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				Fundamentalism: A Preliminary Look

				Few people, even among those who would commonly be described as fundamentalists, would welcome being called one. It is not usually intended as a compliment, even though the precise criticism implied is often only vaguely hinted at. Sometimes the suggestion is that to be a fundamentalist is to be some kind of political extremist, with a tendency towards violence justified by an appeal to religion. People can speak of Islamic fundamentalists, Hindu fundamentalists, sometimes also of Buddhist and Tamil fundamentalists, where the common element is a political and cultural intolerance issuing in violence; a Roman Catholic fundamentalist recently assassinated a doctor who ran an abortion clinic in the United States. Exactly what the link is between such people’s conduct and their religious beliefs is often very vague, and is in any case repudiated by their co-religionists, who are every bit as religiously committed as fundamentalists but who totally reject the implication that their religion justifies such actions. But there are also believers in all the major religions who, in a less violent sense, are accused of being fundamentalists because they adopt very literalist readings of sacred texts, or, on religious grounds, take up indefensibly conservative positions on morality or liturgy.

				Yet there are – or at any rate there were – also people who are proud to be described as ‘fundamentalists’. The term was first used by a group of Christian theologians in the early 1920s. In so describing themselves, they proudly proclaimed their desire to return to and protect the very foundations of their faith and their Christian tradition.[1] Their opponents were a varied group of theologians to be found in most of the principal Christian denominations, who were commonly referred to as ‘modernists’ and who accepted the Higher Criticism of the Bible along with evolutionary theories in science, and suspect views on morality. In contrast to them, Christian fundamentalists typically hold a very strong view of the authority of the Scriptures (though they often differ widely in the justifications they give for this position) precisely because they wish to be faithful to the very basic tenets of their faith. Some Christian accounts of biblical inspiration closely parallel some Muslim views of the Qur’an: both groups insist that the texts themselves clearly assert that they are directly inspired by God. ‘The Word of God’ means what it says. Other Christian fundamentalists will also hold that the texts are guaranteed to be free from error; but they will do so on the rather different grounds that the factual assertions in the texts can be verified by historical or archaeological research. Still other believers, Christian and Muslim alike, will hold that within strict limits specified in the texts themselves some adaptation to changing circumstances can be made; but they will still totally reject the kind of scholarship typical of much of the higher criticism, which raised and still does raise fundamental questions about the authorship and literary genre of passages in the Qur’an or the various books of the Bible. Still other Christian fundamentalists pride themselves on adhering to what they would describe as the literal sense of the biblical accounts of creation, the virgin birth, the atonement through Christ’s death on the cross and his bodily resurrection. These ‘fundamentals’ of Christian faith are not to be undermined by any modern literary theories about what texts – any texts, whether biblical texts or works such as Hamlet or Finnegan’s Wake – might mean, or by any of the fashionable doubts which modern critics might wish to cast on whether we could ever discover what St Paul or an evangelist meant by what he wrote.

				So it will be helpful at the outset to try to give some account of how I shall understand the term ‘fundamentalism’. First, some disclaimers. I am not trying to deal with the political movements commonly described as ‘fundamentalist’ other than indirectly, in so far as their political behaviour is justified by strictly religious considerations. Nor am I trying to single out believers in any particular denomination or religion – there can be and have been fundamentalists who are Catholics, Baptists, Evangelicals, Muslims and Hindus. I hope that any believers who are not Christians, but have the patience to read these pages in which most of the examples are taken from Christianity, might well find their own parallels to the issues discussed here.

				Two psychologists of religion have defined the term very helpfully:

				By ‘fundamentalism’ we mean the belief that there is one set of religious teachings that clearly contains the fundamental, intrinsic, basic, essential, inerrant truth about humanity and deity; that this essential truth is fundamentally opposed by forces of evil which must be vigorously fought; that this truth must be followed today according to the fundamental, unchangeable practices of the past; and that those who believe and follow these fundamental teachings have a special relationship to the deity.[2]

				This is intended as a definition of ‘religious fundamentalism’, as the authors make clear. I am willing to use the term more broadly rather than restricting it to certain groups of religious believers. As I shall use it, a person can be a fundamentalist Marxist, or member of the Labour Party, or fundamentalist about the dress code for the Long Room at Lords, or for examinations at the University of Oxford. The key point is that, though I am primarily interested in religious fundamentalism, I do not think that fundamentalism in general is essentially a matter of the content of a person’s belief system or code of practice. It is partly a matter of the attitude which people take towards that system of beliefs or practices, and partly a matter of the grounds on which that system seeks to defend itself and rebut the criticisms of it made by those ‘outside’. The attitudes and, I shall argue, the means by which fundamentalists seek to defend their attitudes are by and large the same almost irrespective of the particular topics about which they have these views.

				In particular, fundamentalists place a great deal of emphasis on tradition and on the importance of being faithful to that tradition. Of course, one can, and I would think that most people do, believe in the value and importance of traditions without being fundamentalist about them. What I take to be specific to fundamentalists is the way in which they commonly regard some tradition(s) as both important to their well-being and as under threat and in urgent need of defence. Those traditions must somehow be put, and indeed seen to be put, beyond criticism or reassessment.

