attention and definition. 

This type of definition is typical when language is understood in purely its 

overlying role, when language is considered in purely communicative terms. 

There is a moreness, both to and than language, and Benjamin’s 

distinction between a language of things and a language of man in ‘On 

Language as Such’ helps in the explication of this moreness. For Benjamin 

there is a language of things and there is a language of man. The language 

of things, the ‘language-thing’, is only perceivable at the point of attention 

and before definition. The thing communicates its ‘linguistic essence’ to us 

as we bring attention to it. The linguistic essence of a thing is that part of its 

‘mental essence’ that is communicable. So while the linguistic essence of a 

thing, or the ‘language-thing’, is a part of its mental essence, it is not solely 

that in which its mental essence consists. There is more to the mental 

essence of a thing than its linguistic essence, than its language. The 

language of man, in its turn, is that part of our relation to language that 

consists in our role: that of naming. Attention is brought to, or captured by, 

the thing through its linguistic essence, its language, the language-thing, the 

language of things, or that part of its mental essence that is communicable. 

If words prove inadequate, or fail, language brings itself to language, steps 

forward as language, along with the possibility of our undergoing an 

experience with language. We either remain suspended, undergo it, ‘endure 

it, suffer it, receive it as it strikes us and submit to it’, or we withdraw our 

attention in line with ‘the view that the mental essence of a thing consists in 

its language’. But language usually ‘holds back’ and we are ‘able simply to 

go ahead and speak a language and so to deal with something by speaking’; 

in other words, usually a word is adequate and we name: the wordless 

language of things beckons to us to complete them in their naming. We give 

a name to the thing. The language of man consists in naming things. 

To assume the mental essence of a thing to consist in its language is an 

attitude that obscures any glimpse of the moment of attention before 

definition, the moment when language steps forward as language, where we 

143 
 



Chapter Four: Pure Language 

are face-to-face with the possibility of undergoing an experience of 

language, an experience which offers a glimpse of the nature of our relation 

to language. Benjamin considers this attitude as ‘the great abyss into which 

all linguistic theory threatens to fall’, and suggests that the task is ‘to 

survive suspended precisely over this abyss’, to ‘stay’ in attention long 

enough to notice language step forward as language in the neighbourhood of 

languages, to glimpse the nature of language which includes our own 

relation to language. 

Suspension of an attitude that assumes the mental essence of a thing to 

consist in its language, that considers language in purely communicative 

terms, allows for a staying in attention that in turn allows a fleeting 

perspective and potential understanding of the nature of language. This 

nature also includes our own relation to language, and staying a moment in 

attention allows a noticing of what we do: definition, or naming; it 

highlights our own role in language, the naming language, the language of 

both finding and creating: in assigning a naming word we complete 

creation, ‘and after all assigning a naming word is what constitute finding’ 

(WTL: 20/21). 

To confuse the mental essence of a thing with its language is 

problematic because it leads to an attitude that obscures, both the potential 

glimpse and understanding of the nature of language, and of our own 

relation to language, one that involves our role in naming. This danger for 

Benjamin does not only encompass language and linguistic theory, but all 

philosophising. The suggestion that to place at the outset the hypothesis that 

the mental essence of a thing consists in its language would constitute an 

abyss for linguistic theory, is expanded to encompass the question: ‘or is it, 

rather, the temptation to place at the outset a hypothesis that constitutes an 

abyss for all philosophising?’ (OLAS: 315). If we look at that question more 

closely, first of all we notice the broadening of the context; we are not just 

talking about the case of language anymore, but ‘all philosophising’. 

Secondly, we note what Benjamin is saying directly: that is, that to start 

with a hypothesis at all is problematic, that there is a danger in having a 

notion of where we want to end up before we start out. Starting with a 

hypothesis introduces an attitude that is end-oriented, focused on the 
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outcome, and so even if the steps are taken through attention and definition, 

these are often missed, overlooked, obscured, just as they are in terms of 

language in the case where the ‘mental essence of a thing is confused with 

its language’. Finally, we should also note the word ‘temptation’.  Benjamin 

is pointing to something essential to our relation to language. ‘Placing at the 

outset a hypothesis’ mirrors the pre-mature definition or naming that is 

possibly essential to our relation to language. We name. Things 

communicate their linguistic essence to us: that is the part they play; we 

name things: that is the part we play. It is natural for us as linguistic beings. 

To consider the nature of language as a whole is perhaps in some sense 

unnatural for us in that it requires momentary inhibition of what we do 

naturally, and so habitually and unconsciously. Our temptation is to name, 

to do what comes naturally and unquestioningly. This is a very important 

point, one that is mirrored by Heidegger in ‘Dialogue on Language’, the 

need to be aware of our instinctual and habitual, and so often unconscious, 

drive to define, unquestioningly.  

It is an attitude that is central: the nature of language exists whether we 

like it or not, whether we are aware of it or not, it continues whether we are 

in an abyss in terms of our perspective or not. Our relation to language is as 

it is, regardless. Things communicate their linguistic essence and we name 

them. It is purely our attitude and point of view that have us in the ‘abyss’, 

and this point of view begins with an attitude we bring to observation. One 

that starts with a hypothesis is already problematic regardless of the 

hypothesis. The hypothesis in question is that the mental essence of a thing 

consists in its language, and this hypothesis would have us in the ‘abyss’ in 

terms of linguistic theory. An attitude that is open and free of unconscious 

preconceptions and expectations does not. Such an attitude allows ‘the thing 

to be the standard for what is real’. Hypothesis at the outset has a 

preconceived notion of what is to be concluded; ‘to survive precisely 

suspended over the abyss’, on the other hand, suspends both any initial 

hypothesis, as well as momentarily in attention before defining. 

Both of these dangers: starting out with any hypothesis, as well as the 

unquestioned preconception that the mental essence of a thing consists in its 

language, along with the solution: surviving precisely suspended over the 
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abyss, are mirrored by Heidegger in ‘Dialogue on Language’, albeit in 

slightly different terms. In terms of confusing the mental essence of a thing 

with its language, ‘J’ points to such a danger: ‘that we will let ourselves be 

led astray by the wealth of concepts which the spirit of the European 

languages has in store, and will look down upon what claims our existence, 

as on something that is vague and amorphous’ (WTL: 3). He is pointing to a 

danger alright, but he is clearly considering language purely in its overlying 

role of communication; it is a danger relating to content and a way of using 

language in communication; it is a danger rooted in language seen purely in 

terms of communication, as we traditionally see it, use it; language through 

the lens of a natural attitude; language as individual manifestations of 

language as-such, rather than language encompassing the nature of language 

as a whole. This is a surface danger in comparison to the danger Benjamin 

points to in ‘On Language as Such’, and also in relation to the one 

Heidegger goes on to point to in the following interaction: 

I:  Yet a far greater danger threatens. It concerns both of us; it is all the 
more menacing just by being more inconspicuous. 

J: How? 
I: The danger is threatening from a region where we do not suspect it, 

and which is precisely the region where we would have to 
experience it. 

J: You have, then, experienced it already; otherwise you could not 
point it out. 

I: I am far from having experienced the danger to its full extent, but I 
have sensed it-in my dialogues with Count Kuki. 

J: Did you speak with him about it? 
I: No. The danger arose from the dialogues themselves, in that they 

were dialogues. 
J: I do not understand what you mean. 
I:  Our dialogues were not formal scholarly discussions. Whenever that 

sort of thing seemed to be taking place, as in the seminars, Count 
Kuki remained silent. The dialogues of which I am thinking came 
about at my house, like a spontaneous game. Count Kuki 
occasionally brought his wife along who then wore festive Japanese 
garments. They made the Eastasian world more luminously present, 
and the danger of our dialogues became more clearly visible. 

J: I still do not understand what you mean. 
I:  The danger of our dialogues was hidden in language itself, not in 

what we discussed, nor in the way in which we tried to do so. 
  (WTL: 3/4) 

So, what is this danger in/of language itself if not, as ‘J’ suggested initially, 

in the way we use it in communication? ‘I’ gives us a clue when he 
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describes the ‘more luminous presence’. The more luminous the presence 

appears to be, the more obvious is the inadequacy of the words to their 

mental essence; it highlights the fact that the mental essence of the thing is 

not limited to its language, precisely the point Benjamin makes in ‘On 

Language as Such’. Heidegger is pointing to the same danger as Benjamin; 

however, it is both greater as well as being highlighted and accentuated in 

the case of his dialogues with Count Kuki. It is greater because it is a 

dialogue of difference; the naming language of man relates differently to the 

linguistic essence of a thing in different cultures. The linguistic essence of a 

thing, being that part of its mental essence that is communicable, is in part, 

the mental essence of a thing. Therefore, the language of man relates 

differently to the mental essence of a thing in different languages and 

cultures. 

So, why does this make the danger greater? In the case of the ‘a priori 

enigma’ of Being, for example, there is something about the way that the 

word ‘Being’ relates with what we understand of Being that allows us to 

stay in attention to this understanding, without either defining or 

withdrawing. This ‘word’ is specific to the way in which the language of 

man in one culture relates to the linguistic essence of ‘Being’, that part of 

the ‘mental essence’ of ‘Being’ that is communicable. It is one thing to have 

an ‘a priori enigma’ in the one language, to understand Being and not be 

able to talk about it, lexicalise it, but at least we know that it is an enigma 

because we experience that its linguistic essence is inadequate to its mental 

essence. However, to translate ‘Being’ into a language based on a different 

thought system, assuming the mental essence of ‘Being’ to consist in its 

linguistic essence, is to take the linguistic essence as a signpost to the 

assumed equivalent mental essence. This is the danger in the dialogue 

between Heidegger and Count Kuki. In the ‘a priori enigma’, language is 

inadequate to ‘Being’. In the dialogue, the Japanese Iki is an example of an 

a priori enigma. It acts as a signpost to those who understand it; those rooted 

enough in Japanese culture and language to have an understanding of what 

it points to, of the mental essence to which its linguistic essence 

corresponds. While the Japanese language may be inadequate to define what 

it is, the German language is inadequate to even name it. To name it at all in 
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German would be to rip its linguistic and mental essence apart, and as the 

parts of these two that correspond are in-dissociable, the understanding of 

what it is that is being talked about, Iki in this case, dissipates: like a dream 

on waking. 

The danger thus in Heidegger is twofold. Firstly, within the same 

language there is a danger of automatic definition. This would overlook the 

relationship of the language of man to the language of things and assume the 

‘mental essence of the thing to consist in its language’, that the thing is 

limited to its linguistic essence, what of it is communicable. It would 

assume that attention and definition are one and the same, and so think two-

dimensionally, in pictures rather than the things themselves. But at least the 

a priori enigma exists to highlight when language is inadequate, and this in 

turn points us back to the point where a glimpse of the nature of language is 

un-obscured. Secondly, dialogue between different languages, particularly 

radically different ones based on different thought systems, highlights this 

relationship through a deeper danger, a danger within language itself, the 

danger inherent in the inadequacy of a translating language to the thing, 

experience, in the original language.  

Of the more general danger that Benjamin points to, of placing at the 

outset a hypothesis at all, Heidegger is also conscious and constrained by 

this: ‘how is one to give a name to what he is still searching for?  To assign 

a naming word is, after all, what constitutes finding’ (ibid: 20/21). This 

relates to the question of the way, both way of engaging, and also a way (as 

in path) to understanding. If we know where we are going in advance, how 

can we discover anything essentially new? How can we allow a thing to be 

the standard for what is real if we already have an idea of what it is? Instead, 

thinking builds the road as it goes: ‘but the way there cannot be staked out 

according to a plan like a road. Thinking is fond of a manner of road-

building that is, I would almost say, wondrous (ibid.). To start with a 

hypothesis is to follow a path already there, and even if there is no existing 

path, even if the road is built in the thinking, it has an end point in mind and 

so does not truly decide each step. 

To re-cap, the danger for both Benjamin and Heidegger consists in an 

attitude that starts with a hypothesis that considers language purely in its 
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role of communication, and an unquestioned preconception that confuses 

the mental essence of a thing with its language. Such a view would 

constitute an abyss for linguistic theory in particular, and for all 

philosophising generally.  

