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Abstract: This project examines the role played by chaos in shaping and defining the translation
activity in a non-hegemonic context, with a focus on literary translation. Based on English-language
U.S. and Canadian contemporary poetry translation into Romanian between 1960 and 2017, it
challenges the ‘major’ vs. ‘minor’ dichotomy and moves to show that a transnational framework
and a networked understanding of translator agency are much better suited to account for the
complexity of a translation sociography. Acknowledging a necessary shift that draws on an economy
of attention more than on an economy of production (Cronin 2016), as well as on Michael Cronin’s
politics of microspection and on Kobus Marais’ paradigm of complexity (2014), my work takes
distance from the Bourdieusian dynamics of power that has prevailed in translation studies since
the late 1990s and favors a network approach that accounts for disruption, decentralization, and
voids.

This dissertation seeks to acknowledge the role played by chance, chaos, and self-regulation
in shaping the activity of literary translation through the deployment of a mathematical model that
has been at the core of Web 2.0 since its very inception. In doing so, my research sets out to
complement Bruno Latour’s Actor-Network-Theory with the mathematical notions of network and
network of networks. | endeavor to explore the webs of connectivity as they appear in real-life
contemporary poetry translator networks with the purpose of potentially laying the groundwork for

a possible redefinition of translation across society and media of circulation. Translation can be

conceived, | propose, as an act that is essentially, simultaneously and irreducibly linguistic, cultural,



and social, but also individual and collective, material and virtual, online and offline. Under these
circumstances, | conclude that a critical re-examination of translation studies in micromodernity

through a Digital Humanities lens becomes necessary, if not imperative.

Keywords: chaos theory, networks, literary translation, translator’s agency, translation studies,

digital humanities.



Traduction et chaos : I’agentivité des traducteurs de poésie dans un réseau non-hégémonique.
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Raluca Andreia Tanasescu
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Résumé: Ce projet examine le role joué par le chaos dans I'élaboration et la définition de I’activité
de traduction dans des contextes non-hégémoniques, en mettant I'accent sur la traduction
littéraire. En s’appuyant sur la traduction de poésie contemporaine américaine et canadienne de
langue anglaise en roumain de 1960 a 2017, ma recherche remet en question la dichotomie
« majeur » contre « mineur » et formule I’'hypothése selon laquelle un cadre transnational et une
compréhension en réseau de I'agentivité des traducteurs sont plus adéquats pour rendre compte
de la complexité d’'une sociographie de la traduction. Par la prise en compte d’un changement
nécessaire qui se réclame d’'une nouvelle économie de I’attention (Cronin 2016), de la politique de
microspection (Cronin 2012) et du paradigme de la complexité (Marais 2014) je cherche a
m’éloigner de la dynamique bourdieusienne du pouvoir qui a régné en traductologie au cours des
vingt dernieres années, en proposant une approche en réseau qui interroge la perturbation, la
décentralisation et les vides qui apparaissent dans les réseaux des traducteurs littéraires,
notamment dans le cas des traducteurs de poésie.

Cette dissertation vise a reconnaitre le réle joué par le hasard, le chaos et I'autorégulation
dans le fagonnement de I'activité de traduction littéraire a travers le déploiement d’'un modeéle
mathématique qui a été au cceur du Web 2.0 depuis sa création. Dans ce but, cette recherche
combine la théorie de I'acteur-réseau de Bruno Latour et les notions mathématiques de réseau et

de réseau de réseaux. Je me propose d’explorer les réseaux de connectivité tels qu’ils apparaissent

dans le monde des traducteurs de poésie contemporaine en roumain pour jeter les bases d’une



redéfinition de la traduction a travers la société et les médias de circulation. La traduction peut étre
ainsi concue comme un acte essentiellement, simultanément et irréductiblement linguistique,
culturel et social, mais aussi individuel et collectif, matériel et virtuel, en ligne et hors ligne. Dans ce
contexte, je conclus qu’un réexamen critique de la traductologie dans le cadre de la micro-
modernité, et ce, suivant les enjeux des sciences humaines numériques devient nécessaire, voire

impératif.

Mots-clés : théorie du chaos; réseaux; traduction littéraire; agentivité du traducteur; traductologie;

sciences humaines numériques.
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Translation and Chaos: Poetry Translators’ Agency in a Non-Hegemonic Network.
A Digital Humanities Approach.

INTRODUCTION

0.1. Behind the Scenes

As in any captivating movie script, arriving at the idea behind this research has involved a great
amount of conflict and struggle. This is only to confess that writing this thesis has been quite a
journey. In 2013, my proposal started as a classical literary translation research project, whose main
objective was to examine how various American poets came to be translated into Romanian and
how this process fitted with the process of globalization. Then | entered a second stage, in which |
began to realize that globalization was too homogenous a process and what | wanted to account for
in my thesis-to-be appeared as one of the many stories of a ‘minor’ literature translating from the
English. It didn’t feel accurate, so what was | to make of this? How was | to go beyond the dynamics
of power professed by Pierre Bourdieu through the words of Pascale Casanova (2004)? It seemed
that | was doomed to remain in the well-structured republic of letters.

So | trusted my intuition, which sensed there was something rotten in this republic: my
experience as a Romanian-language translator and publisher did not fit many of the categories
engendered by the translation theories | was exposed to. The most important question | asked
myself was: If there is a dynamics of power, is it unidirectional? The natural thing to do for me was
to look into how ‘minorness’ handles power and what the mechanisms to overcome a ‘minor’ status
are. While investigating practices related to Romanian-language translation and publishing, |

noticed that the digital world was gaining more and more traction, as it presented the perfect
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opportunity to overcome the much invoked ‘sense of space.” The third stage of my journey was
marked by the realization that this ‘sense of space’ and the many space-related metaphors in
translation studies tether rather than advance research on minorness, as they naturally foster
default communities, such as the nation-state, and admittedly limit research to how such states
manage their economic resources. ‘Tethered’ is the best word to express how my research felt for
the first four years of my studies, but it was a necessary phase that helped me realize that more
freedom was needed. My research had to be positively animated by the freedom | experienced as
a translator and publisher who has actually never been tethered by the lack of economic resources
of her country of origin, but was always connected to others: other cultures, other translators, other
economic resources.

Thus it became clear to me that more fluidity and flexibility were essential in translation
studies in order to account for the ‘mess’ that slipped between the cracks of clear-cut categories.
This thesis is about ‘mess’, about the freedom to perceive ‘noise’ as ‘sound’ and randomness as a

new order. It is an attempt to find a place for chaos in translation theory or, rather, to unleash it.

0.2. Summary of Objectives, Questions, and Theoretical Framework

What has been keeping translation studies (TS) in a perpetual quest to define itself—with rather
relative success at the end of each turn, | dare suggest—has been the inherent non-linearity,
instability, and uncertainty of all the elements that collude to the realization of a translation. The
stumbling block, to my mind, has always been the complex nature of translation and the potentially
chaotic essence of the processes that surround it, alongside our difficulty to acknowledge such a

composite reality in one single theory. Things have become even more puzzling when this field
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decided it was time to emulate the social sciences during a period when social sciences themselves
were considering their own complexity by means of chaos theory (Albert 1995, Kiel and Elliott 1996,
Byrne 1998, Byrne and Callaghan 2014) or assemblage theory (DeLanda 2006)—which, drawing on
Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus (1980), provided a bottom-up framework for
accommodating complex forms of causal productivity. Instead of doing the same, TS has borrowed
mostly relatively stable macro-structural concepts from sociology (such as “field,” or “system”) in
an attempt to deal with its own shortcomings and as a result of a rather significant structuralist
trandition and left out, intentionally or not, any natural science conceptualization. Although scholars
like Jean-Marc Gouanvic (2014) and Sergey Tyulenev (2014) rightfully see “habitus” as a micro-
structural approach, this notion cannot be divorced, in my opinion, from the whole theoretical
apparatus of Bourdieu’s theory of cultural fields. In other words, using Bourdieusian concepts only
selectively and in a way that matches the composite realities of a certain practice, in our case literary
translation, is very far from their proponent’s intentions and vision. To my mind, it would be far-
fetched to admit that translation is not a field (Gouanvic 2014; Heilbron and Sapiro 2018) and use
‘habitus’ to designate a clustering of life experiences that may have an impact on translators’
activities.