				In general, it seems that all fundamentalists believe that respect for an important tradition is threatened by some feature or other of the contemporary scientific, moral, political or intellectual climate, which calls in question either the authority of the text, or the traditional interpretation of the text, or the necessity of the practice, or all of these. Key features, on which the tradition essentially depends, are imperilled or altogether lost. So, for example, it might be felt that once the Higher Critics are let loose on the Bible, the very foundations of Christian faith are eroded; or, unless stringent tests for citizenship are insisted upon, Europe will lose its identity; if some traditional moral views are abandoned as inadequate for our modern age, the entire fabric of society will inevitably collapse. Or, quite in general, if we listen to all these modern theories of how ancient texts such as the Bible or the Qur’an are to be understood, the very basis of any religious belief will be undermined.

				Fundamentalists respond in various ways to such threats. They can try to meet the threat head on, by arguing that their views – Creationism, or Intelligent Design, for example – can be harmonised with the scientific evidence just as well as stories about the Big Bang or the evolution of species. They can dispute entire methods of interpretation – for instance ‘the historical-critical method’ – or attack the more detailed conclusions of those scholars who argue that biblical texts often make no claim to be stating historical facts, or that the precise meanings of ancient texts are of necessity going to remain to some extent uncertain. But defence along these lines is fraught with difficulties, since it involves flying in the face of arguments which are certainly very strong. The alternative strategy is a kind of displacement. Elements in the tradition are selected which are not directly threatened by such theories, and fidelity to the tradition is redefined in terms of just those elements. Hence there are conservative traditionalists who focus upon the precise performance of special rites, or upon specific criteria for membership of the group, or upon some moral crusade, or some kind of authoritarian guarantee of orthodoxy which does not itself rely upon argument or evidence. Edmund Farley, describing these features as ‘mediations’, puts the matter very well:

				Stressed by the experience of a radically secularizing diaspora of religion, some religious leaders suppress religion’s perennial awareness of the limitations and fallibilities of its mediations and this is what constitutes the fundamentalist response to the modern. The fundamentalist phenomenon, then, despite its constant appeals to God and its declared intent to be God’s people, do what God wants, believe what God believes, is a kind of atheism in this respect. To the extent that the holy is suppressed or displaced, fundamentalism, paradoxically, is itself a sign of religion undergoing secularisation.[3]

				Many fundamentalists would, of course, object strongly to this allegation about the ultimate implications of their whole approach, their ‘meta-theology’ so to speak. They would argue that, far from resulting in a kind of sacrosanct atheism, their view of how theology ought and ought not to be conducted is alone going to be able to safeguard religious values in a predominantly hostile world. Any attempt to dialogue with (to put it nicely) or parley with (with its suggestions of somewhat dishonourable compromise) contemporary culture can end only in subjecting God’s revelation to mere human opinions – changeable human fashions – about what is ‘acceptable in this day and age’. This challenge is not lightly to be dismissed by someone who, like myself, believes fundamentalism to be indefensible. The only way to meet the fundamentalists’ criticisms is to show that respect for tradition, which is what they most value, need not involve the kind of rigidity which they regard as the only sure guarantee of fidelity. It is the aim of this book to suggest ways in which this might be done.

				
					
						1 See Harriet A. Harris, Fundamentalism and Evangelicals (Oxford: Oxford University Press, [1998] 2007). Her conclusions are conveniently summarised in her final chapter and in the appendix, pp. 313–36. Also James Barr, Fundamentalism (London: SCM Press, 1981), and Hans Küng and Jürgen Moltmann (eds.), Concilium (1992/93).

					

					
						2 Bob Altemyer and Bruce Hunsberger, ‘Authoritarianism, religious fundamentalism, quest and prejudice’, International Journal for the Psychology of Religion 2(2), pp. 113–33.

					

					
						3 Edward Farley, ‘Fundamentalism: a theory’, Cross Currents (Fall 2005), vol. 55, no. 3.

					

				

			

		

	
		
			
				1: Tradition and Translation

				Fundamentalists and their critics can easily agree on two points.

				The first is that quite in general it is foolhardy to abandon traditions as though they had nothing to teach us. Indeed some of our traditions are not simply practices from which we might have a good deal to learn, but are in a stronger sense authoritative. An obvious example would be our tradition of the ‘common law’. For centuries courts have applied themselves to a wide variety of difficult disputes and have tried to arrive at acceptable solutions. Moreover, courts have often been asked to assess the ways in which their predecessors have performed this task. Precedents are established, interpretations of legal texts are taken as authoritative, and yet it is nevertheless possible that changes in circumstances might call for those decisions to be revisited and possibly revised or overturned. Other traditions are authoritative in different ways and to varying degrees. There are traditions enshrined in the British way of life, in the many different rituals for marriage and other rites of passage in different cultures, in sacred texts such as the Bible, the Qur’an and the Vedas, in the proper way to conduct scientific experiments and submit them to peer review, or, less precisely, in the ideals of European civilisation, or the American way of life. One way or another, we have all been brought up to respect the traditions of the societies and professional groups to which we belong, since those traditions provide the very framework within which we can construct our own personal identities, organise our ways of conducting our affairs, and in general benefit from the wisdom of our predecessors and ancestors.

