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Philosophy No. 79
Translatability as a Philosophical Problem

Yuu Tani

~ Translation is Qrdinariiy conceived as a purely technica1~'
‘ pfoblem of peripheral ifﬁportance’ to >phiIosophy.' This‘ p'oiht
~of view is based on the éssuﬁlption that ph‘ilbsbphicél thought
is essentially independent of the language in which it is for-
mulated. However, the recent focus on the active role played
by natural language in the formation of thought shows us
that we must reconsider this traditional assumption, ahd in-
‘quire into the precise relationship between "language and
thought. o :

- This paper is an attempt to elucidate this relationship

- through a focus on the question of translatability as it appears
in the theories of Roman Jakobson ahd ]acqués Derrida. _I
begin by accepting the ~structuralist premise that languége
precedes and conditions thought. Next, I show how Jakobson

" attempts to develop a comprehensive théory of translation and
meaning upon this premise, but is unable to develop it fully
due to an inner conflict within his system. In the third sec-
tion, I discuss the nature of this conflict through a comparison
of Jakobson and Derrida’s respective conceptions of language.

" Finally, I follow Derrida’s development of the structuralist
thesis to its most radical conclusion, where, paradoxically, he -

- returns to an unstructuralist concept of “origin”. .
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Translatability as a Philosophical Problem

§ 1 Introduction.

The question of translatability is generally accorded little impor-
tance among the problems of philosophy. In fact, the only philos-
opher who easily comes to mind as having placed translation at the
center of a philosophical argument is Quine, but even he does not
always clarify if he is using translation merely in illustration of an
independent theory, or if he intends it to form the basis for a new
methodology®. In any case, Quine is a rare exception, ‘while the
general rule is to treat translation as a technical problem, concerned
only with the practical difficulties involved in the transposition of a
philosophical text from one language into another. In other words,
the general view is that the act of translation involves nothing es-
sential for philosophy. I hope to show in this paper that this is
not so—that, in fact, a focus on the question of translation and
translatability can lead us to a rich and vital reconception of the
relationship between language and thought. — That, indeed, thinkers
such as Roman Jakobson and Jacques Derrida have already started
us on our way. . '
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The problem of translatability in philosophy involves two some-
what different aspects. The first is the concrete possibility of inter-
lingual translation per se, while the second is the more abstract
problem of the relationship between language and thought. Although
the latter is recognized more or less universally as a central prob-
lem for philosophy, the former is traditionally considered to be of
interest only to literary theorists and interpreters of sacred texts®
(these two areas posing the most practical difficulties for transla-
tion). Conversely, the reason for not regarding this problem as a
philosophical one arises from the assumption that the content of
truly philosophical thought lies beyond and above the contingencies
of natural language, and is in no essential way affected by its being
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expressed in one language or another. We assume that thought is
universal and comes to be expressed in different ways only through
the unfortunate accident of there being a multiplicity of languages
in this imperfect world of ours. .

Today, however, these assumptions have been called into' ques-
tion as never before, especially in the current of thought called
structuralism. By this, I refer in a general way to the predom-
inantly French doctrine which regards all systems of meaning (nat-
ural languages being the most typical example) as generating these
meanings internally, and not by virtue of reference to an external
reality; ‘That which we call “thought”, being always and fore-
most a thinking in language, is also susceptible to these rules of
generation, and thus can claim no independence from. the language
or culture or history in which it is formulated.  The doctrine is of
course correct in the sense that our thought is indeed strongly
influenced by all of these factors; what is more, it is extremely
difficult to refute because even our objections must be couched 'in
a language, which in turn can be accused of cultural and/or his-
torical relativity. ' Y

Let us assume then that languge does indeed precede and COndl-
tion thought. Then what does it mean to think ? Do we merely fol-
low language blindly? = Are we merely stringing together pregiven
formulas? If so, language is truly a prison house -and philosophy
is little more than tedious slavework. However, such a declaration
of complete linguistic relativity leaves several questions unanswered
one of the most crucial of these being®: how and why is it pos-
sible for us to understand, albeit imperfectly, languages and cultures
(and philosophies) that are. initially foreign to us? Although we are
tempted to reply that we understand each other because ‘we -share
a common rationality and/or a common experience of the world, we
must follow structuralism here, and remind ourselves to pose the
question within the boundaries of language:  Now Jakobson, as we
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shall see later, remains faithfully within these boundaries and tells
us that “intelligible” is “translatable”®. That is, “understanding ”
is actually nothing more that a rendering into other signs — a ““ trans-
lation ”. Thus, from the structuralist point of view, the question
of understanding can be restated as: how and why is translation
possible ?