There are many possible scenarios for such a state of affairs. Perhaps notions like Bourdieu’s
field of cultural production or Luhmann’s systems were seen as bringing along a certain legitimacy
and a sense of stability to a discipline that was defining itself. It may also be that the developmental
hierarchy that characterizes natural sciences was not a good match for the subservient translator
and their agency, until recently considered mere creators of second-rate texts. It may also be that

humanists are simply hesitant to the prospects of mastering frothy mathematical formulae and



complicated visualisation techniques. As we shall hopefully see as we move along, frothy math will
not be needed, nor will | be engaging in any glorification of cyberspace or technology.

The multifarious nature of the processes that accompany translation and the role played by
translation in defining cultures alongside a number of cultural memes is appropriately described by
Michael Cronin’s 3T paradigm: trade, technology, translation. Cronin rightfully argues that “the
tendency to exclude any of the three components tends to lead to isolationist or exclusivist readings
of a particular culture.” (2013b: 3) He also complements this paradigm with the notion of gap in
resources in the host culture and conjectures that rather than looking for values in another context
cultures look for resources, a position he equates with the cultivation of fecundity. Both the notions
of trade and technology that accompany translation are thus grounded in and reflect on translator’s
agency, making it one of the most important units of analysis in this field. In addressing agency,
Kobus Marais (2014) sees translation related to the social and the cultural in so far as a translator’s
action has an influence on the social reality or on the other agents, but he also addresses the case
of translators’ possible lack of intent towards agency. This is a valid observation and, to my
knowledge, there is no scholarship drawing on the idea of non-agency, although not all literary
translators translate because they wear the label of literary translators by profession. Some may
translate because rendering a certain author in their language is a natural response to their meeting
with that foreign author and this is how they become labelled as literary translators. Others do have
a sense of agency and use translation as literary capital added to their own literary persona. Multiple
scenarios are possible, as will become apparent in the following sections, and in order to capture

best the complexity of this phenomenon, translator’s agency needs to be researched, | suggest,



within what Willard McCarty terms the digital social humanities,* an umbrella-notion that situates
any translated text in its contex of production, dependent on all levels on the agent(s) producing it
and on the medium of circulation (online or offline).

The discourse and methods of the digital humanities are an exercise in complexity
themselves. Complexity is essential to multiple readings and interpretations in academic research
and coding is seen as essential to disentangling multiplicities. As McCarty notes, chaos underpins
the economy of plenty as a fructifying and terryfing cornucopia in contemporary research (McCarty
2016: 73). In electronic scholarly editing, for instance, Mary Nell Smith notes that complexity in
general and coding in particular provide “a healthy self-consciousness” about the circumstances of
knowledge creation (2004: 313). Complexity is also permanently sought in charts and maps (Drucker
2016), in preserving the multifariousness of cultural heritage through mapping “the complexity of
cities —as embodied, lived in, built, imagined, and represented spaces” (Presner and Shepard 2016:
209), in the study of the human-computer interfaces (Ruecker 2016: 400), in our delegations to
technology as in the Internet of Things—“this process of offloading tasks to the Internet of Things,
new possibilities come into being, some as synergetic effects and others as unintended
consequences” (Jgrgensen 2016: 49), in linked data and semantic web as essential tools for
understanding the complexity of humanists’ discourse and of the disciplinary developments in the
humanities (2016: Oldman, Doerr, and Gradmann 2016: 255), in relation to data storage,

hypertextual history, or virtual reality systems.

1 A term occasionally used by Willard McCarty—author of Humanities Computing (2005), internationally recognized for
his achievements in digital humanities—about research situated on the border between digital humanities and social
sciences.



Digital materiality, “the palpable bits and bytes of electronic hardware and software that are
ubiquitous, that leave traces, and that can be read as evidence of the creation, dissemination,
reception, and preservation of these new communication forms” (Shep 2016: 322), has therefore
become paramount in any discussion on human agency, especially in the context of cultural
communication, where chaos theory engenders “a Sisyphean perspective [...] on cultural practice:
the activity of making sense by way of recourse to chaos, noise, and chance circumstance is an
interminable task because power, like desire, is protean and omnipresent.” (White 1991: 276)
Studying uncertainty and digital materiality by means of information visualization has gained more
and more ground lately (Lorna Hughes, Panos Constantopoulos, and Costis Dallas 2016: 160),
although scholars like Johanna Drucker (2016) have argued that the graphical approaches to the
digital humanities, although perceived as very effective, need to be complemented by more criticial-
humanistic methods of reading the data because graphs alone cannot render the complexity of the
information they represent. This is because “data models exclude certain properties of data, which
poses problems in a field such as humanities that works primarily with highly complex,
heterogeneous, and nonconcrete data.” (Zundert 2016: 342) Also, the formalized data model
reduces “to a certain extent the richness and complexity of the body of information,” (id.) and so it
invites complementary approaches such as “rapid shuttling” (Kirschenbaum 2009 cited in Hayles
2012) or “algorithmic criticism” (Ramsay 2011). This is precisely what | do in this dissertation:
framing English-language poetry translation in contemporary Romania as a complex human activity
animated by uncertainty and modeling it study as a pendulum between network visualizations and
traditional descriptive translation scholarship.

The purpose of this research is to examine poetry translators’ agency in a non-hegemonic

context and in relation to the contacts they establish with authors pertaining to other cultures (in
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my case, U.S. and Canadian contemporary poets). To this end, | endeavor to unearth relationships
and practices that are not currently addressed by the theories of translation and that shed a positive
light on translators as connectors. The non-hegemonic context of choice is Romania, a country
which has never been perceived as socially, culturally, ideologically, or economically influencing
other cultures significantly. On the flip side, it has always sought to align itself to the latest literary
trends, started its own trends, and its intellectuals have never had a static mode of existence, but
have participated to a large extent in a deeply transnational traffic of cultural goods. Translation has
always been part of this dynamics. In this context, my research is concerned both with translators
living and publishing between the borders of this nation-state and with Romanian translators from
the diaspora or in a constant state of mobility between the host culture and the culture translation
departs from.

In order to achieve this analysis, three research objectives have been set. First, | shall address
the risks of imbricating uncritically the label ‘minor’ in the discourse of TS by emphasizing the
heuristic potential of minorness and precariousness in addressing translatorial agency. Small
European nations and minority cultures have yet to gain a firm foothold in our field as translation is
still largely studied in contexts that it usually departs from (i.e., global languages like English).
Therefore one of the problems this investigation will address is the underrepresentation of small
nations/cultures in TS as a result of the liberal use of a plethora of monolithic terms and dyadic
associations, such as ‘European vs. non-European’, ‘major vs. minor’, or ‘center vs. periphery’.
Instead, | shall embrace the inherent precariousness of the ‘periphery’ and propose a paradigm built
on the possibilities of chaos.

Second, | undertake to demonstrate that acknowledging the role played by heterogeneity in

translation within a paradigm that allows for the phenomena’s uncertainty, indeterminateness, and
7



randomness (Callon et al. 2011) is a more revealing and thus productive stance than assigning
translators to premade categories that they need to fit in no matter their background or the
associations they form. To this end, | shall devote a large portion of this thesis to the investigation
of the networks Romanian poetry translators form with the authors they translate in order to
establish both the complex relationships that lattice such networks and to offer a comprehensive
image of a translation landscape that could otherwise appear as simply fragmented, or chaotic, and
lacking creative potential.