				Secondly, fundamentalists and their critics can agree that if one wishes to be faithful to a tradition, it is clearly essential to have a correct understanding of what that tradition is – its origins, what its texts say, what its practices mean – and to have procedures for determining what those meanings are when disagreements about them arise. It is obviously the case that if a tradition is valued, it is valued for what it has been and still is. A traditional text, or a traditional practice, or indeed any traditional claim about what is to be taken as valuable or true, is useless in default of a clear understanding about the actual content of such a claim.

				These points of agreement, however, do nothing to disguise the many differences in the ways in which fundamentalists and their critics seek to go on from there. Gaining the accurate understanding which, it is agreed, one must have is often enough a much more complex task than might at first sight appear. Typically, fundamentalists and their critics will have very different views on this point, with the critics emphasising the complexity of the quest for understanding the tradition and its origins, and fundamentalists trying to demonstrate that a proper understanding can be reached quite readily. They need to eliminate any kind of threatening complexity right at the start. Moreover, the differences of opinion about the true meaning of traditional texts and customs will often in practice become entangled with what might at first sight seem like an entirely different dispute about how we are to understand fidelity to a tradition. It will be rare to find anyone who believes that fidelity to tradition requires absolutely no adaptation of that tradition to the needs of its contemporary adherents. At the very least, for instance, there is often the need to translate the texts in which truths are traditionally taught; traditional practices have to be sensitively and carefully interpreted, and proper procedures for doing so must be laid down. But, of course, as soon as words like ‘translation’ and ‘interpretation’ and ‘proper procedures’ are introduced into the very notion of understanding fidelity to a tradition, some fundamentalists will at once feel that the pass has already been sold and the betrayal presented as a fait accompli. Indeed I myself shall presently be arguing that translation is a far from straightforward activity. In general, then, respectful adaptation presupposes that one has good reasons sometimes for accepting, sometimes for denying, that what is traditional must somehow be adapted to fit the changing circumstances of one’s own times. Even if adaptation is considered to be a good thing in principle, disputes about exactly what might have to be altered to meet our modern requirements are not going to be easy to resolve. To complicate matters further, the issue about how to arrive at a correct understanding of the meaning of tradition will routinely be interwoven with the apparently different question about the degree of authority which tradition, once rightly understood, is to have. What will seem to one person to be clearly an appropriate adaptation of tradition to meet the needs of our times will seem to another to be little or nothing short of an abandonment of all that is valuable; instead of exhibiting respect for tradition, when it comes down to it such accommodations will appear to amount to a denial that tradition has any authority at all. I shall argue that it is essential to keep issues about correct interpretation and issues about the authoritativeness of tradition as distinct as possible.

				As a general model for thinking about how we are to learn from tradition, I propose to examine the practice of translation; and, more particularly, to use some of the problems involved in translation as illustrations precisely because they have little or nothing directly to do with the ‘hot’ issues of religious disputes. I do so in the conviction that when important personal or religious issues are at stake, it is very hard to discuss the importance of tradition without one’s personal involvement skewing the discussion. Much better, then, to start with more neutral issues which can more easily be examined purely on their merits, and then to argue that conclusions reached about those issues can usefully be applied to other matters where we are much more deeply involved. I hope that looking at the theory of translation will provide such a (comparatively) neutral starting point.

				The aim will then be to apply the lessons learned from translation in this neutral setting to different spheres of religious tradition. The application is immediate where religious traditions rely upon texts which are taken as authoritative; for traditional religious texts commonly have to be translated if they are to be used at all. But I shall argue that the translation model has a wider application. As well as being an account of what happens in the use of texts, the account can be applied to translation in a broader sense: for the fundamentalist will often, indeed usually, wish to be faithful to the same ways of behaving as are to be found in the original ideal – the behaviour of Christ or of the early Christians, or the life of the Prophet – and they will have a particular version of what such fidelity will require. So the account of what translation involves can be used very widely to illuminate what is involved in learning from tradition in the spheres of ethics, liturgical and other religious practices, and even, I shall suggest, in dealing with the interactions between religion and science. In short, the question is, how can we give a faithful translation of our various religious traditions into the languages and cultures of our contemporary world? I shall endeavour to show that the various versions of fundamentalism embody mistaken theories of translation, and hence untenable views on what it is to understand and to be faithful to one’s traditions.

				I shall then endeavour to show how it is that translation theory can also account for what it is for a tradition to be authoritative. In so doing, I hope to complete the project of offering a balanced view of what is involved in being faithful to any authoritative tradition, without having to resort to the indefensible claims of many fundamentalists.

			

		

	
		
			
				2: The Pitfalls of Translation

				In this chapter, then, I propose to explore the process of translating from one language into another, and hence to explain why it is not a simple matter to know what is to count as a ‘faithful translation’ of the original. It will appear that it is easier to say what will not suffice as a translation policy. I shall maintain that the positive steps which must be taken to ensure fidelity reveal that translation is an art rather than a mechanical procedure. I hope that the examples which I offer here will avoid all religious or theological controversy, the better to provide a neutral approach to the highly emotive questions involving fundamentalism in the fields of religion or politics.