Translation in this sense is no longer merely a technical problem,
but is linked directly to the problem of thought in relation to lan-
guage. That is, it involves the question of if and how thought can
escape the immediate bonds of particular languages. Furthermore,
the concept of translation has the advantage of allowing us to probe
this possibility of going beyond language in an extremely concrete
way, from within language. It is for these reasons that I speak of
translatability as a problem of philosophy, and believe that it can
help us to redefine the relationship between language and thought.
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In the following sections, I hope to develop these ideas more clear-
ly through a consideration of the theories of Roman Jakobson and
Jacques Derrida. I have chosen these two thinkers as my subjects
for two reasons. First, both allow the concept of translation an
important role in their respective theories. Secondly, I believe that
both are striving toward a reconception of thought (understanding
and interpretation) as an integral part of what we call language.

§ 2 Jakobson Meaning as Translation

Jakobson has written only one short easy that deals thematically
with the theoretical aspects of translation. Nevertheless, the con-
cepts of translation and translatability play an important role within
his general scheme of language. In the 1959 essay “On Linguistic
Aspects of Translation”, he states that “the meaning of any lin-
guistic sign is its translation into some further, alternative sign...»”
In criticism of Russell's view that “no one can understand the
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word ‘cheese’ unless he has a nonlinguistic acquaintance with
cheese®”, Jakobson claims that, to the contrary, “the meaning of
the word “cheese’ cannot be inferred from a nonlinguistic acquain-
tance with cheddar or with camembert without the assistance of
the verbal code. ...Mere pointing will not teach us whether cheese
is the name of the given specimen,  or of any box irrespective of
contents”.” That is, the only way to understand a word is to un-
derstand the meaning assigned to it in the code (i e. langue) to
which it belongs, and the only means of effecting such an under-
standing is by converting'it into other signs — that is, through
translation. , e :

;A similar view is repeated in other essays: among them “ Signs
and System of Language”, where he claims that the - basic feature
of linguistic signs lies in their translatability into other signs—
whether more developéd and explicit, or conversely, more elliptic —
that belong either to the same or to a different language system?®.
Another interesting example is the one cited previously in the In-
troduction, where Jakobson equates “ intelligible ” with “ translatable”
— the latter being, according to him, “a more linguistic designation”
of the former®. The inference in all of these examples is that
what we call understanding is not a reference to an extralingual
realm of thought or reality, but a development or interpretation
within ‘a concrete system of signs. ‘

An important point here.is that Jakobson’s concept of translation
is not limited to what we usually call by that name — that is, “in-
terlingual translation” —, but is extended to include what he calls
“intralingual translation” and *intersemiotic translation”. : The
former refers to “an interpretation of verbal signs by means. of
other signs of the same language” (i.e. “rewording ”), and the lat-
ter to “an interpretation of verbal signs by means of signs of non-
verbal sign systems” (such as painting, gestures, music, etc.)!®,

This extension of meaning should come as no surprise, since other-
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wise, the statement that “the meaning of any linguistic sign is its
translation into some further, alternative sign” would mean that
linguistic signs have meaning only in relation to other linguistic
systems — which of course is untenable by structiralist standards.
In any case, this triadic concept of translation shows us that the

[

‘“system” to which the formula “ meaning is translation” applies,
is by no means limited to the system of a particular natural lan-
guage. Rather, it appears to encompass an entire integrated field
of communication. '

This conception of translation within an integrated field seems
simple and straightforward enough on the surface, but we cannot
accept it without first inquiring into why and how it is possible to
pass from one level of systems to another. Especially important is
the problem of commutability between 1) different languages (in
the case of interlingual translation) and 2) different semiotic sys-
tems (in the case of intersemiotic translation). Both types of trans-
lation presuppose a common ground to mediate between the differ-
ent systems: in the former case, a universal language or linguistic
universals of some sort; in- the latter, an integrated universe of
signs. Jakobson attempts to satisfy both of these presuppositions
in the following way: He approaches the first problem from two
directions — (A) by insisting on “invariants” or *universals” ‘in
language, and (B) by conceiving of all languages as variations of
one language, the human language. Concerning the second problem,
he (C) envisions all human communication systems as part of a
single encompassing structure.