Finally, the third and final objective of this dissertation is to demonstrate that a paradigm
built on the possibilities of chaos unearth the full extent of human agency and creativity, which |
shall exemplify through the concepts of “poetics of fecundity” and “network-driven translation.”

Thinking of all the things | know about American and Canadian contemporary poetry
translation in Romania—a small world in which | belonged for over ten years—and trying to fit them
into the confines of various theories | have been trained in for the past five years triggered a number
of questions that are meant to address a certain general intellectual discomfort | felt. How do poetry
translations come into being since they are neither economically, nor socially influential? How are
theories based on the global book flows addressing this situation? Can we still speak about the
translators’ invisibility in the age of instant access to information and ubiquitous computing? What
are these translators’ lines of flight? How do they associate among themselves and how do they get
in contact with the contemporary authors they translate? And so on. Faced with the rigor of
academic research, all these musings turned into several research questions that will hopefully
guide my way out of the reductionist quagmire and make room for a more non-linear way of

thinking about translators and translation in general.



Chapter 1 is meant to address two more theoretical research questions. First, how valid are
the grounds for labeling a culture as ‘minor’ or ‘peripheral’? Although recent work in TS has started
to broach this topic (Folaron 2015, Flynn 2012, etc.), the ‘major vs. minor’ conundrum is still very
much operational. The example of Romania illustrates best Itamar Even Zohar’s definition of
‘peripheral’—one of the smaller nations of Europe—and is also mirrored by Cronin’s argument
according to which the linguistic diversity of Europe has been levelled out by postcolonialism.
Relatively recent research on the internationalization of our field is extensive. In 2002, Sebnem
Susam-Sarajeva started to advocate for a multilingual and international TS, and, while still
employing the same schismatic, monolithic paradigm, she acknowledged that “there is no way of
measuring centrality or periphery.” (Susam Sarajeva 2002: 194) She also linked research carried out
in ‘exotic’ languages to a peripheral condition of the respective scholars. Other scholars like Harish
Trivedi (2006) or Maria Tymoczko (2005) called for using words from other languages (from Hindi
to Igbo) for a theoretical reconceptualization of translation. What if there is no one center, but
‘multiple center(s)’ that could provide invaluable knowledge for the field? Scholarly articles on the
downsides of English as a universal means of exchange abound. However, there are very few
contributions dedicated to translations into lesser-known languages? in the most prestigious
academic journals. The main reason is related to the pervasiness of globalization’s homogeneous
effects as a research topic and to an interest in how translation into ‘major’ languages increases the
symbolic capital of ‘minor’ cultures. One of the main effects of globalization has been cultural
homogenization, that is, the reduction of cultural diversity (or a shrinkage of the world) through the

promotion and diffusion of a wide array of cultural symbols, be they physical objects, customs, ideas

2 Examples are offered in the literature review section (0.4. The State of Research).
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and values, coming from dominant cultures. Cultural reductionism also refers to treating cultural
agents as similar, no matter the culture they are grounded in, and not acknowledging their unique
ways of operating within that culture and between the cultures they connect via translation. Instead
of looking at cultures that translate more, we look at those that translate less, but which confer on
the authors they translate a high degree of symbolic capital. This situation is entertained by the
relatively difficult access to ‘mainstream’ TS of scholars that work in ‘minor’ contexts and translate
into lesser-known/used languages although they use English as a lingua-franca (Susam-Sarajeva
2002).

In a recent response to another fellow academic’s work on translation and migration, Edwin
Gentzler characterizes the state-of-the-art in our field as “an exciting time for Translation Studies,
as it expands internationally, looking at more languages and cultural traditions for translation,
including those of many immigrants’ home cultures, and as it turns inward intra-nationally, looking
more at minority languages and immigrant groups within any given culture.” (2013: 342, emphasis
mine) Research on minority languages understood as the languages of cultural minorities (as
opposed to national languages) has been indeed extensive. Important authors like Cronin have
drawn upon and emphasized the relational and dynamic dimension of the concept of ‘minority’,
along with the fact that it is always “the expression of a relation and not an essence,” (2009: 170) as
well as a status that makes a language more prone to translation, since small cultures are
disproportionately important in terms of translation productivity. However, Cronin himself (2003)
and other authors, like Mona Baker (2014), could not disregard the fact that, from an economic and
political standpoint, all languages other than English have become minority languages. At the same
time, according to Lawrence Venuti, a “minor language is that of a politically dominated group, but

also language use that is heterogeneous, that deviates from the standards, varies the constants.”
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(1998b: 136, emphasis mine) It becomes obvious that ‘minority’ and ‘minor’ are sometimes used
interchangeably. If we were inclined to think that ‘minority’ refers to a language-culture like Catalan
or Quebecois, for example, whereas ‘minor’ refers to any small nation, such as Romania or Ireland,
by comparison to economically and politically more powerful ones, the many confusing definitions
in TS, paired with other leveling binarisms such as ‘center vs. periphery’, beg the question of the
heuristic value of these terms.

Much of the work that has been done on translator’s agency (Pym 1998; Simeoni 1998;
Inghilleri 2005; Gouanvic 2006; Wolf and Fukari (Eds.) 2007; Pym, Shlesinger, and Jettmarova (Eds.)
2006; Milton and Bandia 2009) has been based on Bourdieu’s concepts of ‘practice’, ‘habitus’ and
‘field” (1973), therefore on the ‘physical’ (much in line with the concept of nationhood) and
hierarchical world. Also, a large part of this work has been centered on interpreters and on
translators as political agents. In this context, Michaela Wolf sees the translation ‘field’ as highly
problematic, because translators do not have long-lasting positions in this field and they have to
renegotiate their status all the time (2007). As Gouanvic noteworthily observes (2014), besides
translators that act as political agents or translators that aim at gathering as much literary capital as
possible by translating reputed authors, there are translators “by necessity,” that seldom compete
for a certain position and render the solubility of a concept like ‘field” problematic in relation to
translation studies. To these examples, | would like to add translation for survival, which can never
be associated with the producer’s ‘habitus’; not could it be socially sanctioned because of its context
of production.

The methodological contributions of sociology to the study of translation are
unquestionable. However, as | have mentioned before, these sociological perspectives on

translation in the context of globalization have often emphasized hierarchies, power relations, and
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macroscopic analyses hardly ever providing more detailed accounts from the field. One very
pertinent example is Cronin’s observation in Translation and Globalization (2003) that English
became the only ‘major’ language, while all others are largely perceived as ‘minor’. Another equally
pertinent example is Casanova’s World Republic of Letters and her article on translation as unequal
exchange (2004). To Casanova, translations from dominating cultures/fields to dominated ones help
the latter gain literary capital, while the opposite brings consecration to the dominated one. The
role of literary translators from the so-called ‘dominated’ cultures is still largely ignored because the
advent of globalization shifted TS researchers’ focus on the international circulation of books and
on the role major publishers play in this respect (Venuti 1998a; Pym and Chrupala 2005; Sapiro
2007a, 2007b, 2008, 2010). Equally ignored is a very common practice according to which authors
coming from dominating cultures ask to be translated by translators from dominated fields/cultures
because that brings them a plus of literary capital at home. Being translated into as many languages
as possible, even if not into dominating ones, is a very sought-after status in the literary world; and,
to our knowledge, this aspect of literary translation has never been pursued as worthy of scholarly
research. | shall address this aspect in the case studies presented in section 2.2.3 (Literary Barters).