While Heidegger is clearly aware of the danger inherent in translation 

or a dialogue of difference in ‘Dialogue on Language’, he appears less 

conscious than Benjamin of what translation can offer in terms of a 

voluntary face-to-face encounter with language as language. His focus is to 

defend against the danger rather than to notice what translation, or this 

dialogue of difference can offer in terms of a view of the thing in itself. 

However, in ‘The Nature of Language’, the similar dynamic of voluntary 

face-to-face possibility of undergoing an experience with language is 

explored. Rather than in the context of translation or dialogue of difference 

between two different languages, two different ‘modes of intention’ and 

how their interrelation highlights their common ‘object of intention’ and 

their relation to it, he approaches it in the context of the one language, but in 

terms of different ways of ‘Saying’ of poetry and thought and how their 

interrelation or interaction highlights their relation to Saying. Heidegger’s 

dynamic both mirrors and adds to Benjamin’s, in particular in the working 

through of the concept of ‘neighbourhood’. Benjamin illustrates a kinship of 

languages and how this kinship points to the fact of a source of this kinship, 

which can in turn be sensed through a pure language of translation that steps 

forward fleetingly; language stepping forward fleetingly as language in the 

process of translation. Heidegger also illustrates a kinship, a kinship of 

different ways of Saying, but he also illustrates the neighbourhood within 

which this occurs, the ‘country which holds possibilities of a true experience 

with language in readiness for us’ (WTL: 75), ‘the neighbourhood in which 

poetry and thinking have their dwelling, an invisible neighbourhood’ (ibid: 

83).  

We have talked about that blind first step in the process of translation 

that Bergson highlights, the one that takes us unseeingly into the target-

language in terms of translation, and into analysis in terms of the 

metaphysical model of analysis and intuition. But what of the question of 

what this blind first step overlooks? How can we talk about this? We have 
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alluded to it in terms of an in-betweeness: culturally in terms of the power 

relations between languages and the gap between peoples; and also 

ontologically in terms of the ‘reciprocal relationship between languages’, 

the kinship of languages that implies the common origin of languages, the 

‘site in which [this] kinship comes into play!’ (ibid: 46). In terms of 

intertextuality we have alluded to an in-betweenness that momentarily lays 

bare something that is ineffable due to its originary nature (Eagleton 1977).  

In Heidegger we have a new term for this source or origin, ‘nearest 

nearness’, that we ‘constantly rush ahead of’, in our unconscious 

compulsion to name, and ‘which strikes us as strange each time anew when 

we catch sight of it’ (WTL: 12), because of its fleetingness and 

indefinableness. Both poetry and thinking arise in this neighbourhood, a 

neighbourhood that relates them in a kinship; both poetry and thinking point 

beyond themselves to a common source or origin, but neither on its own 

provides the necessary contingency for an experience of this origin. It is the 

divergence of poetry and thinking that does this, in illustrating a kinship and 

pointing back to the ‘site in which [this] kinship comes into play!’ (WTL: 

46). 

It is not only in the context of a kinship that Heidegger’s ‘Nature of  

Language’ is complementary to Benjamin’s theory of translation; in terms 

of these ‘ways’ of saying and what they can reveal, Heidegger also 

highlights problems that can arise with language considered purely in  its 

overlying function or role, that of purely communicative: ‘metalinguistics is 

the metaphysics of the through going technicalisation of all languages into 

the sole operative instrument of interplanetary information’ (WTL: 58), the 

‘interplanetary’ implying communication between, and ‘information’ 

showing what is being communicated; language is considered in terms of 

communication, and what is communicated is ‘information’. This danger of 

an attitude that considers language in these terms from the outset is 

consistently at the fore for both Heidegger and Benjamin, and they counter 

it with a consistent emphasis on the fact of moreness. There is more to 

language than communication, and there is more to what can be 

communicated than information.   
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With this moreness to the fore, we can see how Heidegger comes face-

to-face with the ‘possibility of undergoing an experience with language’ 

(ibid: 57) through the consideration of different ways of Saying of poetry 

and thought, and how this reflects the face-to-face encounter Benjamin 

describes in relation to translation. Unless it is a case where words fail and 

language steps forward as language, there is a necessity of difference to 

bring about the possibility of this face-to-face encounter. In terms of 

translation, linguistic diversity illustrates a kinship that in turn points to the 

fact of a common source or origin, as well as the neighbourhood within 

which this kinship arises. In terms of the different ways of Saying of poetry 

and thought Heidegger talks of ‘divergence [as being] their real face-to-face 

encounter’ (ibid: 90), and with regard to kinship and not looking for 

‘equivalence’ between languages but instead focusing on what unites them 

in their difference, Heidegger also recognises, both this view, as well as the 

fact of our natural attitude in relation to it: ‘we must discard the view that 

the neighbourhood of poetry and thinking is nothing more than a garrulous 

cloudy mixture of two kinds of saying in which each makes clumsy 

borrowings from the other’ (ibid.). 

It is the ‘thinking’ of poetry that brings something to light, fleetingly 

and contingently (and vice versa), just as it is the translation of a text which 

brings to light something foundational to both languages, as well as the as-

suchness of the text itself. This ‘necessity’ of heterogeneity is already 

apparent in ‘Dialogue on Language’ and in relation to the danger inherent in 

a dialogue of difference. ‘J’ senses a ‘deeply concealed kinship with [their] 

thinking, precisely because his [‘I’’s] path of thinking and its language are 

so wholly other’ (WTL: 40/41). As we have seen in Benjamin, it is 

linguistic diversity that illustrates the kinship that in turn makes us look, it is 

precisely the difference of language, thought system and culture (although 

the intended object stays the same) that leads to ‘J’ sensing the ‘deeply 

concealed kinship’. 

Unlike the traditional view of translation that would focus on the source 

or the target-text or language, and instead, like the view of translation as 

also encompassing an underlying role, reason and result (product), it would 

be a mistake to assume that either path of thinking is the goal in the dialogue 
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of difference in ‘Dialogue on Language’; instead it is what is revealed in the 

attempt to meet the other, experience the other that is the goal. What is 

revealed is a ‘sense of a deeply concealed kinship’, a sense of a kinship that 

focuses attention on the spot where language as language steps forth, is 

unconcealed, fleetingly and momentarily in those moments of undergoing 

experience with language as language. 

This kinship is only a part of it, is only a signpost itself, a signpost to 

the ‘site in which kinship comes into play!’ (ibid: 46). We must continue to 

keep the overall dynamic to the fore: it is the interrelation of opposites that 

initiates or creates the dynamic that illustrates their underlying kinship, a 

kinship that unites them in their difference rather than makes them the same. 

This kinship in turn points to the fact of the undefinable source or origin of 

this kinship, as well as the neighbourhood or ‘site in which kinship comes 

into play’, and ultimately the question of the relationship between this 

source or origin and the individual or particular instances of opposition. The 

consideration of this question allows for the explication of a relationship 

that includes this undefinable source or origin, without directly defining ‘it’, 

which would be the point at which it dissipates. A focus on the particular in 

terms of its relation to source or origin allows for the fleeting and peripheral 

appearance of this source or origin, as pure language of translation in the 

case of translation, as the singing of ‘something that wells up from a single 

source’ (WTL: 8) in the case of a dialogue of difference.   

Both Benjamin and Heidegger are concerned with our relation to 

language. The language we speak names; it completes things by naming 

them, by supplementing the ‘wordless language of things’; the word is the 

instrument of completion of creation. We name all things, but not ourselves 

nor our instrument of completion of creation, the word: ‘the word for “the 

word” can never be found in that place where fate provides the language 

that names and so endows all beings, so that they may be, radiant and 

flourishing in their being’ (WTL: 86). Benjamin’s focus in ‘On Language as 

Such’ is on our role in this relation, the language of man and how it relates 

to the language of things; Heidegger’s focus in ‘Nature of Language’ is also 

clearly on our relation to language, but his focus is on ‘the word’ itself 

rather that our role in using it in naming. Through consideration of the 
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dynamic opposition of the ways of Saying of poetry and thought, their own 

kinship and what it points to, Heidegger explicates and highlights the 

importance of ‘the word’ in our relation to language. 

 

4.4: Conclusion 

It is the perception of this source or origin, nearest nearness, gathering force, 

that is enabled by the attention of man, but at that moment of attention 

before definition, naming. This is the moment that we focus on here, this is 

the moment that reveals what concerns us first and foremost; that reveals the 

nature of man as man. But what about after it has been named/defined? 

What about when the instinct takes over and the process of attention to 

definition takes place habitually, ignoring the moment and the significance 

of definition? What about when we forget the significance of our own role 

and that of the word and attempt to name/define them too? That is what we 

have translation for, dialogue of difference. Every translation of a word 

essentially un-names and re-names, offering the opportunity to inhibit re-

definition, re-naming momentarily and come ‘face-to-face with the 

possibility of an experience’, not just of language as language as in the case 

where words would fail, but also of man as man, and word as word. We are 

completer of creation in our role of namer, definer, and the word is the 

instrument of completion of creation in its role, function of tool of 

definition, naming. This role can be overlooked, forgotten even, but the 

definer cannot ultimately be defined; the namer cannot ultimately be named.  

Our role in the completion of creation is to name, to define. This role is 

outlined by Benjamin in ‘On Language as Such’. Here and in this context 

we are considering another aspect of this role, if not a different yet related 

one, one that in fact involves an inhibition of this naming or definition, a 

(temporary at least) renunciation of this instinctual and innate drive, in 

between attention and definition, with the aim of experiencing language as 

language, word as word, and more fundamentally man as man. We come 

face-to-face with the experience of our own role as completer of creation 

through naming. Defining or naming is not problematic in itself, it is after 

all our role in the completion of creation; it only becomes a problem in the 

context of attempting to experience man as man, language as language; and 
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then, only in its unconscious instinctual and habitual mode. Inhibition of 

instinct reveals the process, and the possibility to consciously complete 

creation with awareness emerges. 

It is in naming that we fulfil the role of completion of creation: ‘God’s 

creation is completed when things receive their names from man, from 

whom in name language alone speaks’ (OLAS: 319). ‘Name, however, is 

not only the last utterance of language but also the true call of it’ (ibid.). It is 

not just the completed creation, the thing named, that matters, but also our 

act of completing creation, the remembrance of which is facilitated through 

the process of translation: ‘its vow is not empty. It has in fact already struck 

its target-whom else but man? For man is man only because he is granted 

the promise of language, because he is needful to language, that he may 

speak it’ (WTL: 90). 

In language, word words and man mans, in the process of naming, the 

process of completion of creation, or ‘the formation or becoming of what 

has arisen’ (ECP: 45). In Origin of German Tragic Drama, Benjamin 

considers origin in a way that is helpful to us here. He considers it in terms 

of time: 

Origin, although a thoroughly historical category, has nevertheless 
nothing to do with genesis. Origin does not at all mean the formation or 
becoming of what has arisen, but rather what is arising out of becoming 
and passing away.  
 (ibid.) 

Origin is what is arising; ‘the site in which kinship comes into play!’(WTL: 

41), out of which the thing things, the word words, man mans; origin also 

origins, as language languages. Origin origins, and while the site in which 

kinship of what is becoming and passing away comes into play is origin, the 

site of origin stepping forward as origin, origin originning, is ‘the becoming 

and passing away [of] what has arisen’ (ECP: 45). 

‘Origin is a whirlpool in the stream of becoming, and draws into its 

rhythm the material that is to be formed’ (ibid.). While the origin of a thing 

may be traced and perhaps even fixed historically, origin as such cannot; 

just as there is a distinction to be made between language as-such and 

particular languages, there is one to be made between origin as-such and 

particular origins. This can also be understood in terms of Levinas’s 
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desire/desirable.  Just as ‘the desirable is intangible and separates itself from 

the relationship with the desire it calls for; [and] through this separation or 

holiness it remains a third person, the [s/he] in the depths of the you’ (GAP: 

165), the infinite is intangible and separates itself from the relationship with 

the finite it calls for; [and] through this separation or holiness it remains a 

third person, the infinite in the depths of the finite, the more in the less, the 

seal of the infinite in the finite; origin is intangible and separates itself from 

the relationship with the phenomenon it calls for, or ‘draws into its rhythm’, 

and through this separation or holiness, it remains a third person, the origin 

in the depths of the phenomenon, the seal of origin in the phenomenon. 