(A) Jakobson recognizes universals of two kinds: 1) certain “re-
lational invariants” that appear in all or nearly all languages (such
as the grave/acute opposition at the phonetic level and the noun/
verb ‘opposition- at the grammatical level), and-2) ‘implicational
rules”, which govern the actual appearance or non-appearance of
linguistic features in particular languages. Such features, according
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to Jakobson, are never randomly present or absent in a language,
but “imply ” one another. For example, at the phonetic level, if
the phoneme/n/or/n/is present in a language, then/n/and/m/will also
be present. (Further examples at the higher levels of language are
also offered, but are too complex to introduce here'.) Such univer-
sals are what make it possible for us to recognize other languages
as languages, and thus to eventually understand and acquire them?!®.
Jakobson believes:that their existence is due to the biological struc-
ture of the human mind'®, but insists that the only way to extract
them 1is through careful empirical studies of all available languages'®.
(B) Instead of regarding natural languages as closed, monolithic
structures, Jakobson conceives of actual languages as occupying a
spatial and temporal continuity. Such continuity is best exemplified |
in cases of bilingualism and in language in the midst of historical
change, where two or more codes (langues) belonging to different
spaces and times coexist and overlap each other within a single
community or a'single individual, This overlapping of codes is true

4

on a smaller scale for ‘“normal” language as well, since all natural
languages necessarily extend across space and time and resultingly
encompass many variations. Thus all languages across the world
and history “can actually be approached as manifold variations of
one world-wide them — human language'®.” ,
(C) In a survey on linguistics in relation to other sciences, Jakobson
places the “sciences of man” in a cooperative structure composed
of three concentric circles'®: 1) The innermost circle is linguistics,
which studies verbal messages. (L.anguage is placed centrally be-
cause it provides both a model and a medium for all the other dis-
ciplines.) 2) The next is semiotics proper, which includes the study
of nonverbal messages. 3) The third is comprised of anthropological
disciplines such as economics and politics, where messages play a
relevant but accessory role. A fourth, 4) the biological science of

communication, which includes the study of animal language and of
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genetics, can be added to the purely human sciences to form an
integrated field of human communication'”. The integration of
these four fields into one large field is based upon a teleological
conception of mankind as a message-transmitting animal'®. Jakobson
is particularly fascinated by the “extraordinary degree of analogy
between the systems of genetic and verbal information'®” and sug-
gests that the isomorphism may be the result of language being
modelled directly upon the structural principles of molecular com-
munication®®, |

The above is a far too simplified version of Jakobson’s theories,
but I believe it is sufficient to show that the system in which mean-
ing is realized through translation is an extremely complex one.
Now this in itself is a merit, and Jakobson’s conclusions are all the
more impressive for being supported by a great deal of empirical
data. Nevertheless, this scheme as such is still insufficient. For so
far, we are offered only a kind of metaphysical insight into the
unity of all systems into one integrated field, with no specific ex-
planation as to why and how it is possible to speak of similarity or
analogy or even a sharing of traits between two different systems.
If it is true, as structuralism suggests, that the values of semiotic
units are determined by their position' in the structure to which
they belong, how can we speak of equivalence, or even similarity;
between two units — be they “bachelor ” and “ unmarried man”, or
“cheese ” and “ fromage”, or the word “lion” and the picture of
one, or a genetic message and a linguistic one?