The second theoretical research question addressed in Chapter 1 is related to the
possibilities presented by our acceptance and acknowledgement of chaos in translator’s agency in
contemporary poetry translation: what are the shortcomings of the proposed macro-sociological
theories (Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of cultural fields and especially Niklas Luhmann’s systems theory)
and the benefits and risks of using a micro-sociological approach like Bruno Latour’s Actor-Network
Theory (ANT)? Several research sub-questions aimed at reconciling these shortcomings and
possibilities seem in order. What can we learn from the evolution of social sciences over the past

sixty years in terms of acknowledging and fostering heterogeneity? What is a viable theoretical
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model for the analysis of poetry translator’s agency in all its complexity? What research models and
tools are available for exploring this complexity?

Sociologically-informed research in TS has made extensive use of the Bourdieusian theory of
practice as it presented a much-awaited solution to the long-standing lament that theory had been
seldom grounded in practice, or, at least, not sufficiently accompanied by illustrative practical
examples. After all, practice makes perfect, and translation is a social, cultural and political act
connected to local and global relations of power (Cronin 2003). Bourdieu’s organismic model of
society and his constructive structuralism allowed translation studies to turn translators into
legitimate subjects of inquiry, capable of acting and free to act (Gouanvic 2005). After a long
formalist tradition which placed translated texts at the center of academic reflexion, Bourdieu’s
neofunctionalism (or structuralist constructivism) presented an excellent opportunity for
translators to become visible, willful producers of meaning, capable to cause change, albeit one that
still had to be ratified by the social structure they were part of. Although apparently free to act and
acknowledged in the complexity of their habitus, translators were still anchored in the social and
dependent on social sanction.

Nevertheless, few have embraced Bourdieu’s concepts unaltered as essential for furthering
research in TS, and perhaps the most controversial notion of all was “habitus,” i.e., the set of one’s
dispositions acquired by action and generating actions. Given its arbitrariness, habitus, in spite of
its emphasis on action, still does not place the individual in a state of productive tension with the
field. Out of the scholars who contributed to the collective volume titled Remapping Habitus
(Vordorobermeier et al. 2014), one the essays most relevant to this discussion is the one signed by
Rakefet Sela-Sheffy, who proposes the notion of ‘identity work’ to be added to the notion of

‘habitus’. The Israeli scholar argues that a theory of practice such as the one professed by Bourdieu
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needs to be anchored, ironically, into practice in order to account for the complexity of translators’
work. The essay continues an endeavor the author began in 2005 with “How to be a (Recognized)
Translator: Rethinking Habitus, Norms, and the Field of Translation,” which analyzes the case of
contemporary translators in Israel and argues that it is impossible to speak about universal
dispositions of translators. Sela-Sheffy undertakes to explain “the tension between the constrained
and the versatile nature of translators’ action, as determined by their cultural group-identification
and by their position in their specific field of action,” (2005: 1, emphasis mine) although they may
be all animated by a struggle for symbolic capital. The contention is that “[w]e cannot take for
granted that their role in the production of culture is always secondary and their attitude always
passive.” (ibid.: 5)

During the past ten years TS scholars have become more and more aware of the complex
relationships that underlie translators’ activity, as well as of the need to include technology and new
media in the mix. In 2007, META : Journal des traducteurs published a seminal issue on the
connection between TS and network studies, curated by Canadian scholars Deborah Folaron and
Hélene Buzelin. The introduction offers an excellent overview of the notion of ‘network,” moving
across disciplines and schools with a familiarity and gusto that attest not only to the authors’
intellectual prowess, but also to the potential natural relationship between the two fields. It is here
and in Buzelin’s “Unexpected Allies: How Latour’s Network Theory Could Complement Bourdieusian
Analyses in Translation Studies” (2005) that the connection between Latour’s relationist sociology
and translation—more specifically in relation to the world of literary translation—is explored for the
first time. However unexpected, the Actor-Network Theory becomes a necessary ally to Bourdieu’s
sociology. The theory developed by Latour together with Michel Callon and John Law, opposes

urdieu’s si -w i ucible, i u , u ities, whi ,
Bourdieu’s single-world “irreducible, incommensurable, unconnected localities, which then, at a
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great price, sometimes end in provisionally commensurable connections.” (Latour 1997) It posits
that “neither the actor’s size nor its psychological make up nor the motivations behind its actions
are predetermined,” (Callon 1997: 2) making room for the idea of a self-made network of actants
of different natures, that would include, alongside individuals, objects, hybrids, and quasi-objects.
Thus Latour’s sociology of association offers literary translators a way to overcome the deterministic
nature of autonomous organizations and a fertile ground for further research into their potential to
bring about change by means of personal initiative.

In the same issue of META, Sehnaz Tahir-Glrgaglar explores the potential of networks to
provide a more comprehensive inventory of historical facts related to literary translation, using the
case of popular literature in Turkey. She aptly notes that the notion of “context” has been vaguely
defined in TS and that contexts are actually made of layers of contexts, from the micro- to the
macro-level. Citing Law, who argues that the world cannot be fittingly explained and neatly
structured using social categories because it also contains a high degree of mess (“vague, diffuse,
unspecific, slippery, emotional phenomena that do not display much pattern at all” (Law 2004: 2)),
Gurcaglar advances that TS might mismanage findings in order to make them fall into certain
categories, instead of allowing apparent “chaos” (that is, the reality of practice) to generate
theories:

| would like to suggest that the world of translation also involves a high degree of
mess, confusion and disorder and that our current critical theoretical frameworks are
forcing these conditions into set categories, organizing the disorder into seeming

order, sometimes lumping together findings that agree with theoretical expectations
and excluding or glossing over those that challenge them. (2007: 725)

She sees the drawing of network maps as a felicitous method to account for translators’ agency, for
the set of relationships they develop through their everyday work, as well as for the way certain

genres relate in surprising ways with other genres. Girgaglar adds a visual component to the
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method proposed by Buzelin, thus furthering the inclusive scope of a similar research agenda. Both
scholars zoom in on practices and networks of translators in order to provide a better
contextualization for the translation practice, instead of first providing the framework and only
subsequently dwelling on individual phenomena. However, no matter how promising the
beginnings, these authors have not done further research and have not proposed clear research
models and methodologies, as we shall see in the section dedicated to the literature review.

After tackling these theoretical concerns, | shall move to an in-depth analysis of the networks
of contemporary poetry translation into Romanian from U.S. and Canadian English. Chapter 2 is
grounded in the lattices of print periodical publications between 2007 and 2017 and builds its
complexity argument on the heterogeneity of translators’ agendas, affiliations, and mobility, with
notions such as the nation-state and translator’s habitus fading into the background. From a theory
of chaos point of view, | shall look for order in a seemingly chaotic network. To this end, my research
will answer three questions. The first question is related to the possibilities presented by literary
journals for instant, semi-mediated, and fertile translation publication. The second one remains in
the realm of periodical publications, but investigates various types of translational agency in a
transnational context, inquiring into the possibilities of diaspora and of academic mobility. Finally, |
shall address the problem of online translation publishing and specifically answer the following
guestions: how is digital space enabling translators’ agency and what are its repercussions on
literary translators’ status? How does the online reshape the definition of translation? To my
knowledge, these issues have never been broached in this field in relation to Romanian translators.
Finally, my third assumption is that translators’ access to digital space enhances their chances at
becoming agents of literary change and that such a phenomenon is more bound to happen in small

cultures, since digital space offers the chance to circumvent the usual economic constraints
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presented by the more traditional publishing spaces. Decentralization is closely related to the rise
of the digital:
Decentralization has been lying dormant for thousands of years. But the advent of
the internet has unleashed this force, knocking down traditional businesses, altering
entire industries, affecting how we relate to each other, and influencing world
politics. The absence of structure, leadership, and formal organization, once
considered a weakness, has become a major asset. Seemingly chaotic groups have

challenged and defeated established institutions. The rules of the game have
changed. (Brafman and Beckstrom 2006: 6-7)

The relatively low costs of engaging in literary translation in digital space, the diversity of
digital publications, and their relative accessibility compared to that of traditional printing allow
writers and translators a higher degree of freedom. In small countries like Romania, especially in
those with a Communist past, these may be seen as a continuation of the samizdat tradition, the
underground publications reproduced illegally by hand by dissident writers and translators and
circulated among readers. The minor economic status of Romania on the globalized market and the
lack of financial support for the arts in general determined intellectuals to look for alternatives to
the costly printing industry and to the even costlier press distribution networks, which charge
commissions as high as 45% off of the cover price.?