				A faithful translation? Some illustrative examples

				What exactly is a faithful translation? As I have suggested, the answer to this question is not a simple one. But to reduce the complications at least a little, we can start by assuming that we are talking about translating from some other language into our own, and that ‘our own’ language here will be contemporary British English. So we say that the aim of translation is to express in contemporary British English what has been said in the foreign language from which we want to translate. But there are two ways in which this apparently obvious aim might be understood:

				1	The aim is to produce an English sentence which as far as possible reproduces the character of the original when it is spoken in similar circumstances by the foreigner.

				2	The aim is to produce the English sentence which a speaker of British English would spontaneously use when wishing to express what the member of the foreign culture would be saying when they use their sentence.

				These two apparently similar aims might lead to quite different results, however. In the table below I offer ‘translations’ of various proverbs from a variety of foreign cultures, designed to illustrate the tensions which arise when these two translation policies are each taken seriously. On the left there are sayings from Spanish, Italian, German, Zulu and Japanese. I have offered a verbal translation, as nearly word-for-word as I can manage: and I have offered (or suggested) what I think a native English speaker might spontaneously say in the circumstances in which the foreigner might have used the original. I have tried, where I can think of one, to provide an English proverb or familiar saying, on the grounds that ideally a proverb is best translated by finding an equivalent proverb; where the foreigners use one of theirs, it would be natural to try to find one of ours. A quick glance at the result will at once reveal that sometimes it was not at all easy to find one, and sometimes I simply could not find that kind of equivalent at all.

				The most obvious result of this policy is that the versions in the second and third columns are often markedly different from one another. Why should this be so? In the examples I have listed under ‘Easy’, it is relatively easy to see why the difference is comparatively unproblematic. We can readily understand the situation which the verbal equivalent describes; and from our own experience we are at once likely to spot which feature of that situation is the key one on which the proverb or saying focuses. So, in each of the first two examples two good things are on offer, and anyone would want to have both of them if they could; but that is just not possible. We British, like the Spanish, have often had the experience of children at a fair or a carnival or a fiesta wanting to do everything at once; we are in general well aware of the need to keep a watch on our belongings when we would like to be cooling off in the sea. In those respects, life in Spain is not so different from life in Britain. The details of the situations which our two cultures use to illustrate the dilemma – a fiesta in Seville, a beach on the Costa del Sol, or an afternoon tea party in Tunbridge Wells – are picturesque, but relatively unimportant. Hence our equivalent proverb is ready to hand. No translation problems here; we can understand a word-for-word translation, as well as produce our own idiomatic response to the same type of situation.

				Translating proverbs and sayings

				
					
						
								
								Original

							
								
								Verbal equivalent

							
								
								Proposed idiomatic equivalent

							
						

					
					
						
								
								Easy

							
						

						
								
								No se puede tocar las campanas y marchar en la procesión.

							
								
								You can’t toll the bells and walk in the procession.

							
								
								You can’t have your cake and eat it.

							
						

						
								
								Querer nadar y guardar la ropa.

							
								
								Wanting to swim and keep an eye on the clothes.

							
								
								Wanting to have one’s cake and eat it.

							
						

						
								
								Indlela ibuzwa kwabaphambili.

							
								
								The way forward is asked from those in front.

							
								
								The best advice comes straight from the horse’s mouth.

							
						

						
								
								Ingane engakhali ifa.

							
								
								The child in the back-pouch that does not cry dies.

							
								
								If there’s anything you need, be sure to ask.

							
						

						
								
								More difficult

							
						

						
								
								Non si piú avere la botta piena e la moglia ubrica.

							
								
								You cannot have a full cellar and a drunk wife.

							
								
								You can’t have your cake and eat it.

							
						

						
								
								Revolver Roma con Santiago.

							
								
								To mix Rome and Santiago.

							
								
								To set the cat among the pigeons.

								or

								Like a red rag to a bull.

							
						

						
								
								A quien madruga, Dios le ayuda.

							
								
								God helps the one who gets up early.

							
								
								The early bird catches the worm.

								or

								God helps those who help themselves.

							
						

						
								
								Ithemba kalibulali.

							
								
								Hope does not kill.

							
								
								I’ll get there in the end.

							
						

						
								
								Damit wird der Hund in der Pfanne verrückt!

							
								
								At that, the dog in the frying-pan goes mad!

							
								
								That’s simply the last straw!

							
						

						
								
								Nearly Impossible!

							
						

						
								
								Isifuba esakhatshwa lidube.

							
								
								His chest was kicked by a horse.

							
								
								He just can’t keep his mouth shut.

							
						

						
								
								Das Kind Gottes in der Hutschachtel!

							
								
								God’s child in the hatbox.

							
								
								What on earth next?!

							
						

						
								
								Icala loembula ingubo lingene.

							
								
								The law-suit opens the blanket and gets in.

							
								
								Don’t think you’ve managed to get away with it!

							
						

						
								
								Unyawo alulampumulo.

							
								
								The leg has no nose.

							
								
								You never know whom you might come across.

							
						

						
								
								Se ni hara wa kaerarenu.

							
								
								Your stomach cannot be changed into your back.

							
								
								Necessity knows no law.