Jakobson himself is aware of this crucial question, and what is
more, takes steps to resolve it. Leaving aside other systems for the
moment, let us return to his views on natural language: “ Equiv-
alence in difference is the cardinal problem of language and the
pivotal concern of linguistics®,” he states. He even admits that
“there is ordinarily no full equivalence between code-units [i.e.
words}?®” either in intralingual or in interlingual translation. How-
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ever, he goes on to say that translation does not actually replace
words for words, but rather “ messages” for “ messages”, between
which equivalence is possible*®. That is to say, although a word
for word translation is impossible by definition (since no two lan-
guages are identical in the way their units are arranged, and since
no two units even within the same language possess precisely the
same value), we can still convey the same message by making use -
of loanwords, neologisms, circumlocutions, and so. forth?®. But
what then are the criteria for judging the “equivalence” or “ non-
equivalence ” between messages?

Jakobson’s answer to this questions is difficult, and unfortunately
not fully developed. He refers to a “cognitive experience”, which is
“conveyable in any existing language”.*® Taken superficially, this
might be interpreted as an experience that transcends language,
acting as a common basis for meaning. However, Jakobson clearly
cannot intend this, as it so blatantly contradicts his previously cited
views on the meaning of “cheese”. Furthermore, he tells us that
“the cognitive level of language not only admits but divectly vequires
recoding interpretation, i.e., translation®*®.” That is, here again, it
is translation that makes cognitive experience possible and not vice
versa. What then is it that makes #ranslation possible? _

- At this point, we must introduce another crucial concept in
Jakobson’s theory of translation — that of the “ metalinguistic func-
tion” of language. The metalinguistic function is one of six func-
tions that Jakobson attributes to language®”. It is an interpretive
function; it is the function of language referring back to itself.
“ Any elucidating interpretation of words and sentences — whether
intralingual (circumlocutions, synonyms) or interlingual (translation)
—is a message referring to the code®®.” In other words, transla-
tion is one manifestation of the metalinguistic function at work. It
is not the only manifestation, for we are told that “it plays a vital
role in the acquisition and use of language®”.” Needless to say,

(105)



Translatability as a Philosophical Problem

theories about language also show this function at work.

An important point here is that the metalinguistic function is by
no means the monopoly of an independent metalanguage; to the
contrary, it is an inherent function of all language as such. (“An
ability to speak a given language implies an ability to talk about
this language®®.”) This is why language — natural language — oc-
cupies the central position in Jakobson’s concentric scheme of the
human sciences. For language, and only language, possesses this
innate ability to turn back on itself to interpret and form judg-
ments about equivalence or nonequivalence. Which is as much as
to say that language, in itself, possesses the power to think.

Now this is a large statement. Together with Jakobson's equa-
tion of intelligibility and translatability, it takes us a considerable
step forward in our inquiry into the possibility of crossing the bar-
riers of particular natural languages. The problem, however, is
that the conception of the metalinguistic function is not clear enough
to be truly convincing. We are told repeatedly that this function
is essential if translation is to be possible, and we can see that it is
necessary to assure the integration of the field of communication.
Yet, we have no clear idea of how it works. One reason for this
failure to clarify may be that the concept of “language about lan-
guage ”, while given an important role in Jakobson’s scheme, some-
how contradicts other (perhaps hidden) presuppositions in his think-
ing, and thus never rises to full citizenship. In pursuit of this
matter, I shall go on to discuss Jakobson’s basic conception of lan-
guage in contrast to that of Jacques Derrida. |

§ 3 Language as Voice and Language as Ecriture

“Language ” is spoken of so often in recent philosophy that we
tend to-accept it naturally as part of a philosophical argument, fre-
quently without reflecting on the precise nature of its use. This
can sometimes be hazardous, since different writers use the word
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with different extensions, sometimes to designate 1) what Saussure
called langue (i.e. individual natural languages such as Japanese or
English), sometimes 2) the aggregate of all these languages and the
general human ability to use them (i.e. what Saussure called lan-
gage), and occasionally, 3) systems of signification in general (i.e.
whatever comes under the jurisdiction of what Saussure named
“semiology ”; or again, all that is included in the three outer cir-
cles of Jakobson’s schema.)®"