The last two chapters are built on a chaos-out-of-order perspective and are dedicated to
identifying self-regulation and personal initiatives in what can appear as the realm of order: the
heavily censored cultural field during the Communist regime and the capitalist market of the post-
revolution era. As far as the first context is concerned, | shall describe the corpus and identify those
initiatives that were actually the translators’ projects. In the latter case, | endeavor to describe and

guantify indie poetry publishing in comparison to mainstream Romanian publishing and to analyze

3 The information offered here is based on our experience in Romanian book publishing. Other available sources
generally list even higher retailer discounts: http://bit.ly/2HuxdS3.
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several translations of the same works or authors that have been tackled by both worlds in hopes
of answering a critical question: where is a contemporary author more visible?

Most scholarship on translation into Romanian has been centered on the country’s
Communist past and has a strong historiographic character, with the exception of loana Popa’s
Traduire sous contraintes. Littérature et communisme (1947-1989) (2010), which doubles the
historical perspective by a sociological one. The few contributions tackling topics related to the
country’s post-communist realities have yet to touch upon poetry translation; therefore
contemporary U.S. and Canadian poetry translation in Romania during the past 28 years is virtually
unaccounted for. Hence the proposed research endeavors to look closely at all the details related
to translators’ involvement in the publication process and to trace all cases of private initiative in
contemporary poetry translation in Romania, hoping to reveal new practices and new dimensions
of the literary translator profession.

The overarching theoretical framework of the proposed project is mainly informed by
complexity theory, with a specific focus on network theory and chaos theory. Whereas complexity
theory in natural sciences was fueled by globalization, the same phenomenon intensified the
reductionist line of thought in TS, as it quickly fostered the pattern of the shrinking world. | would
like to offer an alternative view on globalization that follows Cronin’s model of the expanding world,
in which micro-cosmopolitanism and microspection are the politics of choice and foster the
interconnectedness of the world. A complexity framework begs the adoption of a transnational
stance (Jay 2010), which engenders the analysis of translational phenomena outside a national
paradigm and calls for contextual specificity. A transnational position also helps us avoid yet another
dichotomy—global vs. local/national—by placing translators in what is called a “paradigm of

mobility.” (Stephane van Damme cited in Boschetti 2009) Transnationalism lends itself very well to
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explaining the circulation of ideas and practices and complements the nationalist paradigm offered
by polysystem theory or by the theory of the cultural fields. Associating a transnational paradigm to
Cronin’s notion of micro-cosmopolitanism—an approach which “seeks to diversify or complexify the
smaller unit” (2006: 15) will veer the discussion to particularity, to aspects that are seldom explored
in relation to translation under a national paradigm, “show[ing] that elsewhere is next door, in one’s
immediate environment, no matter how infinitely small or infinitely large the scale of investigation.”
(ibid.: 17)

Complexity also calls for considering decentralization and non-linearity. The decentralization
of the translation network in Romania gives it a particular strength and increases its scholarship
potential for TS research. A groundbreaking book in business management and organizational
behaviors, The Starfish and the Spider: the Unstoppable Power of Leaderless Organizations (Brafman
and Beckstrom ibid.), explains that traditional, centralized organizations (the spiders), with top-
down leadership and rigid hierarchical structure, started to incorporate more and more ‘starfish’
principles, namely principles that are typical of decentralized organizations, whose members rely
on the power of and on their relationship with their peers. The book sets out to explain what
happens “when no one’s in charge” (ibid.: 5), when “there’s no hierarchy.” (id.): “You’d think there
would be disorder, even chaos. But in many arenas, a lack of traditional leadership is giving rise to
powerful groups that are turning industry and society upside down.” (id.) In regards to translation,
| argue that contemporary poetry translation in Romania echoes a starfish model. This starfish
model takes advantage of the fact that there is no central funding agency for the activity of
translation, nor an institution to regulate the activity of literary translators.

The theoretical framework | shall use for explaining the differences between a centralized

system and a decentralized one cannot be limited to Bourdieu’s theory of the fields, as the latter
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does not take into consideration action, agency, and subjectivity unless they are ultimately socially
sanctioned. My first assumption is that poetry translation in Romania functions according to the
rules of an actor-network (Latour 2005), whose structure could account for the ‘holes’, for the lack
of institutional representation, as well as for literary translators’ initiative, connectivity, use of the
latest developments in technology, and sometimes even their lack of accountability.

For those very reasons, | shall also refer to Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of ‘rhizome’
(1980) in order to describe the state of affairs in contemporary poetry translation in Romania, since
it captures multiplicities and allows us to access the network from multiple points of entry. The
rhizomatic approach will be doubled by the Actor-Network Theory developed by Bruno Latour
together with Michel Callon and John Law, which too was meant to shatter the shackles of dualism.
Both will hopefully leave little room for exclusion when accounting for the complexity of translation
phenomena and their agents in any given culture. Furthermore, the assumption that the
decentralization of literary translation activity in Romania offers more room for personal initiative
will be illustrated by employing Deleuze and Guattari’s ‘line of flight’ (ligne de fuite) and ‘nomadism’
(ibid.), two relevant concepts to explain the attitudes of young Romanian translators after the fall
of communism in 1989, after a period in which translation activities in Romania followed the logic
of a system shaped by Communist propaganda and censorship for almost forty years. The existing
scholarship on translators’ agency seldom references translators who discover and translate various
authors according to their own taste or even on a whim, and not according to a specific, pre-
established agenda that follows the rationale of the globalized book market. The practice of private
cultural brokerage is certainly not new, but it is seldom referenced in relation to translation. One
notable example is the one mentioned by Venuti under “Globalization” in The Scandals of

Translation; he describes how South-American translation boomed in the United States via various
20



private initiatives: “[...] a sudden increase in English-language translations supported by private
funding (Barbosa 1994: 62-63, Rostagno 1997).” (1998: 169)

The major risk faced when tackling translators’ agency under the auspices of complexity and
chaos is chaos itself. An essential step in preventing this dissertation from turning into a “messy
business” is defining the corpus and adopting a methodology that keeps the risk of chaotic research

on a tight leash.

0.3. Corpus and Research Design

The corpus in which | ground my analyses, descriptions, and interpretations consists of Romanian
translations of U.S. and Canadian English-language contemporary poetry. By contemporary poetry
| chiefly understand poetry that was published after 1960 by poets born during the last decade of
the nineteenth century and onwards. In terms of selected authors, it reflects the work of US- and
Canada-born poets and of authors of various extractions living and writing in Canada and the United
States, as well as transnational poets of American and Canadian origin, because | considered them
as manifesting double loyalty. For instance, | included T.S. Eliot, although he lived and worked in
England for most of his life, as his work cannot be divorced from his origins* and most publishers,
critics, and literary historians, including the Romanian ones, consider him to be an American.
Furthermore, | have not included authors who were not influential in the 1960s although they died

much later (such as Roy Helton, who died in the late 1970s but did not publish any collection after

4 T.S. Eliot declared in an interview: “I'd say that my poetry has obviously more in common with my distinguished
contemporaries in America than with anything written in my generation in England. That I’'m sure of. [...] It wouldn’t be
what it is, and | imagine it wouldn’t be so good; putting it as modestly as | can, it wouldn't be what it is if I'd been born
in England, and it wouldn't be what it is if I'd stayed in America. It's a combination of things. But in its sources, in its
emotional springs, it comes from America.” (Hall 1959: 25)
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1960). However, | did include Marianne Moore, who died in 1972, but who published in the 1960s
and had her collected poems published throughout the 1970s and onwards. | have also considered
e. e. cummings (d. 1962) as being contemporary, whose posthumous work was published in 1963
and who had a collection of unpublished poems come out in 1983 and a significant and visible
number of selected and collected poems published throughout the past decades. Finally, | have
considered T.S. Eliot and Ezra Pound as contemporary poets, since they attract the same attention
from writers and translators in the target culture as ever, and are evoked frequently in
conversations about trends and evolutions in Romania and world contemporary poetics.