							
						

						
								
								Ngishaye esentwala.

							
								
								I am patting the lice.

							
								
								Thank you; that was a lovely meal.

							
						

					
				

				We might have to think just a little longer about the third example. But here again, it depends upon an experience which is common in all cultures, which is why it does not take too long to figure it out. Of course if one is looking for advice it is sensible to consult people who are likely to know at first hand, so to speak. I think the phrase ‘from the horse’s mouth’ expresses this in English, though to be honest, I am not entirely sure why it does so. It just might be because the best advice about the form of a racehorse comes from its trainer, the person closest to it. Or, perhaps, is it rather that best of all would be the view of the horse itself, if only it could speak? Or is it that the state of a horse’s teeth is the best index of its age and health, and hence of its general form? Since this is somewhat complicated, I imagine that a Zulu would find it harder to see the point of the English phrase – and an English-speaker find it harder to explain it – than it is for us to see the point of the Zulu one. On the other hand, the point of the Zulu proverb about the unhappy child is at once obvious. Every culture has the experience of children whose needs are often very pressing, and expects them to make their needs known so that they can be dealt with. In all these ‘easy’ cases, we can at once recognise the pattern in the experiences which the two cultures share, and readily see the point of the verbally equivalent translation. Perhaps my ‘idiomatic’ alternative is not quite right, though: for I have assumed that the proverb is not saying something which applies only to children; and on that point I may be mistaken. But if I am right, then we too will readily be able to find a piece of folk wisdom which expresses that precise point in our own way.

				The examples which I have listed as ‘more difficult’ are so for a variety of reasons. Sometimes it is not completely beyond dispute whether or not the imagery is merely incidental to the point being made. Is it important that the value of getting up early is explicitly related to God’s assistance in the Spanish proverb, whereas we British focus on the bird finding breakfast by its own unaided efforts? My first translation assumes the reference to God is picturesque rather than significant, just as the religious difference between processions and tea parties was not the key issue in the earlier example. But someone might try to make the case that it is precisely the integration of human effort with God’s assistance which is the important part of the Spanish saying. They might urge a similar point in the saying about Rome and Santiago; is it that religious differences, indeed friction, between two important religious centres are specifically mentioned because they are especially likely to be hard to handle? Here again, as with the bird and the worm, the English saying invokes nature-watchers rather than disputatious theologians. But yet again, it seems to me that that difference is no more than incidental; the religious imagery is more at home in Spain, perhaps: but I feel it would be over-interpreting to say that the Spanish are insisting on some theological point which the English are simply ignoring. ‘Dios mio!’, like ‘My God!’ may, but commonly does not, have any religious connotations at all. Can this uncertainty be definitively resolved? Perhaps not, or not always. Translation is an art, not an exact science. It depends upon a feel for nuance and emphasis.

				The saying about the drunken wife is difficult for a different kind of reason. When we speak of having cake and eating it, or walking in procession and having fun up the tower tolling bells, both alternatives clearly are desirable, and it is unfortunate that we can’t have both. I asked a native speaker of Italian why it is that the two alternatives in the Italian proverb – a full cellar or a drunken wife – do not seem both to be attractive. The explanation suggested – with some embarrassment, I think – was that anyone would of course approve of having a full cellar; and perhaps also would find a slightly tipsy wife to be more amorously inclined than if she were cold sober. If something like that is correct, then my translation will stand well enough. But since I do not share that second assumption, or at least since it did not occur to me that anyone would make it, I simply did not understand what the Italian proverb means until it was explained to me.

				The remaining two ‘more difficult’ examples are clear enough – at any rate once they have been explained. Still, the purely verbal rendering in each case is far from clear and for that reason, if for no other, is simply inadequate as a translation. How about my more idiomatic suggestions, then? Not great, I have to admit. The German saying about the dog in the frying pan is surely humorous – black humour if you like – precisely because the situation described is so manifestly absurd. The English reference to the overloaded camel presents the situation as hinging on cruelty in a way in which the German does not, because the German is deliberately absurd; the English imagery relies on sympathy rather than absurdity. Perhaps we might notice that we too can say ‘out of the frying pan into the fire’, when the situation is not so serious that amusement would be quite out of place; but we would not use that expression to describe a failed escape which was truly tragic. So ‘out of the frying pan …’ has, to my ear at least, something of the same half-humour as the German saying about the dog in the frying pan, though its point is quite different. Perhaps, then, my translation of the German saying, with overtones of pity for the poor camel rather than amusement about a rather absurd disaster, is less than accurate? Not so easy to decide, except to say that I don’t think I can do any better.

				What does emerge very clearly from these examples is that faithful translation requires more than a knowledge of the grammar and vocabulary of the foreign language. It requires a knowledge of the two cultures involved and a feel for which aspects of situations are the ones on which each culture would naturally focus. The very possibility of translation depends upon the fact that there are many situations which are common to the two cultures, and indeed the human predicament quite generally. These are just the kind of situations upon which folk wisdom is likely to focus, even though different images are used to make the same point. The translator will not always have that knowledge immediately ready to hand, so a good translation will not always be readily available despite her ability to render every single word correctly into her own language.