Origin remains unaffected by this relationship, except that in it, it origins, 

but origin leaves its seal on the form ‘of what has arisen’.  

That which is original never lets itself be known in the bare, public 
stock of the factual, and its rhythm can be perceived only by double 
insight. It wishes to be known, on the one hand, as restoration and 
reinstatement and, on the other hand, in this very re-instatement, as 
uncompleted and unresolved.  

 (ECP: 45) 

In terms of language specifically, language as-such exists in particular 

languages, but not absolutely, not in its totality. Translation as-such exists in 

a translation, but not absolutely, not in its totality. Saying is both known and 

unknown, both manifest and non-manifest in the said in the case of 

language, in a translation in the case of translation: ‘saying bears witness to 

the other of the Infinite which rends me, which in the saying awakens me’ 

(GAP: 170). What is said in the saying, what comes to language in the 

saying, is the bearing witness to the other of the Infinite, bearing witness to 

the seal of the infinite in the finite, the seal of origin in the phenomenon, the 

seal of language as-such in language in particular, that which ‘in the saying 

awakens me’, awakens me to my part in language: completing creation in 

naming, through adding a said to the saying: ‘this saying without a said is 

thus like a silence. It is without words, but not with hands empty’ (ibid.).  

Saying is not a ‘psychological wonder [in which] the Infinite comes to 

pass’, (GAP: 170), comes to pass fleetingly in time and space; it cannot be 

contained by time and space, but it can come to pass in time and space, and 

it comes to pass in process: ‘the infinite is not in front of me; I express it’ 
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(ibid.). Levinas appears to apply the ‘language of things’ to man; in other 

words, the naming language of man is not exclusive of the silent language 

of things. Levinas’s ‘saying without a said […] opens me to the other before 

saying what is said’ (ibid.). Man both speaks the silent language of things, 

and names, applies a said to the saying; but not in the case of himself or the 

word.  

This saying before a said is the point where, inhibition in the case of 

translation, or a priori enigma in the case of the one language, can lead to 

suspension in the space ‘before the said uttered in this sincerity forms a 

screen between me and the other’ (GAP: 170); before definition collapses, 

before naming causes language to withdraw as language back into 

concealment: ‘ever on the verge of awakening, sleep communicates with 

vigilance; while trying to escape, sleep stays tuned in, in an obedience to the 

wakefulness which threatens it and calls to it, which demands’ (ibid: 156). 

Wakefulness would define, put words on a dream, which dissipates, 

withdraws back into concealment, sadly ‘over-named’; ‘over-naming as the 

deepest linguistic reason for all melancholy and (from the point of view of 

the thing) of all deliberate muteness’ (OLAS: 330). Similarly, even on the 

verge of being named, the unnamed communicates with vigilance; while 

trying to escape, the unnamed stays tuned in, in an obedience to the naming 

which threatens it and calls to it, which demands. 

A thinking look into the nature of ‘Saying’ is only the beginning of that 
path which takes us back out of merely metaphysical representations, to 
where we heed the hints of that message whose (proper) bearers we 
would want to become. 
  (WTL: 48) 

We need to pull back from where metaphysics would take us 

presumptuously, that first step (blind) which is already beyond where the 

hints of the message may be heeded.  

All nature, insofar as it communicates itself, communicates itself in 
language, and so finally in man. Hence he is the Lord of nature and can 
give names to things. Only through the linguistic being of things can he 
gain knowledge of them from within himself – in name. [...] creation is 
completed when things receive their names from man, from whom in 
name language alone speaks.  

 (OLAS: 318/319) 
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CHAPTER FIVE: PRACTICAL POTENTIAL 

A simile may help here. Just as a tangent touches a circle lightly and at 
but one point, with this touch rather than with the point setting the law 
according to which it is to continue on its straight path to infinity, a 
translation touches the original lightly and only at the infinitely small 
point of the sense, thereupon pursuing its own course according to the 
laws of linguistic flux. 

 (TT: 80/81) 

Heidegger’s translation, like Benjamin’s, is neither attempting to conceal 

itself nor the original, it rather steps forward openly as another text which is 

an active reflection on the original. An original text draws the reader to 

itself and its own essence; only in translation does it take on the role of 

signpost, both repelling the reader in its imperfection and gesturing beyond 

itself to language as-such:  

In translation the original rises into a higher and purer linguistic air, as 
it were. It cannot live there permanently, to be sure, and it certainly 
does not reach it in its entirety. Yet, in a singularly impressive manner, 
at least it points the way to this region: the predestined, hitherto 
inaccessible realm of reconciliation and fulfilment of languages. 

 (TT: 75/76) 

This role of the original text as signpost, along with the role of translation as 

its catalyst, is obscured by a blind-spot in the process of translation, one that 

overlooks the point at which language as-such is discernible as pure 

language, fleetingly and contingently. The root cause of this blind-spot is a 

singular emphasis on translation as a tool of communication between 

languages, as a necessary tool in overcoming linguistic diversity.  

Questioning of the singularity of this emphasis illuminates the blind-spot 

and reveals an underlying role of translation: that of catalyst to the original’s 

underlying role as signpost within language as-such.  

A common response to the question of practical potential for 

Benjamin’s theory is to assume any such potential to consist in an 

‘improved’ version of the target-text, be it in terms of linguistic, stylistic, 

aesthetic or cultural factors. Whatever the potential, its realisation would be 

assumed to reside in the target-text, language and culture; to consist of, 

reside in or belong to the finished product of the process of translation, the 

finished definable product rather than any fleeting, momentary and 
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transitory product of translation. Typically only what is definable, 

classifiable, nameable and named, is considered in terms of product of a 

process; anything happening in that process that doesn’t remain but instead 

withdraws into concealment, remains unnamed and is soon discounted. 

Consideration of the reason for translation is at the root of this question. 

If the reason for a translation is considered purely within the terms of the 

overlying role of translation, that which would consider language purely in 

terms of its communicative function, and translation in terms of the 

transferral of the ‘meaning’ that is being communicated, there is no practical 

potential. However, we can see this tendency to consider language and 

translation in these restrictive terms in both Bergson’s ‘blind first step’ of 

translation1, and Ricoeur’s reading of Benjamin’s pure language of 

translation in On Translation.2 When language and translation are 

considered exclusively in their overlying roles, even pure language is 

subjugated to a tool in perfecting a translation, perfecting a product of the 

process of translation. Pure language is not considered beyond any role it 

may play in perfecting a transferral of what is being communicated in one 

language into another language. Ricoeur basically does away with the 

possibility of anything ‘perfect’ in between, and this is possible to do only 

because language and translation are only considered in terms of their 

overlying role. As Benjamin’s pure language lies outside of these terms of 

reference, all Ricoeur does is to confirm the lack of a possibility of a 

particular kind of ‘perfect language’ in between languages, and not, as he 

states himself, the pointlessness of Benjamin’s pure language for translation 

theory.  

Ricoeur refers to ‘the [other] aspiration of perfect translation [being] 

embodied in the messianic expectation, which Walter Benjamin revived at 

the level of language’ (OT: 9). Benjamin neither refers to a ‘perfect 

translation’, nor indeed a ‘perfect language’. This is an extra step that 

Ricoeur takes, somewhat like Paul de Man in terms of Benjamin’s views on 

1 See chapters two and three. 
2 See chapters three and four. 
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translatability.3 Benjamin is talking about something else, and while he may 

well be considering this ‘something else’ in messianic terms, to consider 

this ‘something else’ in those terms in this context would be a step beyond 

the point we are concerned with here, a step into a limiting definition:4 we 

must endeavour to remain here, suspended perhaps, uncomfortable for sure, 

with that ‘something else’, at the intersection where Benjamin, Heidegger 

and Levinas meet, complement and supplement. 

 

We should nevertheless take a closer look at Ricoeur’s theory of translation: 

it offers useful insights into typical readings of Benjamin, particularly in its 

attempt to remain in the middle ground and not polarise as translation theory 

and practice would encourage.  

At the core of Ricoeur’s misreading of Benjamin’s pure language is 

Freud: ‘the work of remembering’ and ‘the work of mourning’ (OT: 3), 

which Ricoeur applies to the context of translation, an application that, from 

the outset, confines the context of translation in a way that is too narrow to 

contain Benjamin’s theory. Ricoeur’s founding assumption is stated at the 

outset: ‘in translation too, work is advanced with some salvaging and some 

acceptance of loss’ (OT: 3). This is the foundation of his theory of 

‘linguistic hospitality’, one of the rare and wonderful theories in translation 

that seeks not to polarise; instead to compromise, find a middle ground, 

through ‘mourning’ the ideal of something ‘perfect’, that in translation 

would require something perfectly referential in between, but which itself, 

must occupy a place on the continuum at a pole: perfectly not what it 

defines itself by not being; by definition it must be at the pole to be perfect. 

Ricoeur talks specifically of mourning the ideal of a ‘perfect language’ 

(which would allow for a ‘perfect translation’). He, if not actually equating 

these, puts them together, co-dependent. A perfect language existing as 

referential to languages in particular, a point of reference in between two 

languages: Quine’s ‘third non-existent text’ (ibid: 7). This is where Ricoeur 

3 de Man takes an extra step with regard to Benjamin’s views on translatability. This is 
outlined in chapter one. 
4 Benjamin’s refusal to definition that was outlined in chapter two, while emphasised in 
relation to Marxism and a ‘Communist credo’, is just as relevant with regard to his 
Messianism.  
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would put Benjamin’s theory of a pure language of translation, accusing it 

of expecting too much in the wish that ‘translation would gain, gain without 

losing’ (ibid: 9). Translation neither gains nor loses for Benjamin; instead 

the process of translation fleetingly reveals a moreness, a moreness to the 

language of the original text, a moreness to the text itself, a moreness to the 

process of translation itself and a moreness to the translator, and by 

extension, a moreness to man in our capacity, both to name in the context of 

the one language, and to re-name in the context of translation between 

different languages. Translation illuminates rather than brings about this 

moreness, and sadly, it would appear that it is this moreness that Ricouer 

would deny with his singular focus on language and translation as 

communicative and transferring in function: ‘it is this very same gain 

without loss that we must mourn until we reach the acceptance of the 

impassable difference of the peculiar and the foreign’ (ibid.). 

Ricoeur is inadvertently illustrating and compounding precisely the 

problem of polarity in translation theory that he would attempt to overcome. 

While he avoids the contexts which usually typify this problem of polarity 

in translation theory: source-language, text, culture vs. target-language, text, 

culture etc., he enters into the same conflict in the context of roles of 

translation or reasons to translate. When Benjamin reveals an underlying 

role of or reason to translate, he is careful not to allow this to fall into the 

‘habit’ of polarisation of translation theory: underlying role of translation or 

reason to translate vs. overlying role of translation or reason to translate.5 

Instead, for him, both roles are intertwined: the overlying role of translation 

as transferral of what is communicated in the source-text being essential in 

instigating the process of translation in the first place so the underlying role 

of translation and reason to translate is illuminated. Ricoeur would appear to 

place any ‘other’ role of or reason to translate in opposition to 

communication of ‘meaning’ in either language in particular in a language 

pair.  

When Ricoeur writes that ‘recaptured universality would try to abolish 

the memory of the foreign and maybe the love of one’s own language, 

5 See chapter three. 
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hating the mother tongue’s provincialism’ (ibid.), universality is placed in 

opposition to ‘the memory of the foreign’, the foreign here being clearly 

associated with ‘meaning’ or ‘intended object’ expressed in the specific 

‘mode of intention’, in this case the original language. The word 

‘recaptured’ offers a clue to where Ricoeur falls back into the habit of 

polarity he is attempting to overcome: it suggests, as above, loss and gain, 

while also assuming that Benjamin’s theory aims to re-capture universality. 