U.S and Canadian contemporary poetry into Romanian has never been approached as a
corpus in translation studies scholarship. Such translations have been analyzed only sparingly and
in more general historical contexts, typically related to Communist censorship before 1989. The one
notable exception is the monograph dedicated to the Romanian translations of T.S Eliot’s work both
before and after 1989 by Roxana Stefania Birsanu (2014). Furthermore, no corpus analysis of
contemporary poetry translations into Romanian in periodicals exists, although, as this research
shows, periodicals are the richest source of such translations. By addressing these translations as a
two-layer corpus consisting of 40 volumes and hundreds of translation features in periodicals | hope
to offer a comprehensive image of contemporary English-language poetry translation in this small
European country over the past 60 years. However, the two corpora are unequal (author volumes
and anthologies: 1960-2017 vs. periodicals: 2007-2017), as a result of my not carrying this research
in Romania. My lack of access to Romanian libraries made the two corpora overlap only over a 10-
year span.

| used two sources for compiling the corpus: translations published in volumes by

mainstream and indie publishers, and translation selections published in printed and online literary
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or cultural journals. As far as the first category is concerned, | have looked into everything that was
published starting 1960 (Annexes 4, 5, and 6) and also mentioned a few publications that appeared
prior to this date only to emphasize that a certain tradition of self-reliant poet-translators existed
well before the established cut-out point. However, | have not included such Modernist poets in my
social network analyses—they are strictly limited to contemporaries.

In terms of selections published in print periodicals (PP), | have mainly used the
bibliographies available at the National Library of Romania (NLR) for journals published between
2007 and 2015. However, since they were not complete, | have added a number of selections that
appeared in certain periodicals not complying with the requirements of the legal deposit, but which
| deemed as important for the activity of literary translation in our context. The bibliographic
references | added thus add two more years to the bibliography compiled by the NLR, thus aligning
the two corpora—author-volumes, anthologies, and translation features in periodicals—in terms of
end dates. Aligning the two in terms of start dates would have been too ambitious and unrealistic
an objective, as | would have had to document probably thousands of entries, and while the network
analysis would not have been a problem because of the computing capabilities used, the manual
bibliographic work would not have been possible. The overall corpus is by no means exhaustive, but
certainly contains most of the translations published within the specified timeframe: 1960-2017.
The titles, the overwhelming majority unique instances, are presented partly in footnotes
throughout the dissertation and partly in Annex 1. The selections that are also available online are

referenced through bitlinks.>

> Web links shortened on the Bitly link management platform for space purposes.
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The proposed research methodology echoes Andrew Chesterman’s propositions related to

deploying a network as envisioned by Latour:

For instance, we might wish to establish what networks exist (in a given context):
what the various nodes are, both human and non-human; what the range of the
network is; what use is made of each of the nodes; the frequency of links in different
directions; the flexibility of the network, the extent to which it remains stable or
expands or contracts over time; even the way compromises are born and become
necessary. How do translators build and maintain their networks? (Chesterman
2006: 22)

and is rooted in network analysis (NA), which measures structural and process-related properties at
the level of the whole network and of the sub-networks. NA offers computational ways to wrangle
large amounts of data and helps us grasp the structure of relationships between actors by offering
a unique ‘outsider’ view of any given associations. This qualitative stage of the research starts with
data collection (bibliographic research converted into a data matrix) and the formalization of the
model (establishing which aspects of the subject will be computable and in what form, cf. Flanders
and Jannidis 2016) and then employs a popular quantitative method: the network consisting of
authors and translators as nodes and publication venues as links shall be measured and visualized
by means of a dedicated software: the NetworkX libraries in Python, which offers two-dimensional
graph drawings (or network diagrams). NetworkX is a package for the creation, manipulation, and
study of the structure, dynamics, and functions of complex networks. Network studies have gained
a lot of traction lately (Kaufmann et al. 2017) because of the increasing pervasiveness of
computational power and because computers are much more able to work in non-linear ways than
humans.

Furthermore, besides feeding on graph theory, network analysis also uses data mining—the
practice of analyzing large databases for the purpose of acquiring new information in computer

science—, and information visualization (or visual data analysis)—the study of visual
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representations of abstract visual or non-numerical data, which take various spatial forms and help
users understand intuitively how large amounts of information are organized. Visualizing
information as graphs is used “to summarize, present, and enact rich materials visually” (Hughes,
Constantopoulos, and Dallas 2016: 160) and is considered to have the potential to generate
meaning (Liu 2013) and work hypotheses, normally followed by more formal analyses.

All these will be acquired by using Python capabilities, which will determine a series of
characteristics further described. Besides its easy syntax and readability, my choice of Python over
other available tools, such as Java or Gephi, is motivated by its object-oriented programming, wide
support libraries and community development, and integration features. That means it is unlikely
for the results of this research to see difference across a wide range of other programming
languages, such as C++ or Java. Furthermore, it runs on all major operating systems and, more
importantly, it renders reseach accountable—users have access to the algorithms behind its
libraries. One downside though is the low quality of the visualizations its produces, but this aspect
was outranked by its network computing power.

Besides measuring the size of the network (the number of nodes and edges) and the
clustering coefficient (a measure of the degree to which nodes in a graph tend to cluster together),
| will look into its density—a ratio of the number of edges E to the number of possible edges in a
network with N nodes—, as well as into its average degree—the average number of edges attached
to a node in the respective network. Connectedness (or connectivity)—how well components of the
network connect to one another—is another feature | will examine, as it determines the nature of
the structure: full connectedness is a feature of complete graphs (also known as “cliques”), in which
a node is connected with any other node in the graph. Connectedness will offer information on the

giant component of a graph, which is a single connected component that contains the majority of
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the links in the network, as well as on weakly connected components—a series of nodes in which
there exists a path (a sequence of edges) from any node to any other and on the strongly connected
component.

As far as centrality is concerned, that is, the measure of the most important vertices in the
graph, the analysis will follow four avenues. First, | shall refer to the degree centrality of certain
nodes which traditional functionalist analyses would consider to be the most important ones, by
analyzing the number of links, or translations, incident on that node, i.e., that particular author or
translator. High connectivity may translate into having more resources to attain an objective or to
connect in the wider network. Second, | shall examine betweenness centrality, which will help me
establish the relative importance of a node by measuring the amount of translation traffic flowing
through that node to other nodes in the network. This is done by measuring number of the shortest
paths that pass through the node and connect other nodes, therefore it quantifies the number of
times a node acts as a bridge along the shortest paths between two other nodes. This measurement
is relevant for finding the agent that influences the network flow the most. Third, | shall look into
closeness centrality, to determine the shortest paths connecting that node to others in the network.
This count helps me find out the agents that are best placed to influence the network the fastest.
Fourth, | shall determine the Eigenvector centrality (or the EigenCentrality), which assigns relative
scores to all nodes in the network based on the concept that connections to high-scoring nodes
contribute more to the score of the node in question than equal connections to low-scoring nodes.
That makes this score qualify as the ‘all around’ grade for any agent in the network, as it is
considered to quantify the influence of nodes on other nodes in the same network. In order words,

the higher the value of the EigenVector, the more prominent a node is in the network.
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The particular effectiveness of the network analysis lies in its capacity to bring together
guantitative and qualitative methods. However, since this is the first analysis ever done of the
poetry translation network in Romania, my main concern was related to accuracy, therefore | have
not used any of the traditional qualitative methods typically associated with social network analysis,
such as participatory mapping, walking interviews with ego and alters, or concentric circles, and
opted to offer a qualitative approach based on discourse analysis of second sources, as well as
analysis of the translator’s agency at the level of the text. The analysis of the corpus will involve a
descriptive approach—that offers an ‘insider’s’ view—focused on paratexts, and will be doubled by
an analysis of various other existing materials related to the publication of the respective
translations: selections published in online literary journals and in printed press, reviews, interviews
with the authors, translators and publishers, press releases, and events organized to promote the
translations. In certain cases, | shall briefly compare several translations of the same texts in order
to determine how translators’ real-life agency reflects on their rendition of the same source text.
Such comparisons shall be made especially between versions offered by mainstream translations
and versions that are deemed to be the result of their translators’ agency. Against this backdrop,
the information offered by the quantitative analysis will help me understand whether centrality and
agency have an impact at the level of the translated poem.