Jakobson, when writing in English, uses the term “language” to
designate the second of the above, while he replaces Saussure’s
term langue with “code”®®. The third field of course has been
divided into the three concenfric areas mentioned previously. This
usage is very clear and definite, and thus useful in clarifying many
aspects of language and communication. However, because it is
basically tuned to the needs of linguistics, and necessarily based on
the assumption that language and code are already well-defined en-
tities, it overlooks some of the less explicit aspects of the language
problem that are of such interest to philosophy. This is perhaps
why adherents of philosophical structuralism and post-structuralism
— Derrida included — have chosen to extend the boundaries of lan-
guage to include all three of the areas mentioned above. Kristeva,
for example, speaks of dreams and gestures as being languages, and
does analyses of musical language, visible language (painting, photo-
graphy), animal ianguage®®. This extended usage has the disadvan-
tage of blurring the sometimes very important distinctions between
different types of systems, but it has become so widespread in re-
cent years that it seems unrealistic to condemn it altogether. Derrida
himself is critical of this “ devaluation %% this ‘ degradation ®® of
the word. ““language ”, saying that “it betrays a loose vocabulary,
the temptation of a cheap seduction, the passive- yielding to fashion,
the consciousness of the avant-garde, in other words — ignorance®®”,
Yet he also recognizes this phenomenon as the symptom of an epoch
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that “must finally determine as language the totality of its problem-
atic horizon®”.” Thus he respects this need of our epoch by com-
plying with the extended usage. |

The difference in usage between Jakobson and Derrida can be ex-
plained thus as the difference between a linguist and a philosopher
who is grappling with the deep-rooted problems of modern philos-
ophy. However, there is a further factor, more specific and essen-
tial to our arguments here, behind this difference in conception.
That is this: Jakobson conceives of language as basically and es-
sentially verbal language, while Derrida conceives of it as writing
— écriture.

Throughout his work, Jakobson clearly and deliberately defines
language as werbal language. (Needless to say, he is following Saus-
sure on this point.) He regards the linguistic sign as being fun-
damentally and essentially a unity of sound and meaning®®. Thus,
“the field of linguistics is confined to the communication of wverbal
messages®®.” Writing, on the other hand, is “a secondary and op-
tional acquisition as compared with the all-human oral speech*®.”
In fact, in Jakobson’s concentric schema, writing is actually relegated
to the outer circle of semiotic systems and is not even considered
a part of language as such*®,.

- Why is this so? Jakobson tells us that it is because visual signs
are ruled by the spatial dimension, whereas ‘the temporal dimension
takes priority in auditory signs. Because spatial signs are always
apprehended as part of the greater visual field, we have a tendency
to reify them, to connect them with objects, — in other words, to
interpret them, often arbitrarily, as meaning something outside them-
selves. Sequential signs (i.e. temporal signs), on the other hand,
— Jakobson takes both verbal and musical signs as his examples —
1) “present a consistently hierarchized structure ” and 2) “are resolv-
able into ultimate, discrete, rigorous patterned components which,
as such, have no existence in nature, but are built ad hoc'*®.” In
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other words, the inner structure of auditory signs is so  systematic
and compulsory that they leave no room for interpretation. They
are merely accepted as embodying certain values of certain systems.
“A further dissimilarity between spatial and temporal signs is pro-
posed: To take painting and verbal language as examples, when an
observer arrives at an' understanding of a contemplated painting,
“the painting as a whole remains before his eyes, it is still present
[and open to further interpretation}; but when the listener reaches
a synthesis of what he has heard, the phonemes have in fact already
vanished*®.” e '

Thus, the verbal sign has two distinct characteristics: first, it re-
quires no effort in interpretation ; secondly, it vanishes once its role
has been accomplished. Now ‘this is precisely what is required of
the signifiant in the structuralist model of the sign. In order for
the unity of sigmifiant and signifi¢ to be complete, the former must
point to the latter with no ambiguity ; then it must disappear before
any discrepancy between the two arises. We see now that Jakobson's
definition of language as verbal language is rooted directly in this
concept-of the sign as a perfect unity of sigmifiant and signifié.
 Derrida’s concept of écriture is intended to be a radical criticism
of this idea of language as a perfect unity between the word and
its meaning. If language is: fundamentally verbal language for
Saussure and Jakobson, then it is. writing — écriture — for Derrida.
In this case of course, the meaning of écrifure has been extended
across its usual boundaries to encompass an entire type of significa-
. tion — that is, signification of a sigwmifiant .instead of a signmifié:
“...ceasing to designate a particular, derivative, auxiliary form: of
language in general..., ceasing to designate the exterior surface,
the insubstantial double of a major signifier, the signifiant of the
signifiant — , the concept of écriture is beginning to go beyond the
extension of language. In all senses of the word, writing compre-
hends language*®.” However, this is not to say that writing has
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stopped being a “ signifiant of a siguifient”. 1t is still that, and
in that sense, still secondary. However, it is no longer secondary
in relation to language in general, because now, language itself is
coneived in its essence to be a “ sigmnifiant of a sigmifiant”. There
are no pure signifiés in language: ... the signifié¢ functions always
already as a signifiant. The secondarity that we believed to be
ascribable to writing alone affects all signifiés in general, affects
them always already, that is, the moment the game [of language]
begins®®.”