This is a mistake. In fact even the suggestion that universality ever was 

captive is. Benjamin’s theory points to universality, both through translation 

and momentarily. Universality never was ‘captive’, but that does not mean 

that it is not: it does not need to be captive to be. 

We should not, in saving Benjamin’s theory from the too narrow for 

him confines of Ricouer’s terms of reference, disregard the importance of 

Ricoeur’s theory of ‘linguistic hospitality’. He concludes his lecture 

‘Translation as Challenge and Source of Happiness’ as follows: ‘and it is 

this mourning for the absolute translation that produces the happiness 

associated with translation’ (ibid: 10). The happiness of which he speaks 

may well be valid in terms of language in its communicative role to the 

exclusion of any underlying aspect, and translation as transferral of what is 

communicated in the language of the original into the target-language, and 

so exclusively focused on the aspect of the nature of language that manifests 

in languages in particular. However, Benjamin’s theory of a pure language 

of translation is about a more without a concomitant less, a more in the less, 

infinite in the finite, language as-such in language in particular, and this in 

no way adds to nor diminishes languages in particular, either source or 

target. Translation is irrelevant to the original: ‘just as manifestations of life 

are intimately connected with the phenomenon of life without being of 

importance to it, a translation issues from the original – not so much from its 

life as from its afterlife’ (TT: 72). Ricoeur does admit that, as there is such a 

thing as translation, there must be something universal underlying both 

languages; however, as he is preoccupied with the impossibility of 

lexicalising it, defining it in certain terms, and as it is essentially 

undefinable, he is both destined to fail, and to come to the conclusion he 

does. 
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5.1: Underlying Role of Translation in Practice 

Ricouer and Bergson are not alone: there is a natural attitude with regard to 

language and translation that sees them purely in their overlying role. To 

understand Benjamin’s theory of translation we need to inhibit this attitude; 

then we can consider underlying roles. Thus, the real question that is being 

asked and answered here is with regard to practical potential for translation 

in its underlying role. In fact, Benjamin’s theory of translation could be said 

to be a theory of the underlying role of translation, and Heidegger’s 

‘Dialogue on Language’ and ‘Anaximander’s Saying’ an illustration of this 

theory in practice. ‘Dialogue on Language’ gives an insight into the nature 

of language and the process of translation through a dialogue of difference, 

while ‘Anaximander’s Saying’ illustrates Benjamin’s theory in the practice 

of the translation of a text. 6 

Benjamin’s theory, while focusing on the underlying role, does not 

however exclude the overlying role of translation, but recognises it as 

essential to the overall process: without an impetus to instigate translation, 

the desire to transfer the ‘meaning’ being communicated in one language 

into another language, the process would not occur and the potential of the 

underlying role would remain dormant. Similarly, Heidegger’s desire to 

transfer something between two different languages inspires his attempts to 

‘hear what is said in the saying’ and to ‘listen for the language of the 

matter’. 

The content of the dialogue, or its subject matter (Iro/ku, koto/ba, Iki 

etc.), is also important in that it reflects and is reflected in the ‘way’ of the 

6 In ‘Anaximander’s Saying’, Heidegger presents the original fragment along with two 
established translations, by Nietzsche and Diels respectively, as a basis for his own 
exploration of the process and his own translation. These are as follows: 
 
 Εζ ών δέ ή γένεσίς έστι τοϊς οΰσι καί τήν φθοράν είς ταϋτα γίνεσθαι κατά το χρών’ διδόναι 
γάρ αυτά δίκην καί τίσιν άλλήλοις τής άδικίας κατά τήν του χρόνου τάξιν. (AS:242) 
 
‘Whence things have their coming into being there they must also perish according to 
necessity; for they must pay a penalty and be judges for their injustice, according to the 
ordinance of time.’(Trans. by Nietzsche, AS: 242) 
 
‘But where things derive their coming into being, there their passing away also occurs 
according to necessity; for they pay each other punishment and penalty for their 
dastardliness according to firmly established time.’ (Trans. by Diels, AS: 242) 
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dialogue, while in Anaximander’s fragment  and its translation, we see a 

similar reflection: the subject matter of this fragment reflects precisely the 

process that offers the fleeting glimpse that is Benjamin’s focus, the same 

glimpse that for Heidegger is essential before translation can occur; the 

glimpse that is a pre-requisite to translation.7 While Iki, as ‘a priori enigma’, 

brings us to the point of ‘coming into being’ and leaves us there suspended 

(words fail to define it), and the dialogue attempts to keep us suspended at 

the point of coming into being, the fragment includes the ultimate destiny of 

the thing that ‘comes into being’, its ‘passing away’ in being named. In 

naming, creation of a thing is completed, and it ‘perishes/passes away […] 

according to necessity’ out of Being. 

Heidegger’s ‘Dialogue on Language’ brings us closer to the process and 

highlights the nature of language itself, the dangers inherent in the role of 

language in the process of becoming, and the role of the face-to-face 

opposition in highlighting the kinship of particulars in opposition, which in 

turn points to the ‘site in which this kinship comes into play’ (WTL: 41), 

while ‘Anaximander’s Saying’ illustrates this dynamic from a step back; it 

relates to the translation of a text, and the author, as well as the language in 

question, are no more. As such it is from a distance, not just in terms of 

different language, culture and thought system, but also in chronological 

time. This is important for two reasons: while in ‘Dialogue on Language’ 

there is a guardian to the original in the Japanese, there is no such guardian 

in the case of ‘Anaximander’s Saying’; also, the chronological time involves 

another bridging, one that Heidegger attempts to cross through a pre-step in 

the process of translation, one that we will address in more detail below.    

Both contexts considered together are complementary and 

supplementary. ‘Dialogue on Language’ takes us so close to the ‘matter’ 

that it is difficult to ‘perceive’ anything; it is a view from inside the process, 

the reader is brought into that process, bears witness to the inhibiting and so 

is suspended in the consideration of Iki’s ‘coming into Being’. As words 

fail, the process is not completed; the naming, completion of creation, and 

so ‘perishing/passing away’ does not occur, and the reader remains, 

7 This pre-requisiteness will be developed further in this chapter. 
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suspended; the only way to engage is from close up or not at all. 

‘Anaximander’s Saying’ is different; both in its content, describing this 

‘coming into being and passing away’, as well as in the ‘way’ of translating: 

naming occurs, words don’t fail, the process is completed and the reader, 

while being brought into the process, witnessing inhibition of naming for 

long enough to notice the ‘thing’ in its ‘coming into being’, also gets to see 

it from the outside after the naming and ‘perishing/passing away’ occurs. 

Consideration of Benjamin’s theory of the underlying role of translation in 

practice as illustrated by Heidegger in ‘Dialogue on Language’ and 

‘Anaximander’s Saying’ allows us a view of the spectrum of the process: 

from intuition to analysis. 

 

The question of translator’s position was addressed in chapter four within 

the context of dialogue, and through questioning Ricoeur’s theory, the way 

is opened to ‘deconstruct’ the translator. In translation theory we theorise 

the text, the author, the reader, the technique, the translation, the language; 

most aspects are open to theorising, except for the translator him or herself. 

This is highlighted in Ricouer in his suggestion in citing Franz Rosenweig 

that the translator ‘serves two masters’ (OT: 22): the source-text author and 

the target-text reader. In this way the translator is placed in between, not just 

in between these two ‘masters’, but also in-between two languages, two 

texts, two techniques. The only other element that is placed in this position 

for Ricoeur is his so called ‘perfect language’ or Quine’s ‘non-existent third 

language’, the one that is confused with Benjamin’s pure language of 

translation and found to be pointless for translation theory. 

When we liberate the translator from the position of ‘serving two 

masters’, by positioning them as target-text author in opposition with the 

source-text author, this immediately changes their role in relation to the 

source-text author, from that of slave to opponent. We can see this 

illustrated in practice in ‘Dialogue on Language’ with the Japanese and the 

Inquirer in face-to-face opposition.8 Importantly, in terms of the overall 

process, we can now move both the translator as target-text author, as well 

8 See chapter four. 
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as the failed ‘perfect language’, from in-between languages. This does not 

help us in understanding the potential in between languages, the 

neighbourhood of languages, or the underlying nature of language and 

translation, however, it does protect ‘the language of the matter’ from the 

danger of misrepresentation through the aspect of it that is reflected 

fleetingly as pure language being confused with some idea of a ‘perfect 

language’ by which to measure different manifestations of language 

attempting to define or articulate the same ‘thing’.  

The position of the translator, while we have placed it in opposition to 

the source-text author, is also important in terms of its relation to the source-

text itself. The question of translatability is central to this relation. In terms 

of what we mean by translatability Benjamin makes an interesting 

distinction: just as language and translation can be considered in terms of 

overlying and underlying roles or reasons, translatability can be considered 

in terms of contingency and apodicticity; contingency insofar as ‘will an 

adequate translator ever be found among the totality of its readers’ (TT: 71), 

and apodiciticity insofar as ‘does its nature lend itself to translation, and 

therefore, in view of the significance of the mode, call for it?’ (ibid.). 

Ultimately Benjamin believes that the ‘translatability of linguistic creations 

ought to be considered, even if [we] prove unable to translate them’ (ibid.). 

If we consider the former definition of translatability, the one that would 

depend on the text being translated to prove its translatability, such a 

definition of translatability is compatible with the view that sees language as 

purely communicative and translation as purely transferral of what is being 

communicated. If we, as with language and translation, allow for an 

underlying aspect to translatability other than ‘an adequate translator ever 

being found’, we allow for both the ‘translatable’ and the ‘untranslatable’ in 

translation; a text is both translatable and untranslatable. 

Heidegger’s translation of Anaximander’s fragment in ‘Anaximander’s 

Saying’ highlights the fact that, while both Benjamin and Heidegger are 

concerned with the underlying role of translation, the overlying role is also 

essential: they are concerned with more than the typically considered 

language as communicative tool and translation as transferral of what is 

communicated, the overlying role; but they are also concerned with more 
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than the underlying role, more than the moreness. Benjamin’s theory of 

translation is indeed a theory of the underlying role of translation, but this is 

a role that is indiscernible without also taking into account the overlying 

role, that of the transferral of what is communicated in the language of the 

original considered as tool in communication, into the translating language.  

A word-for-word approach highlights the arbitrariness of a translation, 

an arbitrariness that a free translation can ignore or deny; arbitrariness due 

to the fact of the untranslatability of what is untranslatable in the text. The 

drive in translation theory is to unify, to find sameness, to obliterate 

difference; so further divisions would seem to compound what is conceived 

to be the problem of translation: difference. However, it is paradoxically 

through taking difference to its extreme that sameness is revealed, 

underlying sameness9, rather than any overlying lexical equivalence. 

So in that vein and in this context, we can divide both the translator (in 

terms of activity and passivity) and the source-text (in terms of 

translatability) in the hope of revealing this underlying sameness more 

clearly. The role of the translator can be seen to be both active and passive, 

both overlying and underlying; just as texts are both translatable and 

untranslatable, the untranslatable comprising the moreness of the language 

and the text as well as the underlying sameness, and the translatable, what of 

it is communicable as information.10  

The translator, in their role of target-text author, is active in the 

translation of the translatable, while they must be passive in allowing for the 

glimpse of the untranslatable, the moreness, the underlying sameness.  