				The group of sayings which I have labelled ‘nearly impossible’ illustrate this to a much greater degree. Here, the verbally equivalent renderings are almost completely unintelligible; and, as such, I would argue that they simply cannot count as translations at all. If mutual understanding is to be achieved, a great deal of help will be required, and considerable negotiation. What exactly is the point about being kicked by a horse in the chest? Shocked astonishment? Severe and totally unforeseen pain? Neither, I am told. The point of the comparison is that when someone is kicked hard in the chest, all their breath is forcibly expelled: hence the connection with being unable to keep a secret, spilling the beans, or being a blabbermouth. I cannot think of a suitable contemporary idiom which focuses precisely upon the inability to hold one’s breath. (‘Don’t hold your breath’, meaning ‘Don’t hang about waiting expectantly for too long!’ plainly won’t do here.) Perhaps one might try something like ‘It’s no use telling him not to breathe a word – he can’t help it!’ Is that a paraphrase rather than a translation? The problem is yet worse with ‘God’s child in the hatbox’. The image, I am told, is that of a charming child (‘God’s child’, after all!) who has found his Edwardian mother’s huge hatbox, into which over the years she has dumped all kinds of odds and ends. The child is inside it, tossing out a random collection of articles one at a time: the amused and perhaps slightly apprehensive or even embarrassed mother has absolutely no idea what will turn up next. ‘What on earth next!’, which is my attempted translation, gets the point all right; but it totally lacks the vivid imagery; and it also lacks the sense of amused bewilderment unless it were to be said in just the right tone of voice, and in just the right circumstances, because it contains no image to set the tone. The German text does not in itself specify the precise circumstances, nor, of course, can a text always convey the appropriate tone of voice. So my translation is rather pale by comparison, and even then was arrived at only after some conversation between myself and a German-speaker about the households of well-to-do families before the First World War. It is not that bewildered amusement is not shared by the two cultures: it is rather that the saying itself does not bring sufficient context with it. In contrast, perhaps, the Zulu saying about the blanket is a bit clearer. The blanket is a symbol of security and safeness, yet a snake or a scorpion can crawl in under one’s blanket nonetheless: so the criminal will have to reckon on being caught, even when he is most confident that he has safely escaped prosecution. But I can find no suitable image in our culture: so my translation, which is colloquial enough and accurate as far as it goes, totally lacks the vividness of the original.

				I found the last three on my list the least intelligible of all. My best shot at ‘The leg has no nose’ was that each part of the body needs the other parts: perhaps, then, an exhortation to mutual co-operation? ‘Two heads are better than one’, maybe, or ‘Many hands make light work’? Not so, it appears. The function of the leg is to take one from place to place, and that of the nose to scent out in advance, as an animal might, what one is going to meet as one goes along. The saying can be used either as a warning – ‘You never know who might be lying in wait for you!’ along similar lines to the previous saying about the snake in the blanket; but if the context is right, it could equally be said in an encouraging tone of voice, ‘Just go – you never know whom you might meet!’

				The Japanese proverb ‘Your stomach cannot be changed into your back’ relies on the point that the stomach, containing as it does so many important organs, is not a sensible exchange even for something as vital as one’s back; yet in an extremity one should be willing to sacrifice even one’s back to protect one’s stomach. The most dreadful choices still have to be faced, and one might have to do what would normally be unthinkable. The idiomatic translation was suggested to me, with some hesitation, by the Japanese to whom I owe the original example. I myself could have got nowhere near it.

				Again, left to myself, I could make absolutely nothing of the final example. And once again, the key was a fact about the rural Ndebele village in which it might have been said. In such a village body lice would be common. So, if one pats one’s stomach after a meal, one is likely also to be patting the lice on one’s body. The saying is therefore a way of expressing thanks for a thoroughly lovely and satisfying meal. The gesture of patting itself is the same as it might be here in Britain, and is natural enough; but the description is not one which would be connected with that gesture other than in the particular circumstances of rural Southern Africa.

				So what is to be learned from the problems for translators which these examples pose? I suggest the following:

				1	When one has succeeded in translating, it will be because one has managed to identify an interest, or type of predicament, or a piece of sensible advice which would be shared between the foreign culture and our own.

				2	A point which is obvious in this context will, as we shall see, turn out to be a crucial point later: it is important to realise what kind of texts these are – they are proverbs, or sayings. They are not setting out to describe the behaviour of early birds or worms, or people patting lice. They use those images to convey something quite different. Many failures to understand traditional Christian texts derive from just such a failure to recognise the function of the texts involved.

				3	The situation used to exemplify such a shared perception may vary widely depending upon the circumstances of the two cultures involved. It may even be that many members of a culture can no longer identify precisely why a particular phrase is used in that way – I have no idea why people in Manchester will say in native Mancunian, ‘I’ll go to the bottom of our stairs!’ to express astonishment, for example.[1] Taken at face value, this is unintelligible to a speaker of standard English. Word-for-word literalism is often completely useless as a translation procedure.

				4	Cultural gaps can vary in width. Where they are less wide, the verbal equivalence will be useless as a translation; where they are less wide, the verbal equivalent can, once it has been explained, make sense; but would still be sufficiently far from our own usage as not to be acceptable as a translation, since a reader who has not been given the clue could well totally fail to understand, even though it is obvious enough once an adequate commentary has been provided.