Now this difference in conceiving the essence of language neces-
sarily affects its extensions as well. Thus, for Jakobson, “language”
is limited to linguistic codes as they apply to spoken and heard lan-
guage, whereas for Derrida, it refers not only to all systems of
notation and inscription, but also to the essence and content of the
activities themselves which are noted or inscribed*®. In Derrida’s
case, all acts of signification are already included under the one
umbrella of écriture, and on an equal basis. Thus the problem met
in Jakobson — of how it is possible to speak of equivalence between
a message in one system and a message in another — never arises.
For in Derrida’s scheme, where there is only the play of signifiants
pointing at one another, nothing is ever primary, and “ equivalence”
is an irrelevant concept. (For equivalence presupposes an objective
criterion.) Here, meaning is never a matter of equivalence, but of
interpretation.

Such a conception of meaning may seem vague and unsatisfactory,
but here we must recall that Jakobson is saying essentially the same
thing when he speaks of “meaning as translation”, although he
does not develop this assertion to its full consequences. He speaks
of a “ metalinguistic function” of language that makes translation
possible ; however, as I pointed out at the end of §2, he fails to

- show us the concrete workings of this function. This failure, I be-
lieve, can now be ascribed to the fact that the metalinguistic func-
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tion contradicts the idea of the sign as a unity of signmifient and
- signifié. For Jakobson himself defines the metalinguistic function
as the function of language referring back to itself; thus all lin-
guistic signs acting upon this function are necessarily  'signifiants
of signifiants”. Furthermore, since the metalinguistic function: is
not a secondary function of language but an inherent function of
all language as such, and since “the meaning of any linguistic sign
is ‘its translation into some further, alternative sign*™” instead of
translation being an act that comes after the main events of lan-
guage, it would seem that the function of language as carrier of
meaning is based on the structure “ sigmifiant of signifiant”, rather
than that of “ sigmifiant of signifi¢”. However, because the latter
formula constitutes such an important part of Jakobson’s linguistics,
he is never able to overcome the discrepancies between the two
conflicting conceptions, and cannot fully develop his theory of mean-
ing as translation. He is never able to give up his idea of transla-
tion as a setting up of “equivalences” in favor of a more flexible
conception of translation as interpretation, despite the fact that such
a conception would seem to be the natural outcome of much of his
theory. -

§ 4 Derrida: Translation as Deconstruction and the
“Origin ” of Languages

According to Derrida, the inner conflict that troubles not only
Jakobson, but structuralism as a whole, has its roots in a certain
tradition of Western philosophy — what: he calls the “ metaphysics
of presence ”. According to this tradition, meaning in order to be
meaning at all, must be fully and simultaneously-; present to the
consciousness, in a pure and unadulterated state, unencumbered by
the weight of the physical form which acts as it vehicle.:. Here, the
role of language is to bring meaning to presence, then to discreetly
disappear (as does the “wvoice” after speaking). The effect' of lan-
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guage must always be the presence of the signifi¢, and never of
the signifiant. . -