This dynamic is also reflected in Levinas, and interestingly, because he 

highlights that the same dynamic is applicable beyond the text. He does this 

in terms of the more in the less, infinity in the finite: ‘the idea of the Infinite, 

Infinity in me, can only be a passivity of consciousness’ (GAP: 160). Only 

‘passivity of consciousness’ allows the ‘idea of the infinite, infinity in me’; 

9 This process is described in chapter three in terms of kinship with the help of Merleau-
Ponty. 
10 We are referring to the distinction between story and information highlighted by Andrew 
Benjamin again here. 
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‘passivity of consciousness’ in translation allows the ‘moreness’ of the text, 

the ‘idea’ of the ‘moreness’ of the text, allows the ‘moreness’ in me.11 

Heidegger’s ‘Dialogue on Language’ illustrates this dynamic, 

particularly in relation to the activity or passivity of the translator. With two 

translators, the Japanese acting as passive translator, safeguarding the 

moreness of Iki in the process of the dialogue that attempts to understand it 

in a different language based on a different culture and system of thought, 

and Heidegger (as Inquirer) as active translator, the one that would complete 

the creation in naming, cause to ‘perish/pass out of being’. While this is the 

process and these are the roles, both the Japanese and Heidegger (as 

Inquirer) are inhibiting instinctual responses, not to not necessarily not do 

what would be instinctual or ‘natural’, but rather to notice what they would 

do instinctually or naturally. 

Benjamin’s and Heidegger’s ideas on language and translation 

complement and supplement. Benjamin could be said to look at the process 

backwards in that, while Heidegger looks at what comes to language up to 

and before the point of naming in ‘Dialogue on Language’, Benjamin 

reveals the ‘seal of origin’ in the language of the original through its un-

naming in the initial stage of the process of translation.12 Benjamin also 

addresses, or includes, the process of naming in ‘On Language as Such’ 

from the perspective of the nature of language and our role in the 

completion of creation, as does Heidegger in his ‘Origin of the Work of 

Art’: ‘language, by naming things for the first time first brings beings to 

word and to appearance’ (Heidegger 2002: 46). Both Heidegger and 

Benjamin also address the re-naming that occurs in the process of 

completing a translation, and this is illustrated by Heidegger in the practice 

of the translation of Anaximander’s fragment in ‘Anaximander’s Saying’. 

Ultimately, while Heidegger and Benjamin come from different 

perspectives, their ideas supplement each other and they arrive at the same 

result: the release of pure language, the fleeting glimpse of origin that is 

11 This is important in terms of the interrelation between the namer and named that we 
addressed in chapter four. It will become more important again in terms of Anaximander’s 
fragment and ‘the Aristotelian-Theophrastean presupposition that τά όντα are the φύσει 
όντα, natural things in the narrower sense’. 
12 This is the same stage that is overlooked in the blind first step. 
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apparent when language is invited to step forward as language in the process 

of, or in preparation for, its translation. And while Heidegger does not 

explicitly articulate it, in attempting to ‘hear what is said in the Saying’ he 

is, in fact, releasing the pure language of Anaximander’s fragment in the 

process of translating it, and he is doing this through attention to the word. 

 

5.2: Benjamin and Heidegger: Translation Theory 

We have referred to Heidegger on translation, but not so far in relation to 

traditional translation theory debates. His and Benjamin’s theories taken 

together offer deeper insight into what Benjamin intends with his literal 

approach to translation; that is, ‘literal’ outside of the traditional 

dichotomous literal vs. free debate. As we have seen, this literal approach of 

Benjamin’s is not aimed at the accurate transferral of what is communicated 

in a source-text in a source-language and culture into a target-text language 

and culture; instead it is aimed at what the process of such a transferral 

reveals about the nature of language as-such. Heidegger’s aim is similar in 

his translation of Anaximander’s fragment. With a focus on ‘the language of 

the matter’ and ‘what comes to language in the saying’, he aims at precisely 

the same ‘thing’ as Benjamin: the nature of language as-such. As translation 

theory typically aims at language and translation in its overlying role, 

communication and transferral of what is communicated, Benjamin and 

Heidegger are rarely taken seriously. In ‘Anaximander’s Saying’, we have a 

rare illustration of a translation in practice, a practice that aims at the 

underlying nature of language and being as-such, and in this way, reveals 

the underlying nature of translation as-such. 

 

(i)Literal beyond Literal vs. Free 

Before translating a text, bearing in mind that what is said in the saying is 

what is central, we need to explicate the question of what comes to language 

in the saying; or in other words, what is ‘the said’. Heidegger suggests two 

options: ‘it might ask for that about which the saying says something. It 

might also mean the said itself’ (AS: 248). At first glance it could appear 

that he is suggesting that the interpretation of the translator comes into play, 

which would position him in opposition to Benjamin; at least in terms of 
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technique. Heidegger looks to grasp what has come to language in the 

saying, while Benjamin would by-pass this (interpretation) with focus 

purely on the word: ‘for if the sentence is the wall before the language of the 

original, literalness is the arcade’ (TT: 79). Heidegger writes: ‘first and 

foremost, what we must do is to determine what the subject matter of the 

saying is. Only then will we be able to tell what it says it about’ (AS: 249): 

the role of translator for Heidegger would appear to include interpretation, 

not just of subject matter, but also of ‘the language of the matter’.  

However, if we consider the process of translation Heidegger brings us 

through: he focuses on the translation of τά όντα meaning ‘the being’, and, 

rather than considering it in its overall context, which would be to discover 

the subject matter of the saying, he focuses on the word, the meaning of it 

philologically, and in that way exposes the invalidity of the presupposition  

of Aristotle and Theophrastis, brought about by an interpretation of the 

original subject matter. Seemingly paradoxically, Heidegger is getting 

closer to the ‘said’ through attention to the word rather than context. He 

reveals that the option in English (German), ‘the things’ is inadequate to 

render τά όντα; that it does not suit the matter which comes to language in 

the saying. So Heidegger is not so much revealing the contextual content 

and reproducing this in translation; he is exploring contextual context and 

then going back to the word in the original in order to explicate this word, in 

all of its meaning in terms of the matter that comes to language, the said in 

the saying, and in doing this reveals the inadequacy of concepts to what 

comes to language in the saying.13 

But where does Heidegger’s attention to the word fit in with the literal 

vs. free debate in translation theory? According to Heidegger: ‘if a 

translation is merely literal it cannot be assumed to be faithful’ (ibid: 243). 

Considering this in terms of translation theory it immediately breaks from 

the norm. ‘If a translation is merely (my emphasis) literal’ it implies that a 

translation can be more than one or the other, and by extension that there 

can be more to a literal approach than what it is generally considered to be: 

13 This is important in terms of the gap between early Greek thought and the ‘latecomers’. 
We will expand on this in relation to Heidegger’s pre-step of trans-lating our thought into 
that of the early Greeks. 
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an approach in opposition to one that is free. Heidegger goes on: ‘granted 

that in translation we must take every care to attend to the philologically 

clarified language, first and foremost, nonetheless we must think about the 

matter itself’ (ibid.) - the ‘essential content’ of the work for Benjamin, and 

what the translator is concerned with. It could appear that Heidegger is 

arguing for a free approach to translation, as form is presented as separate 

from, in contrast to, ‘the matter’. However, like Benjamin, Heidegger goes 

full circle, finding the matter, or the essential content, through the individual 

words, keeping the focus on the individual words rather than, as is 

characteristic of free or sense-for-sense translation, focusing on the sentence 

or context. Insofar as, for Heidegger, what is essential in translation is the 

‘language of the matter’, his approach is free, but given that the method of 

accessing this ‘language of the matter’ is through attention to the individual 

word, it is literal. What is different to a traditionally literal approach is that 

Heidegger takes the attention to the individual word beyond philology to 

find ‘the language of the matter’. So while Benjamin sets up the argument 

for an extreme word-for-word approach in order to bring about the release 

of pure language in the process of translation, Heidegger puts it into practice 

in ‘Anaximander’s Saying’, and through attempting to get to the ‘language 

of the matter’, what is ‘said in the saying’, he releases it (the seal of origin, 

as pure language) from the original in preparation for the process of 

translation. 

In terms of fidelity, Heidegger points out that ‘a translation only 

becomes faithful when its words are words that speak out of the language of 

the matter’ (ibid.). Heidegger is in fact moving even further away from 

subjectivity, not just of the source-text author (Anaximander) and the target-

text authors, translators (Nietzsche and Diels), but overall, of thought in 

general relating to a particular moment in historical time. He points out how 

both of these translators are guided by modern versions of Platonic and 

Aristotelian representations and concepts, and that ‘the matter here, 

however, is the matter of thought’ (ibid.), thought itself and not a particular 

thought. 

 In his emphasis on source-text over source-text author Benjamin also 

aims to bypass subjectivity of translation as well as the author of the 
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original; however, Heidegger goes a step further than the text in his by-

passing of contextual influence: of the translator at least, in that he addresses 

it in terms of historical context and concepts that belong properly to 

different ones. He does this specifically in this context in terms of the 

conceptions these two translators have of Anaximander. As Anaximander is 

presented to them through a Platonic or Aristotelian lens, they are already 

dealing with a translation of Anaximander in terms of a later conceptual 

context. Just as Benjamin does not agree that a translation can be carried out 

on a translation, Heidegger also strives to go back to the original, not just 

textually, but also contextually, historically speaking.  

Heidegger believes that, as the ‘matter’ in question with Anaximander 

is thought, that it is to thinkers in translating that we need to look, but he 

points out that help is not out there, not even in Hegel, he who has 

‘thoughtfully experienced the history of thought’ (ibid.), as he also endorses 

the view which classifies early thinkers as pre-Platonics and pre-Socratics 

precisely through grasping them as pre-Aristotelian. Hegel overtly suggests 

that we need look no further than Aristotle: ‘for Greek philosophy, we need 

look no further than, can do nothing better than get to work on the first book 

of his metaphysics (ibid: 244). Heidegger, on the other hand, attempts to 

experience what is said in the saying as more than a ‘historically remote 

opinion’. He believes that if ‘we can manage, just once, to hear the saying it 

will speak to us no longer as a historically remote opinion’ and that: 

if this happened, then we would not be misled in the vain attempt to 
reckon historically, that is, psycho-philologically, what was really 
present in the past, in the man called Anaximander of Miletus, as the 
condition of his representation of the world. 
 (ibid: 247). 

Heidegger does not overlook or discount the importance of attention to 

the word as a step in the process, granting that ‘in translation we must take 

every care to attend to the philologically clarified language, first and 

foremost, nonetheless, we must think about the matter itself (ibid: 243). Nor 

should we make the mistake of confusing the matter here with the essence of 

the text, with its sense, and suggest that Heidegger is arguing for a sense-

for-sense translation or a free translation over and above the word-for-word 

translation he places in secondary position to the language of the matter 
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here.14 No, it is the seal of origin in the original that needs attention first and 

foremost, and together with attention to the smallest intelligible unit of text 

this will provide access to the ‘matter’ of the original in the translating 

language, and more importantly, though incidentally in Heidegger’s case, 

reveal a glimpse of origin as pure language in process. 

 

(ii) Heidegger’s Pre-Step 

Heidegger’s working through of the two translations of Anaximander’s 

fragment gives us a better understanding of Benjamin’s word-for-word in 

‘Task of the Translator’. Benjamin’s focus is on the process of translation 

revealed through attention to the word, whatever about the subject matter, 

while for Heidegger the focus is firmly on the matter: ‘the matter here, 

however, is the matter of thought’ (ibid.), and so ‘only the thinkers can help 

us in the attempt to translate the saying of this early thinker’ (ibid.). 

Heidegger is looking for a guardian to early Greek thought, a version of the 

Japanese in ‘Dialogue on Language’, but ‘when, however, we cast about for 

such help we search in vain’ (ibid.). In the absence of the source-text author, 

or an early Greek thinker as guardian to the thought of the source-text 

author, to safe-guard against the dangers outlined in chapter four, Heidegger 

takes on this role as well as his own of target-text author. He does this by 

introducing a pre-step in the process of translation.  

A distinction is made between the importance of the word 

(philologically) and the matter (the thought), the way of thinking. In 

‘Dialogue on Language’ there is a similar difference or distinction, but 

without the gap in chronological time, and with an existing ‘guardian’ to the 

way of thought. In the case of this absence Heidegger must first translate his 

thought into that of the early Greeks. Before bringing hither into the 

translating language what is said in the source-language, the thinking in the 

target-language must be translated into the thinking of the original: ‘a 

thoughtful translation to what comes to language in the saying’ (ibid: 248). 