				5	In the easy cases, how are we to choose between using the verbal equivalent and using an existing expression in one’s own language – between ‘You cannot toll the bells and walk in the procession’ and ‘You cannot have your cake and eat it’? I think there are two issues in such cases. If what one is interested in is to explain the original in its context, then the verbal equivalent (with or without commentary as necessary) is likely to be better, since it remains in that original setting as far as possible. On the other hand, if the aim of translation is to communicate and to make the same point in a way which would fit into the usage of our culture, rather than to initiate a seminar in cross-cultural curiosities, then an idiomatic translation is surely required.

				6	In the more difficult and in the ‘nearly impossible’ cases it is more challenging, but all the more essential, to try to find an idiomatic translation, since nothing else will really be intelligible at all without having to produce a commentary on every occasion it is to be used.

				I have used proverbs and sayings to introduce these points about translation, since they provide obvious and interesting examples of issues which are in fact quite general. What is important to notice is that translation always involves some intercultural negotiation, ideally between people who are at least somewhat familiar with each other’s culture. Sometimes the negotiation will be comparatively quick and easily concluded; at other times one person may try to explain the point of the imagery or the overtones of a word, and the person who is looking for the translation will then have to consider possible alternatives; what is then likely to ensue is a series of exchanges until both parties feel as satisfied as they can be that a reasonable equivalence has been found. What is important is to realise that invoking notions such as ‘faithfulness to the original’ does nothing to solve whatever problems there may be. Of course a good translation has to be faithful to the original; but for that very reason it has to be intelligible; and as far as possible it is desirable that it be something which the people to whom it is offered would understand and feel at home with when trying to express their own thoughts. To be faithful to the original is to produce something which in those ways functions as comfortably as did the original. ‘Fidelity to the original’ certainly is not in itself an argument in favour of a word-for-word verbal equivalent; it could lead to that only in the easiest cases. Translation is an art, and cannot be reduced to any simple formula which would automatically guarantee success.

				Reaching across culture gaps

				There are further difficulties which are not illustrated so clearly by the difficulties of translating proverbs and sayings.

				How can we understand the ancients?

				The main difficulty posed by ancient texts is simply that they are ancient. The fact that they come to us as written rather than spoken makes many of the nuances just mentioned potentially much more difficult, though certainly not always impossible, to detect. It is also the case that there are likely to be quite a few words to which at best only a very general sense can be assigned by making an inference from the context – for instance, that it must mean some kind of bird – a shrike, bustard or kestrel – or some part of a ship – a halyard, futtock or transom – but we can’t be more precise than that. There will sometimes be idioms which we simply cannot fathom at all. More seriously, there is no living interlocutor with whom the contemporary translator can negotiate, exchanging versions of what each other is saying until there is mutual agreement that a suitable equivalent has been discovered.

				Still, there are ways in which most of these handicaps can be overcome, especially when, as is the case nowadays with almost all the ancient texts from Greece, Rome, Egypt, Mesopotamia and Palestine, there are many sources from which we can learn, and many ways in which light can be shed on them by studying texts from neighbouring civilisations.[2] These parallels function somewhat as living interlocutors do when we are translating from a contemporary language into our own. Given all that we can learn even about ancient languages, through linguistics, etymology, archaeology and history, the normal position is that we can come to understand them well enough to translate them with a high degree of accuracy. But ‘accuracy’, as I have already argued above, is not a quality which can be assessed by applying rules unthinkingly; translation programmes for computers can succeed only to a very limited extent. Translation is not a mechanical procedure; it is an art.

				Can we ever ‘reach’ others?

				It is often a difficult art, as I have been trying to point out. Nevertheless I hope it will be clear from my preceding remarks that I see no reason to accept the more sceptical view not infrequently asserted by some contemporary literary critics. They argue that we cannot possibly be in a position to discover the meaning of an ancient text, or indeed that even to speak of ‘the meaning’ of any text is simply a crude mistake. All one can aspire to is to know ‘what that text says to me’. Such critics often point to the extraordinary complexity of the human mind and the fact that the emotional, literary, cultural and personal background of any speaker is difficult for another person to know with any accuracy or detail. They then argue that we cannot possibly now hope to discover the intention ‘inside’ the mind of an ancient writer, yet it is that intention which determines the meaning of what the person said. The intentions even of our contemporaries are inevitably opaque to us; so, they argue, how much more will that limit our grasp of what was in the mind of ancient writers when they produced their texts? True enough: what made someone say something, what associations their words might have had for them, what they hoped another person might pick up from what they said – all these things may be only partially obvious from what they said and how they said it. Nonetheless I think that this view of ancient texts, or indeed of any text, is unduly pessimistic. The intelligibility of what anyone says depends upon a set of conventions to which speakers have all subscribed; and the strong presumption is that in speaking or writing they intend to observe these shared conventions. Only a Humpty Dumpty can pretend that the meanings of the words he uses are controlled by his intentions.[3] Meaning is public, rather than personal. Moreover, in our present context, it is to be noted that such a sceptical account of meaning is inconsistent with any view of an ancient text being authoritative; for what such a text might happen to convey to me might have nothing whatever to do with what the original authoritative author had in mind.