Saussure and his’ followers attempt to defend this idea of mean-
ing, especially in their insistence on defining language as essentially
verbal language; yet they undermine it at the same time, by focus-
ing on the nature of the sign as a system-dependent entity*®. Con-
sidered. especially important by Derrida are the structuralist theses
of “the arbitrariness of the sign” and “difference”. Defined very
simply, these two theses are respectively-1) that siguifiant and sig-
nifié are not tied by a natural bond, but brought together arbitrar-
ily  through belonging to a specific system of signification; and 2)
that both signifient and signifié possess no substantial value, but
only "differential value, which is engendered by their relationship
with other members of the same system. Needless to say, these
theses concerning the nature of the sign cannot help but transform
the idea of meaning itself. We have already seen a new concept of
meaning- developed to some extent in Jakobson's theory of meaning
as translation ;; however, as Derrida points out so perspicaciously,
the structuralist theory of language cannot be developed to its full
extent until it has thrown off the last remnants of the metaphysics
of presence. |

What then are the ideas of Derrida himself on meaning? on trans-
lation? Derrida writes so extensively and difficultly on all of his
subjects ; 1 will not even attempt to follow his arguments closely.
I'will merely offer a short and probably insufficient summary of his
final conclusions. Concerning meaning, it is this: There is no such
thing as meaning in any substantial sense. There is only the play
of signifients, and that-which appears to us as “meaning” is merely
a “trace” of this play: “ The trace is .in fact the absolute origin
of ‘sense in general. Which amounts to saying once again that there
is no absolute origin of sense in geneval. The trace is the difference
which opens -appearance and signification*”. Thus what is tradi-
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tionally called understanding is a following of this trace — a pursuit
however that never achieves a final goal, since the trace is not a
substantial entity that can be grasped once and for all. Understand-
ing never goes beyond being an interpretation— or rather, what
Derrida calls a “ deconstruction” — a pulling down of old structures
and putting them together again in new ways.

Now concerning- translation. Derrida tells us that the traditional
conception of translation is based upon a strict differentiation between
signifié and signifiant: ‘‘In the limits to which it is possible, or at
least appears possible, translation practices. the. difference between
signifie and signifiant®®.”  Jakobson’s conceptidn“also.liés in this
direction when he speaks of “equivalence” between a message and
its translation ; that is, he seems to presuppose the existence of a
common Signifié that is designated by both signifiants — what Derrida
would call a “ transcendental sigmifi¢”’, that is independent of lan-
guage®. However, if the relationship between signifiant and signifié
is asserted to be only relative, as it is by Derrida, then. the concep-
tion of translation must change accordingly: “ But if this difference
[between signifiant and signifi¢] is never pure, then translation is
no more so, and for the notion of translation, we must substitute a
notion of tramsformation : the regulated transformation .of one lan-
guage by another, of one text by another. We will never have, and
in fact have never had to do with a “transport” of pure signifiés
— that the instrument, or the “ vehicle”, of signification would
leave virgin and untamed — from one language to another, or within
one and the same language®®.’” Thus translation according to Derrida
is a type of creative interpretation, even a “deformation” of the
original — which is precisely the type of act that goes by the name
of “deconstruction”. ‘ ' . o

On first sight, this conception makes translation a purely arbit-
rary act, left to the whims and accidental talents of the individual
translator. However, this is not necessarily so, as Derrida hints in
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his use of the term ‘“regulated transformation” in the previous ci--
tation. For there is a singularity that accompanies translation —
specifially, interlingual translation —, in that translation is a symptom
of the relationship between languages that are essentially strange
to one another. In a lecture given in Tokyo in the fall of 1983 on
“The Towers of Babel”, Derrida tells us, enigmatically as usual,
that translation is possible because it is “demanded” by a “ linguistic
contract” between the languages of the world. Now this contract
cannot be a contract in the usual sense of the word, since such a
contract always presupposes a common language, or at least an
agreement on terms. In contrast to this, the linguistic contract
takes place between languages that are completely- strange to one
another, and what is more, takes place outside of empirical space
or time®™. Then what is the nature of this contract? Derrida says
that it might be called a “ transcendental contract” in classical ter-
minology, and. that it is another name for “the origin of languages”
(langues).. (He stresses here that this is the origin of langues and
not of langage, since les Zangues are prior to langage®™.)