For this, two things are necessary: to determine what the subject matter of 

14 Although this would be understandable, as these are the two positions presented within 
translation theory. 
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the saying is, and to determine what the saying says about the subject 

matter.  

Heidegger methodically deconstructs both contemporary and latter day 

assumptions about the meaning of the words. From the Aristotelian/ 

Theophrastean assumption of τά οντά referring to a category of thing 

(natural), the way is opened up to question pre-suppositions with regard to 

the relation of moral and legal terms to as-suchness, and by extension, pure 

language. 

With the collapse of the pre-supposition the saying strives for 
knowledge about the specifically demarcated realm of nature, 
another assumption becomes invalid, namely, that at this time the 
ethical (sittliche) and the just were thought in terms of academic 
disciplines called ‘ethics’ and ‘jurisprudence’. 

 (ibid: 259)  

Heidegger deconstructs boundaries between disciplines, delineation, 

definition. It is clear how this might relate to an extreme word-for-word 

approach in translation. It might seem that to treat each word separately is to 

delineate, to fragment, to put boundaries in place; and indeed it does, within 

the saying itself, the text itself. However, in terms of what is said in the 

saying (what comes to language in the saying), it has the opposite effect. 

Delineation, fragmentation, boundaries between disciplines such as 

physics, ethics, philosophy of law etc. requires a set of working assumptions 

or pre-conceptions, and for these to exist, language is necessary, but in an 

overall sense rather than word-for-word. To treat the translation of the 

saying in a word-for-word ‘sense’ is not necessarily to obliterate pre-

conceptions or even to disallow them; but it is to reveal them, to draw 

attention to their existence. A cultural or a contextual pre-conception 

working unconsciously in a translator is exposed in a word-for-word 

translation, while in a sense-for-sense or free translation such a pre-

conception is ignored, denied, and often compounded. Heidegger is 

developing and expanding this aspect of Benjamin’s theory, going beyond 

fragmentation of the sentence, line, phrase, into individual words to the 

deconstruction of the actual words. Just as word-for-word translation may 

risk and is indeed accused of arbitrariness and incomprehensibility, 
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Heidegger pre-empts such an accusation being levelled at his theory. He 

writes:  

The absence of boundaries between disciplines does not necessarily 
mean, however, the boundlessness of indeterminancy and flux.  On the 
contrary, it can well be that purely thought – free of over simple 
categorisation – the actual structure of the matter comes to language.  
 (ibid: 250)  

Although Heidegger is already off the scale of the literal vs. free continuum 

of translation theory with the extremity of his word-for-word, he, like 

Benjamin, avoids being placed, even at some imagined point off the scale in 

relation to the scale itself. It is not only through the deconstruction of the 

words in translation that the ‘matter’ is revealed, some ‘matters’ are shown 

to be too broad to be contained or at least contained within particular 

disciplines (ibid.). Like Benjamin, Heidegger takes both ‘literal’ and ‘free’ 

to the extreme and just as Benjamin’s theory ultimately finds ‘free’ in its 

extreme expression through attention to ‘literal’ in the extreme, (but 

crucially not for the purposes of ‘literal’ in itself), Heidegger also reveals 

two extremes: words that not only need separating out within the context of 

a sentence, but actually need deconstructing within themselves – on the one 

hand, and words that cannot be encompassed within a particular discipline – 

‘free’ in its extreme. 

Heidegger deconstructs the Aristotelian-Theophrastus presupposition 

and shows how inappropriate contemporary boundaries, or later boundaries, 

are to be applied to the time. In this way inappropriate pre-conceptions are 

highlighted and can be set aside; but not only that, we must also ‘allow 

ourselves to be drawn into and to listen for that which comes to language in 

the saying. Only from out of such listening will one succeed in having a 

dialogue with early Greek thinking’ (ibid.). Heidegger goes on to imply a 

closer link between the saying and the said, with language and truth: ‘beings 

are spoken of in such a way that their being is expressed.  Being comes to 

language as the being of beings’ (ibid.).15 

In previous chapters we have addressed the problem that arises with the 

familiarity of long-established norms, which become unexamined 

preconceptions that no longer remember in what they were originally based. 

15 Again we have an echo of the relationship between the namer and the named. 
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We saw this in chapter one in relation to the literal vs. free debate, and again 

in chapter two and three in relation to the unquestioned singular emphasis in 

translation theory on the overlying role of translation. We have also seen it 

in chapter four in relation to language being preconceived in a singular 

manner in its communicative function, and translation in its role of 

transferral of what is communicated. Heidegger also addresses the problem 

of pre-conceptions in the practice of translation, and takes us through the 

process of illuminating what such pre-conceptions conceal, precisely in the 

blind-spot we have highlighted with the help of Bergson. He argues that 

preconceptions firstly need recognition, so that inappropriate ones may be 

identified and cast aside. Aswell as this recognition and setting aside of 

inappropriate pre-conceptions, Heidegger also points to the importance of 

the attitude of perception as follows: ‘even this casting aside of 

presuppositions wherever we find them inappropriate is insufficient so long 

as we fail to allow ourselves to be drawn into and to listen for what comes 

to language in the saying (ibid.). He goes on to suggest that ‘only from out 

of such a listening will one succeed in having a dialogue with early Greek 

thinking’ (ibid.), and that it is such a dialogue that ‘speaks of the same thing, 

indeed out of a participation in the same’ (ibid.), and in ‘the region of the 

same’ (ibid: 251). 

 

(iii)Region of the Same 

This ‘region of the same’, borrowed in a certain sense from Nietzsche’s 

‘eternal return of the same’ (ibid.), echoes Heidegger’s ‘neighbourhood of 

languages’ which we have discussed in relation to dialogue, and while 

‘Dialogue on Language’ attempts to bridge two languages, two cultures, two 

ways of thought; ‘Anaximander’s Saying’, as we have seen, is a double 

bridge in that it also attempts to bridge chronological time. Heidegger 

highlights this ‘neighbourhood’ in relation to different moments of time in 

terms of ‘region of the same’: ‘although the early aphorism of early thinking 

and the late aphorism of recent thinking bring to language the same, what 

they say is not the same’ (ibid.). The intended object is the same, however, 

the different modes of intention ‘say’ something different, and just as 

Benjamin stays with what is underlying and does not fall into the abyss of 
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the ‘the view that the mental essence of a thing consists precisely in its 

language’ (OLAS: 315), or that the intended object, ‘bread’, is purely 

illustrated by either  Brot or pain,16 Heidegger also stays with the 

underlying, with a focus on ‘the nearest nearness’ in the neighbourhood of 

languages’; ‘the same’ in ‘the region of the same’. The importance of the 

face-to-face opposition in initiating the process is again highlighted, and in 

terms of different moments in time by Heidegger: ‘nonetheless, if we can 

speak of the same being addressed from out of the different, then the 

fundamental condition for a thoughtful dialogue between the late and the 

early is automatically fulfilled’ (AS: 251). Similarly, if we can speak of 

language as-such from out of different languages in particular, language as-

such from out of diversity of languages, the idea as-such from out of 

dialectical opposition, then the fundamental condition for a thoughtful 

dialogue is fulfilled. 

The target of this ‘thoughtful dialogue’, the same, the ‘region of the 

same’, is what is typically obscured in translation that is blinded by the 

singular assumption of language as communicative and translation as 

transferral of what is communicated. Heidegger illuminates translation’s 

blind-spot for us, taking us step by step through what is revealed in the un-

naming and before the re-naming occurs in the translating language. He 

does this in the case of the Greek words τά öντα, öν and ειναι. He writes 

that: 

An examination of the use of language in the translation reveals the 
following state of affairs: 
It is neither clear nor firmly established what we ourselves think with 
the words “being” and “to be”; nor is it clear or firmly established 
whether what we variously mean corresponds to what the Greeks talk 
about with the words öν and εϊναι.  

It is neither clear nor firmly established what öν and εϊναι, thought in 
the Greek manner, say; 

nor, given this situation, can we ever conduct an examination of 
whether, and to what extent, our thinking corresponds to that of the 
Greeks. 

 (ibid: 252) 

16 ‘The words Brot and pain ‘intend’ the same object, but the modes of intention are not the 
same. It is owing to these modes that the word Brot means something different to a German 
than the word pain to a Frenchman, that these words are not interchangeable for them, that, 
in fact, they strive to exclude each other. As to the intended object, however, the two words 
mean the very same thing’ (TT: 75). 
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Heidegger is pointing out what translation potentially reveals, our 

unquestioned ‘natural attitude’ in relation to language. Translation, having 

set aside inappropriate pre-conceptions, and with the appropriate attitude, 

offers a view that makes us question the relation of the mode of intention to 

the intended object, a relation that binds the intended object to a particular 

mode of intention in an appropriation that does more than point to the 

intended object; just as Brot as German mode of intention does more to the 

intended object bread, than point to bread, as does pain do more than point 

to bread. The relation of mode of intention, or particular language to the 

intended object, appropriates the intended object; and two modes of 

intention or particular languages purporting to express the same thing in the 

case of translation, highlight this appropriation from sameness, the sameness 

of bread in this case. 

This appropriation of the intended object from ‘sameness’ is discussed 

in chapter four in terms of dialogue and ‘neighbourhood of languages’ and 

the danger of the abyss of ‘the view that the mental essence of a thing 

consists precisely in its language’. Similarly Heidegger talks of the ‘abyss of 

the relationship in which being has appropriated the essence of Western 

humanity’ (ibid: 253). Like Benjamin, he is pointing to an initial divergence 

of the intended object from being, sameness, and this divergence Heidegger 

associates with ‘Western humanity’. Heidegger talks about ‘simple relations 

[being] thoroughly confused and unthought’ and concludes that ‘within 

them, however, and hovering above them, a boundless chatter about being 

has spread itself far and wide’ (ibid: 252), but fundamentally separated from 

being as such, mirroring the situation within translation theory, with the 

boundless chatter associated with the overlyingness, hovering above the 

foundation of translation, what linguistic diversity itself facilitates rather 

than is a reason for; underlying reason for translation, the revelation or 

illumination of Being as pure language in process. 

And the solution to the chatter, ‘prattle’, is not ‘via some kind of 

definition (my emphasis), a more precise meaning of the words’ (ibid.); or 

building of some Tower, making a ‘name’. Instead, as with Benjamin’s 

staying with the difference (the errancy) for Heidegger: 
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the attempt to be aware of the confusion and to bring its dogged power  
to resolution may well prove to be the occasion which releases another 
destiny of being. The preparation of such an occasion would be reason 
enough to set in motion, within the abiding confusion, a dialogue with 
early thinking. 
 (ibid.) 
The sameness is again stressed by Heidegger, countering the constant 

danger of the tendency to fall into polemics, identify with one side of an 

opposition: in this case, early Greeks and moderns. We are attempting to 

think Greek thought and in a Greek manner, but not for:  

the sake of Greeks, nor advancement of science, [instead] we seek a 
clearer dialogue [...] for the sake of that which wishes to come to 
language in such a dialogue of its own accord. This is that same (my 
emphasis) which, in different ways, is destined to concern both the 
Greeks and us. 
 (ibid: 253)  

It is a dialogue in ‘the region of the same’, the ‘neighbourhood of language’, 

a thoughtful dialogue that inhibits ‘some kind of definition’ so as to remain 

suspended in the region of the same allowing language to unconceal, to step 

forward as language. 

 

(iv)The Absent in the Present 

In terms of the extra bridge of chronological time that Heidegger introduces 

in ‘Anaximander’s Saying’, the dialogue will bring ‘the dawn of thinking 

into the destiny of the West. It is a consequence of this destiny that the 

Greeks first became, in the historical sense, the Greeks’ (ibid.). Heidegger is 

quite clear that the word ‘Greek’ designates neither an ethnic nor national, 

neither a cultural nor an anthropological characteristic’.  In other words it 

does not relate to anything ‘hovering above’. Instead: 

what is Greek is that dawn of destiny as which being itself lights itself 
up in beings and lays claim to an essence of humanity, a humanity 
which, as destined, receives its historical path, a path sometimes 
preserved in, sometimes released from, but never separated from being.  
 (ibid.)  