Analyzing a corpus of almost forty published volumes and hundreds of selections may appear
unfeasible in terms of a reliable quantitative analysis. However, many of these translations are not
accompanied by forewords, postfaces, or translators’ notes and the only available information on
translators’ agency is to be found online, in the very few interviews with the translators or
publishers. For example, the translations of Leonard Cohen’s Book of Longing (Cartea aleanului,

2006) into Romanian are referenced in a total of three sources (interviews, reviews, and publication
27



ads). The volume is not accompanied by paratexts that are relevant to my research. If this is the
case of Leonard Cohen, one of the most important contemporary poets in the corpus, the
translation of other less visible authors is even less referenced. A rich corpus is, in this case, a safe
way to acquire a relevant and sufficient amount of research data on the contemporary poetry
translation network in Romania.

Before | proceed, it is necessary to discuss the fact that my methodology of choice will have
repercussions on the theoretical modelling of this dissertation. For Delanda, for instance,
considered to be Bruno Latour’s symmetrical opposite, “multiplicities are non-relational, (original
emphasis) and robustly remain whatever they are, no matter what their relations might be.”
(Harman 2010 cited in Byrne and Callaghan 2014). Considerations like these made me use social
assemblage theory only a secondary framework in spite of the appeal it presents via notions such
‘lines of flight.” That adds to social assemblage theorists’ rejection of coding. Coding is at odds with
post-structuralism because coding assumes and imposes a tree-like logic of hierarchical, fixed
relations among descrete entities, which means that the grammar always pre-exists the pehnomena
under investigation). Deleuze also explicitly denounced code as part of ‘the numerical language of
control.” (1992) Unlike these theorists, Latour sees a great ally in coding, especially in terms of the
potential of visualizations to provide horizontal, flattened (non-hierarchical) maps. During his
opening plenary lecture for the world ADHO® Digital Humanities conference at the University of
Lausanne in 2014—“Rematerializing Humanities Thanks to Digital Traces” (web’)—Latour noted
that the digital does not (aim to) create a separate world from what we call the real world, but to

“rematerialize all cognitively complex sets of practices,” that is, to emphasize only some of the

® The Alliance of Digital Humanities Organizations.
7 Available on Youtube at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4L2zRoKSOIA.
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elements of a world that remains “massively real.” (id.) The computational/digital is to him simply

a re-engineering of the real and presents a great promise for the humanities.

0.4. The State of Research

Scholars on a More Comprehensive Approach to Translation

Embraced especially for the appeal presented by his notion of ‘cultural field’ for various European
nation-states (Hayles 1990), Pierre Bourdieu has been at the core of the sociology of translation for
more than twenty years. Although Arjun Appadurai (1996) offered a radically new framework for
examining globalization in the early 1990s, it is only very recently that TS has become aware of the
importance of ethnoscape, mediascape, technoscape, ideoscape, and financescape as alternative
spatial renderings of the present phenomena and of the obsolescence of a center-periphery model.
The five —scapes proposed by Appadurai are the building blocks of the new reality, which can no
longer be confined between national boundaries and thus becomes more fluid, connected to and
influenced by phenomena impossible to contain in spatial terms.

The four TS scholars that have theorized the need for a complex theory of translation are
Anthony Pym (1998, 2007), Michael Cronin (2012, 2013a, 2013b, 2013c, 2016), Kobus Marais (2014),
and Maria Tymoczko (2005, 2007). But well before them, in the late 1990s, an M.A. thesis authored
by Martin Malette at Université de Montréal and titled Traduction et chaos : pour une
«traductologie dynamique» (1997) made the case for applying chaos theory in the study of
translation. Emphasizing the complexity of any translation act, the author proposes Edgar Morin’s
theory of complexity (1990) as a starting point for his theoretical discussion and proposes dynamic

(or chaotic) systems as a theoretical model both in thinking about translation as a process and in
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the treatment of the texts, which are considered as chaotic attractors. Although the thesis does not
employ any of the methodologies used in natural sciences or in computational linguistics and
remains a theoretical reflection, it is remarkable how ahead of its time it was during a period when
TS research was for its most part animated by the cultural turn. Malette’s reflection is an excellent
early counter-reaction to the traditional binary mode of thinking that has been prevalent in this field
since its beginnings.

In his Method in Translation History (1998), Pym had only proposed network “transfer maps”
as a way to define relationships between cultures out of a correct intuition that political and
geographical borders started to dematerialize. It is during the past thirteen years that TS researches
have shown a more substantial preoccupation with complexity. For instance, Cronin argues that
“[...] one of the most common reasons for a failure to appreciate the complexity of translation is
that it is viewed as the activity of the hack, a kind of slavish copying of the original that deserves all
the scorn the romantic critic can muster for the curse of the derivative,” (2013b) and conjectures
that translators should be rather seen as master craftspeople who have a prime role in the chain of
production, especially in the context of ubiquitous computing and instant access to publication
venues. He proposes to look at the global shrinking world “by departing from the standpoint of the
local, the nearby, the proximate, the micro” (2012: 5) in order to reflect the world in its fractal
complexity and, thus, expand it.

Kobus Marais approaches frontally the problem of complexity in TS in his Translation Theory
and Development Studies: A Complexity Theory Approach (2014). His first condition for achieving a
complexity theory in the field of translation that would supersede the prevailing reductionism is to
accept that the source and the target are always in an unbalanced relationship: that is, that a

translation will always be an over- or an under-interpretation of an original. The second premise is
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rethinking the field’s notion of ‘system’, which should be seen as “complex adaptive systems” and
“actor-network links,” (44) in which agent and system need not be seen as opposites or binaries,
but in tension. In Marais’ words, “[...] translation studies need to conceptualize its interests as both
agent and system, giving priority to neither.” (id.) Finally, a third condition is to do away with
conceptualizing translation using metaphors or equating translation with literature, ideology,
politics, or history, for example, according to the turn that is fashionable at one given moment, but
to think of translation as “a complex adaptive system constituted by complex adaptive sub-systems,
or social reality as a complex adaptive supra-system.” (id.) Marais accepts the fact that rational
categories cannot always account for the complexity of the reality and proposes a complexity theory
that includes binary notions and analyzes them in supra-systems.

Defined as “the principle that the whole has priority over its parts, the assumption that
properties of the whole can’t be explained by the properties of its parts (doctrine of emergence),
and reservations about any form of simplification” (Voigt 2012: unpaginated), holism appears to be
a necessary complementary alternative to inherent methodological reductionism. Indeed, in
“Trajectories of Research in Translation Studies,” (2005) Maria Tymoczko suggested scholars try to
see the field in its entirety, the alternative being the risk of not understanding “the structure of the
discipline and the structure of its discursive field, as well as the relationships of particular discourses
within it,” (ibid.: 1083) thus affecting, among other things, “the practices that a field such as
Translation Studies promulgates in the world.” (id.) One of the ways to do that is by giving up
antithetical positions, definitional impulses and generalizing aspects “to translation as a whole,”
(ibid., 1084) Thus, Tymoczko advocates for a holistic perspective on the field, yet this approach

brings about one major risk: the risk of perceiving the Western and the non-Western as two
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monolithic opposable notions, without differentiating among those smaller nations that each
deserve our undivided attention.