This concept of “origin” brings us to the very root of the prob-
lem of translatability. For if translation is to be possible, the mul-
tiple languages of the world smust share something in common,
whatever structuralism may say. To be precise, even structuralism
itself presupposes this sharing, since, as Jakobson has pointed out
in another context, how else can we recognize another language as
a language, and thus talk about it*®? In Jakobson’s theory, the
universality of language is based upon two arguments which, un-
fortunately; remain unintegrated: On the one hand are empirical
data concerning universals in language, and concerning the analogy

 between natural language and other systems of meaning and com-
munication, particularly the genetic code. And on the other hand
is his concept of the metalinguistic function of language — the func-
tion of language referring back to language. Derrida takes this lat-
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ter argument several steps further in his conception of language as

écriture, and revises the concepts of meaning and translation accord-

ingly., However, just when he seems to stand on the threshold of

an absolute relativism, he introduces this concept of an orlgm 7, of
“ transcendental contract” between languages.

As I have already mentioned, the origin spoken of by Derrida is
not an origin in a historical or an empirical sense — that is, ‘in a
factual sense. That is, he is not speaking of an origin in a partic-
ular time or place. “Origin” points rather to the very birth, - the
very eruption of language and meaning within an intersubjective
and temporal field.: The reason that this birth: can-be. conceived as
the basis of a “contract” between languages is because this field is
shared by all men of all times-—although of course; each of us
necessarily occupies a different position in it, both temporally and |
spatially. This field is experienced by us as a horizon, and although
it is never absolutely present to us in the traditional sense of the
word, we have access to it as such, as a horizon. - As sharers of
this horizon, we live in the possibility, if not the actuality, of inter-
preting (or “deconstructmg 7} all of its meanings. ‘ ’

Derrida gives “origin” another name — that of *differance”.
Differance of course is a play on the structuralist term of ““differ-
ence”, and is distinguished from it in the following way: - Differ-
ences are what give rise to meaning withiz a language, within a
system of language ; being in such close relation to-individual systems,
they are necessarily “ historical ’*®. - Differance, on the ‘other hand,
is “the movement of play that ‘produces’...these differences.” - It
is “the nonfull, nonsimple ‘origin’; it is the structured and differ-
ing origin of differences®?.” o '

Derrida stresses that this origin — this difference — is not an activ-
ity, that it is not active. It is rather the “middle voice” ‘that es-
tablishes both passivity and activity®®.- Similarly, it is origin of his-
toricity without itself being historical; it" ts the origin of facticity
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without itself being a fact. And it is here that the “linguistic con-
tract” which demands translation and makes it possible, has its
roots. N _
Now all of this sounds much like mere mysticism, and unfor-
- tunately, it often seems to be true that Derrida criticizes much and
clarifies little. However, we must not allow the significance of these
remarks on “origin” to slip past us. Which is this: Even stand-
ing on the premise that language precedes thought, that there is no
thought independent of language (and Derrida definitely does stand
on this premise), it seems that the only ultimate way to explain the
inner workings of languge is to return to a concept of origin — that
is, to a “ neutral ” point, where neither language nor thought precedes,
but where both find their beginnings.

§ 5 Conclusion

In posing the question of translatability as a philosophical problem,
we have discovered that the problem of how interlingual translation
is concretely possible, is simultaneously the problem of how thought
can cross the boundaries of individual languages.

In § 2, we discussed Jakobson’s theory of meaning as translation,
and discovered that in his case, the methodologial possibility of trans-
lation is based upon an inner function of language — the metalin-
guistic function. However, even while stressing the importance of
this function as the precondition not only of translatability, but of
the acquisition and use of language in general, Jakobson does not
really clarify its nature. Subsequently, in § 3, I attempted to show
through a comparison with Derrida, how this failure to clarify is
rooted in the structuralist conception of the linguistic sign as a per-
fect unity of sigmifiant and sigmifié. Finally in §4, we followed
Derrida’s criticism of this conception and his accompanying revision

~ of the concepts of meaning and translation to a point where he must
choose between an absolute relativism, or a return to an ultimate
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concept of origin.- He does the latter, and shows'us that a .pursuit
of ‘the conditions df"translatabili‘ty ultimately lead us to a realm of
silence whence both language and.thought arise.. Aé for the precise
nature of this realm — this origin — we will leave it as a: problem
for another 1nqu1ry ' ‘
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