The seal of language as-such in language, the desirable in desire, the infinite 

in the finite, the eternal in the now; ‘we must understand ‘present’ from out 

of the thing rather than vice versa [...] what is past and future are also 

present, present that is to say, outside the region of unconcealment’ (ibid.). 

Just as pure language, or source or origin presencing as pure language, must 
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remain ambiguous and fleeting, that which is present remains ambiguous, 

necessarily so’ (ibid: 262). Source or origin is there, as pure language in the 

presently present in that ‘presencing of what is authentically present’ (ibid.), 

in between attention and definition. In this way the problem of any 

conceptual definition of pure language is highlighted. 

In fact it is precisely this problem, or danger that we highlighted in 

chapter four, that would appear not to have been such a problem for the 

early Greeks in their pre-conceptual thinking. Heidegger addresses precisely 

this process of attention and definition and in-betweenness in terms of 

Greek thinking in an explication of έοντα. Ultimately he shows how 

‘defining’ the authentically presently present in terms of incorporating past 

and future, not only misses the presently present itself, but also the past and 

the future present, or the absent; as the absent is precisely represented by the 

presently present: 

However, that which is present in the broader sense must never be 
represented as the general concept of presence (as opposed to a 
particular, presently present presence), though this is the usual 
procedure of conceptual thinking.  For, in fact, it is precisely the 
presently present and the unconcealment that prevails in it, which 
pervades the essence of the absent as that which is unpresently present. 
 (ibid: 261) 

The ‘presently present’, source or origin as pure language, either 

spontaneously as a priori enigma, or initiated in the case of translation in 

process, acts as a ‘portal’ to the thing, έον, the present, either presently, past 

or future; in or out of concealment; and it must remain open, we must strive 

to inhibit what ‘western humanity’ does naturally, so as to remain 

suspended with this openness. 

 

5.4: The Translation: How it is done 

The fundamental words of the early thinking are said ‘from out of the 

thoughtful experience of the έόν of the έοντα, non conceptually spoken’ 

(AS: 265). It is not pre-conceptions that are problematic, but inappropriate 

ones.  Heidegger’s process of translating thought into early Greek involves 

three stages: uncovering unconscious pre-conceptions, casting aside those 

that are inappropriate, and listening for that which comes to language in the 

saying. All too often we read words as though they contain what came to 
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them (in their being language) in the saying. We read language as though it 

actually contains what comes to it, as though it can somehow contain what 

comes to it, like it can somehow be a container of origin itself, rather than 

hold the seal of this origin, and so act as a catalyst to the fleeting experience 

of this origin, as-suchness as pure language. Language, words in a particular 

configuration, is just one element in the relationship that is necessary for the 

hearing of what comes to language. There are the words, set in relation to 

the reader, in this case a thoughtful saying, which to some extent dictates the 

attitude of the reader (as in the case with the beholder perceiving the toilet 

in the art gallery), then there is the attitude of the reader, including pre-

conceptions, appropriate and not. Inappropriate ones need to be cast off. It is 

at this point that the reader can ‘listen’ for what comes to language in the 

saying. The use of ‘listen’ instead of ‘read’ implies that ‘what comes to 

language’ is beyond the text, and that, while the essence of the text itself 

may well be what attracts attention, initially entices or inspires the reader to 

approach it with a particular attitude, ultimately the focal point is beyond the 

text itself; it is what comes to language in the saying, what leaves its seal in 

the saying, but does not stay there beyond the moment of perception of the 

reader with a particular attitude. 

Heidegger makes reference to the problem of unconsciousness when he 

writes that ‘we must knowingly (my emphasis) set aside all inappropriate 

pre-conceptions’ (ibid: 250). Having deconstructed the contextual pre-

conceptions of the translators’ context in order to translate their thought into 

ancient Greek, Heidegger doesn’t stop there. He goes on to deconstruct the 

contextual pre-conceptions of Ancient Greece itself, in other words the 

potential pre-conceptions of Anaximander himself: ‘it remains completely 

forgotten that the supremacy of the concept and the interpretation of 

thinking as conceptually grasping is based solely on the un-thought – 

because un-experienced – essence of the όν and the εϊναϊ’ (ibid: 252).  

‘By revealing itself in the being, being withdraws’ (ibid: 253), what 

Levinas’s desirable does in its relationship with desire: ‘the desirable is 

intangible and separates itself from the relationship with the desire it calls 

for; [and] through this separation or holiness it remains a third person’ 

(GAP: 165); ‘the inability of human beings to see themselves corresponds to 

180 
 



Chapter Five: Practical Potential 
 

the self-concealment of the lightning of being’ (AS: 254). This self-

concealment is what as-suchness, origin, Being, the desirable does as it 

withdraws, albeit leaving its seal. ‘Being, with its truth, keeps to itself’ 

(ibid.). 

While the goal for Benjamin is this glimpse, Heidegger is looking 

beyond this glimpse for its own sake, to how a glimpse of origin as pure 

language can bring us closer to what is said in the saying. ‘Only in the 

brilliance of this glance can we trans-late ourselves into what is said in the 

saying so as then, in a thoughtful dialogue, to make the translation’ (ibid: 

255). So, what comes about in the process of translation for Benjamin, a 

glimpse of origin as pure language, is what Heidegger would consider to be 

a pre-requisite to translation.  It would thus appear that their theories are 

incompatible, that they are even talking about something different. The 

glimpse of origin as pure language is essential for Heidegger before 

translation can occur, while it is precisely this glimpse of pure language that 

is the end goal for Benjamin. What combines their theories, what makes 

them complementary, is that it is translation that makes this central moment 

possible, what makes the glimpse of origin as pure language visible. If it 

were not for translation in its overlying role - that of transferral of what is 

communicated in the original text into a different language - the process 

whereby the glimpse is perceivable would not occur. Similarly, if it were 

not for Heidegger’s ultimate aim of translation in its overlying role, again of 

transferral between original and target-language, he would not be motivated 

to look, to listen, to see and/or hear the language of the matter, the process 

in which language steps forward as language, the moment of the fleeting 

glimpse of being, of origin as pure language.  

   

 (i)History: Time 

Just as without linguistic diversity there would be no connection from 

language to language, no kinship; ‘without errancy there would be no 

connection from destiny to destiny, no history (ibid: 254). By history, we 

don’t mean chronological time or distance. ‘When we are historical we are 

neither a large nor a small distance from the Greek, but we are in errancy 
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toward them’ (ibid.); errancy: the dialectical tension which highlights 

kinship.  

Heidegger is preoccupied with the question of the historical and cultural 

context of a text in terms of the language of the matter. Anaximander’s 

fragment is the ideal example, being the oldest recorded fragment in western 

thought. Heidegger asks if ‘the saying of Anaximander, from the historical 

distance, chronologically reckoned, of two and a half thousand years still 

speaks to us? (ibid: 245). With this Heidegger does two things: he questions 

chronology as the only way of reckoning historical distance, and by asking 

the question of whether such chronological distance negates the power of 

the saying to speak, opens the way to consideration of the historical distance 

in different terms.  He continues: ‘or is there, concealed in the chronological 

remoteness of the saying, a historical proximity to the unspoken, an 

unspoken that will speak out in that which is coming?’ (ibid.).  Heidegger 

ultimately wishes to set up a ‘dialogue with early thinking’ (ibid: 253). He 

questions the right of authority of antiquity and calls to ‘the language of the 

matter’ as follows: 

…what are merely historiographically constructed philosophies of 
history supposed to tell us about history if they only dazzle us with a 
review of the material they adduce, if they explain history without ever 
thinking the foundations of the principles of explanation out of the 
essence of history, and this from out of being itself?  
 (ibid: 245) 

and asks: ‘are we the latecomers who we are? Yet are we also the 

forerunners of the dawn of an altogether different age which has left behind 

today’s historiographical representations of history?’ (ibid: 246), and 

wonders: ‘can we, however, represent and portray the dawn of an epoch in 

ways other than those of historiography?’ (ibid.). Heidegger is looking for a 

different way of considering history, of representing history, as a way of 

access to truth, objective truth, the ‘still unconcealed truth’. He talks of the 

hitherto prevailing essence of being [disappearing] into its still concealed 

truth’ (ibid). The union of manifestation with phenomenon, the union of 

translation with original, the union of manifestations of life with the 

phenomenon of life, the eschatology of being: ‘if we are to think from out of 

the eschatology of being we must one day await the “once” of the dawn in 
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the “once” of what is approaching and must today learn to ponder this 

“once” from out of this approach’ (ibid: 247). For Heidegger it is out of this 

‘eschatology of being’ that can be pondered what is ‘said in the saying’. 

If we manage, just once, to hear the saying it will speak to us no longer 
as a historically remote opinion. If that happened, then we would not be 
misled into the vain attempt to reckon historically that is, physcho-
philologically, what was really present in the past, in the man called 
Anaximander of Miletus, as the condition of his representation of the 
world. 
 (ibid: 247) 

 

(ii) Poetry/Thinking 

Heidegger talks in terms of physical distance of the meaning, a ‘distant 

shore of what is being said’ – distance in both space and time. He seems to 

be making a distinction between poetry and philosophy.17 Of poetry he 

writes that ‘it lies outside philosophy and, in every respect, precedes what 

thinking has to say’ (ibid: 259). Word can come to the fore in more than a 

merely lexical way; ‘thus represented, what is here set forth looks at first 

sight like a grammatical splitting of hairs. In truth, however, it is the enigma 

of being’ (ibid.). The poet names something three-fold: the being, the being 

becoming and the being that once was. Heidegger first points to the poetic 

style of Anaximander’s fragment, pointing to the fact that what of it is less 

poetic must necessarily have been added by Aristotle (Theophrastus). He 

thus makes a connection with poetic language, allowing him then to take an 

example from earlier Greek poetry, Homer to be precise, to explicate the 

“meaning” of έοντά in ancient Greek thought. He writes that: ‘knowledge is 

not science in the modern sense. Knowledge is the thoughtful awareness of 

the preservation of being […] knowledge is the remembrance of being’ 

(ibid: 263). He talks of the connection of being to all being, the seal of being 

as such in manifestation when he writes that ‘the presently present, 

however, is not something that lies, like a severed slice, sandwiched 

between two absences’ (ibid.). He goes on to consolidate the 

interconnection of the threefold: ‘τά έοντα names the unified multiplicity of 

whatever stays awhile, to the extent it is present in unconcealment, 

17 This mirrors the distinction made in ‘Nature of Language’ between ways of saying of 
poetry and thinking. 
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everything presences in its own way to everything else’ (ibid: 264). This is 

precisely what happens in translation, the moment of translation that is often 

overlooked. Source or origin presences as pure language, but its ‘baleful 

destiny is to collapse into subject matter (be named), just as the baleful 

destiny of thought is to collapse into science and faith’ (ibid: 265/266). 

Heidegger could be said to be talking about the same dynamic as 

Benjamin: while Benjamin is talking in terms of language and more 

specifically the glimpse of language as-such as pure language fleetingly in 

the process of translation, Heidegger describes the same dynamic, but in 

relation to being. While for Benjamin, pure language is the ‘totality of the 

intentions of all languages supplementing eachother, for Heidegger, the 

αύτα is the totality of what is present staying awhile in unconcealment (ibid: 

267). The presencing of all that stays presences in between the two-fold 

absence of coming hither and going away. 

 

(iii) Naming, Definition, Passing-away. 

So, not only does Heidegger give us an illustration of Benjamin’s theory in 

practice, the fleetingness of Benjamin’s theory is in fact what comes to 

language, the language of the matter. The problem that arises in a translation 

that considers itself purely in terms of transferral of information is also 

mirrored by Heidegger in terms of being: ‘the disjointure consists in the fact 

that what stays a while tries to have its while understood only as 

continuation’ (ibid: 268). This is precisely what happens in traditional 

translation theory; with its focus on the target-text (a continuation of the 

staying a while, or the fleetingness).  ‘Thinking does not come into being. It 

is insofar as being presences. But the collapse of thought into the sciences 

and into faith (definition of sort) is the baleful destiny of being’ (ibid: 266).  