Besides re-scoping a theory of translation, there has also recently been an increased interest
in carrying out various forensic analyses of how terms like “Eurocentric” or “Western” are used in
TS. One of the most pertinent observations is Peter Flynn’s analysis of the way in which various
‘Eurocentric’ theories or concepts travel transnationally and inform other takes on translation. Flynn
aptly notes that concepts and theories change once they leave a certain culture and join a new one:

In this sense, one might ask what indeed remains of “Western” or “Eurocentric”
concepts once im/exported elsewhere? Can we always assume that, in a similar vein
to the ghost of corporate capitalism perhaps, they propagate and maintain some sort
of nefarious skeletal cognitive superstructure that continues to frame local

transformations? Could they not, perhaps paradoxically, also help fire resistant
transformations and hence unintentionally subvert themselves? (2013: 48)

Instead of simply qualifying former theories as ‘Western’ and eagerly turning to new, more ‘exotic’
ones, Flynn proposes an ethnographic approach that allows ua to examine, for example, translators
‘in their plurality’ (ibid.: 56). He offers the example of a study he carried out on twelve Dutch
translators, a study whose results showed a plethora of different views on translation. Ironically, a
considerable number of these views were associated with the notion of ‘cannibalism’, typically
connected with translation theory and practice in Brazil. Flynn calls his case study “an attempt [...]
to illustrate briefly how many other translators operating below the horizon of academic visibility
have equally insightful things to say about their practices and to share with translation scholars. Like
the translators who have become visible to the discipline, they, too, are worth listening to.” (ibid.:
45) Even before authors like Flynn and Michaela Wolf (2014) pointed out the overuse of
‘Eurocentrism’ as a counter-concept that serves a number of research ends, sanctioning a certain

discourse as part of a fashionable research agenda that is meant to legitimize a new generation of
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scholars, Michael Boyden stressed the overuse of this term in relation to identity matters as a
counter-reaction to various hegemonic structures, which may lead to “linguistic paternalism.”
(2011: 174)

That said, scholarship on specific small European nations is not extensive. Most of it is related
to the idea of periphery in the context of the politics of globalization and its repercussions on various
local cultures, rather than on what new approaches and body of information such nations could
contribute to TS. Scholars in transnational literary studies, like Paul Jay, have warned the community
of the dangers posed by “making a fetish of the local in its resistance to global cultures and treating
that resistance as more important than the detrimental effect it might have on the inhabitants of
the so-called periphery.” (Jay 2010: 69) While he ascertains the importance of looking at local
cultures outside the dominant ones, he cautions against “a simple-minded binarism that facilely and
uncritically celebrates the local as pure culture opposed to rapacious and homogenizing
westernization.” (ibid.: 71) Jay also asserts the need to complicate the center-periphery model in
the study of globalization; yet this is exactly the paradigm employed by various TS scholars in
discussing the international translation and publishing flows in recent years. He posits that
“globalization is characterized by complex back and forth flows of people and cultural forms in which
the appropriation and transformation of things [...] raise questions about the rigidity of the center-
periphery model.” (ibid.: 3)

In the field of Cultural Studies, Doris Bachmann-Medick calls for overcoming the monolingual
condition in the study of culture, largely Anglo-American, and for recognizing the merits of
localization in theory formation: “Even in times of global overlapping and mixing, processes of
localization seem more important than ever — in order to stem hegemonic tendencies, in order to

emphasize diversity, and in order to allow a multi-local production of theory.” (2014: 8-9)
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Overcoming the monolingual condition translates into a ‘postmonolingual condition’ (Yildiz 2012)
that, on the other hand, takes distance from the idea of nationhood. The indeterminacy of nations
and languages (Solomon 2014) translates into a focus on agency and practices, into mapping the
world multipolarly rather than according to the logic of a center-periphery model.

Other scholars, like Liz Medendorp (2013), have started to reassess the effectiveness of
notions like ‘periphery,” ‘margin’ or of other metaphors related to social and cultural situatedness.
She notes that the ubiquity and essentialism of translation nowadays begs the question of nuancing
a whole series of spatial metaphors, emphasizing the fact that translators should be now seen in
their ideological dimension, rather than in their belonging to one culture or another. By the same
token, in a world in which small cultures translate more, associating them with the ‘periphery’
invites a more critical treatment. In the same vein, Paul Jay argues that the emergence of a new
form of agency calls for a reconsideration of the center-periphery model:

[...] what we have increasingly come to recognize about the locations we study is that
they are not fixed, static or unchanging. We create the locations we study, and this

recognition ought to encourage us to continue to remap the geographies of literary
and cultural forms. (ibid.: 4)

Scholars on Translators’ Agency

The first to propose an Actor-Network Theory-informed research in TS was Hélene Buzelin.
Her 2005 seminal article examines how marrying Bourdieu’s sociology of fields and Latour’s
relational thinking could benefit “a more agent- and process-oriented type of research.” (2005: 193)
This theoretical essay marked the beginning of a consistent program of research focused on Latour’s
Actor-Network Theory, a research agenda which aimed at examining, by means of ethnographic

observation, the production processes within a publishing house rather than the reception of the
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translation after its publication, aiming to unveil “practices that have received little attention from
translation scholars, simply because they seem to transcend ready-made and traditional
categories.” (Buzelin 2007: 166). However, her research never did apply ANT, but only the
“participant observation” technique.

In his 2009 article titled « Le virage social dans les études sur la traduction », Rainier Grutman
noted the fact that Formalism and polysystem theory did not dwell enough on translators as agents
of literary change. That same year, John Milton and Paul Bandia (2009) edited a volume dedicated
to agency in translation. Out of fourteen articles, three are dedicated to poetry translators (Jones
2009, Bradford 2009, and Mddici Nébrega and Milton 2009). Bradford, Nébrega and Milton address
the issue raised by Grutman and discuss the influence certain poet-translators had on Argentinian
and Brazilian literatures and how they delineated themselves as genuine agents of change. The
essay signed by Francis R. Jones broaches the topic of Bosnian contemporary poetry translation into
English and concludes that poetry translators establish networks across a ‘distributed’ space and
that they are loyal to multiple cultural spaces. He also notes that anthologists have more influence
than translators and that agents from source languages that work in the target language are very
active in terms of publishing. Most importantly, he uses the term “embassy network” to refer to the
group of agents (translators, editor, and publishers) that work for the benefit of the source poet and
source poem and supplements an ANT-informed theoretical framework with insight from activity
theory, and Goffman’s Social Game Theory in order to explain the links with the wider macro-social
context. This essay is actually part of a consistent program of research focused on literary
translators’ ideology (2016) and on the politics of literary translation in general (Jones 2018a,
2018b). Jones dedicated an entire volume to poet-translators as expert-agents (2011) and in one of

the essays that followed argues that interpersonal networks are critical for the role that poetry
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translators play in a literature. He uses the example of James Holmes and shows “how he gradually
built networks with living Dutch-language poets, with other poetry translators as a co-translator,
editor and mentor, and with fellow editors and publishers.” (2015: 344) Very recently, Diana-Roig
Sanz and Reine Meylaerts (2018) co-edited a volume in which not only does literary translators’
agency at the ‘periphery’ take center stage, but oscillates between gatekeeping (“customs officers”)

and fellony (“smugglers”), an idea very similar to those leading to the present research.

The concept of network was also exploited by Kristina Abdallah (2010), who followed
professional translators’ agency in globali