The passing away referred to in Anaximander’s fragment does not happen 

into unconcealment; in other words, this passing away is not within being 

as-such, but instead a passing out of being and into naming, a definition of 

sort; the appropriation of being by the mode of intention, or language, in 

terms of ‘some kind of definition’. The ‘disjointure consists in the fact that 

what stays a while tries to have its while understood only as continuation’; it 
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is not passing into concealment that passes out of being; instead it is the 

passing out of being as-such that occurs in ‘rebellious whiling’.  

Thought from out of the jointure of the while, staying as persistence is 
insurrection on behalf of sheer endurance. In presencing as such – 
presencing which lets everything that presences stay in the region of 
unconcealment-continuance asserts itself. In this rebellious whiling, that 
which stays a while insists on sheer continuation. It presences therefore, 
without and against the jointure of the while. The saying does not say 
that everything that presences loses itself in the disjointure. It says, 
rather, that that which stays awhile with a view to dis-jointure, διδόναι, 
δίκην, gives jointure.  

 (ibid: 268) 

 

Heidegger shows this through his examination of the key word in the 

fragment: άδικια, looking beyond conceptual understanding of the word as 

injustice (something that Nietzsche and Diels did not do which gives rise to 

the use of words such as  ‘penalty: ‘they must pay penalty or fine’ according 

to Diels – ‘for their injustice’).  Heidegger points out that the saying says 

nothing of payment, penalty or damages, nor does it say that something is 

punishable or must be avenged (according to justice). Instead Heidegger 

asks the question ‘is the literal translation faithful to the word?’ (ibid: 267), 

thus illustrating his pre-step in the process of translation. In other words, 

does the word’s literal translation pay heed to what in the saying comes to 

language? (ibid.). He steers clear of pre-mature judicial-moral 

representations and sticks to what comes to language and finds that, at its 

root, all that ά-δικία says is that ‘where it prevails, all is not right with 

things’ (ibid.).  

Something is out of joint. But what is out of joint is not to do with being 

as-such, passing in and out of unconcealment; instead it is in passing out of 

being into ‘staying in persistence’; passing out of being into definition 

through naming, what we do in our role in completion of creation; what we 

can do with all things, except ourselves and the word, the word as tool in 

this creative process. Man mans, man steps forward as man in this process 

of naming, man presences awhile as man in naming, as word words, word 

presences awhile as word in being used in naming; language languages, 

language presences, steps forward as language, into unconcealment, when 

words fail, and back into concealment when words don’t fail, when we 
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name. But, crucially, it is back into concealment and not passing away out 

of as-suchness and into definition. The language, the word, and man, are all 

instrumental in naming and not being named. It is what is named that passes 

out of being as-such and into a ‘staying in persistence’, the ‘dis-jointure of 

sheer persistence’ (ibid: 269). 

The presently present is not a slice that is cut off and shared between 

the unpresently present; it is present insofar as it allows itself to belong to 

the unpresent’ (ibid.). The dis-jointed in sheer persistence does not, and so 

passes out of being and into άδικιά. What does persist in terms of being as-

such is the lingering persistence of the jointure of the transition from arrival 

to departure’ (ibid.), the lingering persistence that allows what presences 

presently in unconcealment to presence. 

Just as language, in stepping forward as language, reveals the intended 

object momentarily before, in withdrawing into concealment, language 

allows words to be used by man in naming, some sort of definition, dis-

jointure.  

  

5.5: Conclusion 

Translation theory traditionally and almost exclusively has as its central 

‘problem’ the diversity of languages and the aim of overcoming this 

diversity in a permanent way. Hence the multitude that strive for the ‘perfect 

language’ , the original universal language, the ‘nonexistent language’; at 

the very least something in between to which to refer both source and target-

text as a test for the ‘perfection’ of the translation; the fixed, complete and 

finite translation. This is so entrenched a view that even theorists that are 

not working under this assumption, that would strive for ‘something else’ 

such as Benjamin with his pure language of translation, are assumed to have 

this same singular aim and to fail in their aims. As such, while Walter 

Benjamin’s essay ‘The Task of the Translator’ is lauded as one of, if not the 

most, seminal piece of writing for translation theory, his theory of 

translation itself is rarely taken seriously by translation theory.  Similarly, 

Heidegger’s views on translation are considered within a different context to 

the discipline of translation theory; there is nowhere for it to fit in 

translation theory. This will remain the case until the preconceived 
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assumption of translation theory’s singular aim being to produce a finite 

product in a target-language (however much this process may or may not 

attend to either or both source or target text, language or culture), is brought 

into question. As long as translation theory remains locked in its 

dichotomous debates with its singularly problematic notion of difference, 

this is unlikely to happen. 

Ricoeur would appear to consider roles of or reasons to translate in 

broader terms than the singular one of transferral of what is communicated 

in one language into another.  In his second piece in On Translation, ‘The 

Paradigm of Translation’, he distinguishes between translation ‘in the strict 

sense of the transfer of the spoken message from one language to another 

[and translation] in the broader sense of synonymous with the interpretation 

of any meaningful whole within the same speech community (OT: 11). This 

is an interesting distinction, one that is illustrated in the divergence of the 

theories of Berman and Steiner, however, both are still ‘routes to the 

problem posed by the act of translation’ (ibid.), and both consider 

translation exclusively in its communicative role, whether it be ‘spoken 

message’ or ‘meaningful whole’. 

Ricoeur, in automatically considering translation in terms of its 

problematicism, harks back to what we considered in chapter three, the 

‘problem’ of the ‘problematic notion of difference’ in translation theory 

stemming from the traditional reading of the myth of Babel in both 

judgemental and problematic terms; the diversity of languages being a 

‘problem’ to solve rather than, as Benjamin’s theory would suggest, a 

context that facilitates translation for reasons of its underlying role. Ricoeur, 

while heading so much in the same direction as Benjamin, like Bergson, 

would appear to overlook the first step in translation, the un-naming; and 

because of this, the significance of the re-naming is overlooked, the focus 

instead being already rushed ahead of the ‘nearest nearness’ in the 

neighbourhood of language to the target-text, language and culture and 

notions of equivalence and correspondence with the original or source-text. 

Ricoeur’s reading of Babel takes the step of liberating it from its 

traditional interpretation in negative terms of judgement:  
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You heard: there is no recrimination, no lamentation, no accusation: 
“So the LORD scattered them abroad from thence upon the face of all 
the earth: and they left off to build the city.” They left off building the 
city! That is a way of saying: this is the way things are. Well, well! This 
is the way things are, as Benjamin liked to say.  
 (OT: 20) 

However, and this is the crux of where he and Benjamin diverge, the root of 

his misreading of Benjamin’s pure language is in how they perceive this 

‘this is the way things are’. Ricoeur still considers it problematically, the act 

of translation to pose a problem, while Benjamin sees this diversity  in terms 

of facilitating translation so that its underlying role or function may come 

into play. 

All the same, Ricoeur draws us in a pointing to something more in his 

reference to a: ‘faithfulness to language’s capacity for safe-guarding the 

secret contrary to its proclivity to betray it’ (OT: 28). Here he refers to the 

underlying nature of language, must he not be heading in the logical 

direction of the underlying nature of and so role or and reason to translate? 

However, even re-reading Babel as ‘a non-judgemental acknowledgement 

of original separation’ (OT: 18), which certainly brings Ricouer closer to 

where we are, he remains stuck on the diversity being purely problematic 

and would appear to fail to see beyond, to the problematic inspiring 

resolution, in order to reveal a moment in process, and underlying role of or 

reason to translate. As well as remaining with the perception of linguistic 

diversity as purely problematic, albeit, ‘[being] as it is’ rather than as a 

result of a vengeful God, the motivation to translate also remains within the 

singular overlying reason to translate, to overcome difference: ‘despite 

fratricides, we campaign for universal fraternity’ (OT: 18). This singular 

emphasis on translation’s overlying role overlooks the first step in 

translation, blindly, like Bergson, and with it the moment of the underlying 

role of or reason to translate. 

Ricoeur also appears to be fixated on the ultimate solution to the 

‘problem’ being the re-capturing or finding of an original lost unity in some 

sort of definitive way, either in a ‘perfect translation’ or a ‘perfect language’ 

in between to act as referent to the perfection of translations. However, 

rather than the fact of linguistic diversity being problematic, it is in fact the 
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idea of the end goal as something concrete, even in terms of a translated 

text, that is problematic. This drive for, desire for original unity, 

communication, ‘universal fraternity’ is key; is essential to human nature 

perhaps, but not for the sake of this unity itself, rather it is for the glimpse of 

the nature of reality, language and humanity that is revealed in process when 

we follow this essential desire to translate. 

All of these discussions of foreign and domestic, even ‘linguistic 

hospitality’, remain within the discussion of an end goal of re-finding, re-

capturing original unity in a definitive sense (which would be the end of 

translation). Ricoeur’s theory however, which neutralises to a large degree 

the suspicion of the foreign and the domestic vis. a vis. one another, 

presents the kind of theory within translation theory that could open the way 

to theories such as Benjamin’s, and even Heidegger’s, within the discipline 

of translation theory, allow them consideration as theories and not as 

Ricoeur would suggest, of Benjamin’s at least, ‘useless to translation 

theory’. After all, the first thing Benjamin does in his theory of translation is 

to free it from the dichotomous nature of the literal vs. free debate. 

Similarly, Heidegger, although starting from a different point, does the same 

thing, taking ‘literal’ off the scale of the literal vs. free debate as the starting 

point for his consideration of the translation of Anaximander’s fragment. 

Both Benjamin and Heidegger remove themselves from the dichotomy by 

leaving it, and because of this they are not considered seriously within the 

discipline of translation theory. Ricoeur, by finding a way to neutralise this 

dichotomous debate from within the terms of reference of translation theory, 

right at the centre of the literal vs. free debate, while himself remaining 

within the singular emphasis on the overlying role of translation, opens the 

way for the consideration of theories of ‘the underlying role of translation’, 

or better still, theories that include the overlying and underlying roles of and 

reasons to translate. 

Translation theory excludes Benjamin, or at least keeps him at the 

periphery, due to its limiting pre-conceptions, the same limiting pre-

conceptions that are at the root of the literal vs. free debate in translation 

theory and the habit of polarity in translation theory as a whole that follows 

naturally from this debate. Even theorists who attempt not to polarise in 
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relation to this debate exclude Benjamin in misreading his concept of pure 

language. This is because, while aiming to move beyond the polarity, they 

are still bound by the deeper underlying pre-conception of language and 

translation being considered in purely communicative terms. 

Benjamin is concerned with language as-such. While this includes what 

translation theory is concerned with, language and translation as 

communicative, it is also concerned with what is more to language and 

translation. Within the terms of reference of translation theory, bound by 

these limiting pre-conceptions, there is no place for him beyond the 

periphery. So long as he is considered according to inappropriate and 

unquestioned preconceptions, Benjamin will always be misread. If, 

however, we question the preconceptions, and, finding them inappropriate, 

set them aside, the way is open: to allow that ‘the concerns of this text 

(‘Task of the Translator’) resonate beyond limited attempts to outline its 

meaning’ (Benjamin, A. 1989: 87), to look for ‘other things in translation 

than reproduction of meaning’ (TT: 78). Within a translation theory thus 

broadened, but in no way diminished, a place opens up for Benjamin, and 

indeed Heidegger, not at the periphery, but at the core of translation theory. 

The practical potential for Benjamin’s theory of translation is thus, in its 

indefinability, infinite. 
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AS: „Anaximander‟s Saying‟. Heidegger 

GAP: „God and Philosophy‟. Levinas 

ITM: „Introduction to Metaphysics‟. Bergson 

OGTD: The Origin of German Tragic Drama. Benjamin 

OLAS: „On Language as Such and on the Language of Man‟. Benjamin 

OT: On Translation. Ricoeur 

TT: „Task of the Translator‟. Benjamin 
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