				The perils of extremism

				How one gets in touch: the professional translator

				I have been arguing for what I consider to be a moderate centrist position about what it is to be able to give a faithful translation of what someone has written or said. In particular, I have been arguing that any professional translator will in practice hold the following views:

				1	That there is a meaning to what has been written or said which can be grasped and used as the basis for a good translation. It is also quite possible for someone to misunderstand a text, and hence to fail to translate it correctly.

				2	However, even when one has correctly understood what has been said in a foreign language, it does not at all follow that translation will then be easy; and, when one is dealing with vivid imagery, it may not always be possible to produce a translation which is both idiomatic, intelligible, and uses the same or equally vivid imagery.

				3	What a text means is defined in terms of what a person with the relevant linguistic competence would understand by it in its original context. Though linguistic competence can be described in general terms, it cannot, I believe, be defined in terms of rules or conventions whose correct application in individual circumstances needs no further thought or judgement. Linguistic competence is an artistic skill, not the ability to carry out a mechanical procedure.

				4	What a text means depends on the shared conventions of the time and in the context in which it was produced: it does not depend on whether we take it to be true, helpful, outlandish or deeply meaningful. A faithful translation may equally well express something which to our ears is shocking, clearly mistaken, inspiring, or simply puzzling.

				This position can be contrasted with extreme positions in both directions.

				In touch with what? Postmodern scepticism

				The postmodernist would regard as quite unrealistic the model of dialogue with which I began, when I suggested that successful translation depends upon an intercultural negotiation process, and that a faithful translation has been found when both parties to the negotiation are satisfied with the outcome. The key postmodern move is to point out that both parties to such a negotiation will inevitably bring their own individual standpoints, assumptions, cultural biases and preoccupations to the negotiating table. As a result, it is not just that they might find it hard to agree on an outcome; there is an important sense in which neither the starting point nor the outcome (if there were to be one) can be described as ‘the same’ for both parties. At every stage, each will be interpreting what the other is saying in their separate ways; to search for a neutral standpoint from which the original can be understood, or a proposed translation assessed, is to pursue a will-o’-the wisp. Rather than dealing with a shared text – whether written or spoken – any person will be dealing only with a text-as-it-affects-a-given-reader. We cannot expect to arrive at a shared view of ‘the meaning’. Such a ‘meaning’ would be owned by nobody. Each person will indeed search for meaning in a text; but this aim, too, can be interpreted in two ways. In the stronger sense, the text will only come to ‘mean something’ for the interpreter when the interpreter finds important, or approves of, what they take it to say; if it ‘means nothing to them’ then they will deem it untranslatable. In the weaker sense they might concede that while in their own way they can make sense of it, it is still of no use to them. The key contention of the postmodernist, then, is:

				5	The meaning of any text cannot be distinct from the interpretation given to it by each different reader/hearer; and that interpretation will depend upon their own individual backgrounds, cultures and interests. There is no possibility of understanding a text ‘from a neutral standpoint’, and then describing that understanding as the meaning.

				This is inconsistent with (4) above; and from this contention it seems to me to follow that

				6	No one person’s interpretation is preferable to that of anyone else. The text ‘itself’ cannot be appealed to in order to validate one rather than another interpretation. One cannot ‘misunderstand’ or ‘mistranslate’. This is inconsistent with (1) above.

				It is of course true that readers will inevitably, and quite properly, bring to texts their own background of information, culture, historical understanding and so forth. To that extent, a neutral understanding of the meaning of the original text is going to be an ideal to which we can only approximate. But as our growing understanding of ancient texts surely shows, enormous progress can be and has been made. If the extreme postmodernist view were correct, this kind of ‘progress’ would have no application, presupposing as it does an ideally correct understanding to which we gradually approximate. I regard that conclusion as so out of line with what has been achieved in the way of understanding ancient texts as hardly to be worth taking seriously. Moreover, though (6) is often presented as a quite general theory of meaning, it is usually applied only to selected types of text (not, for instance, to instructions for operating the washing machine, nor directions for finding someone’s house – for obvious reasons!). But no explanation is usually offered as to why radically different accounts of meaning should have to be invoked to cover the less practical cases. The postmodernist view is also, as we shall see later, a radically relativist position, and is therefore open to all the criticisms to which relativism is vulnerable. I believe it involves a quite misleading confusion between understanding what a text says, and deciding what, if anything, one might find true, or false, interesting or irrelevant, inspiring or repugnant in what that text says.

				It’s really very simple: the rigorist

				The term ‘rigorist’ has many senses. Here I am using it to refer to someone who can be described as rigorist because of the view they hold about the understanding and translation of texts. Rigorists are at the opposite pole to the postmodernist. Indeed, they regard the postmodernist as having reached the bottom of the slippery slope upon which the person whom I have described as the ‘professional translator’ has, alas, already begun to slide. For of course the professional translator has already admitted that translation is an art, not a clear-cut matter of following the procedure; she has insisted that translating, and therefore understanding, depends on a large number of factors which she is pleased to describe as ‘linguistic competence’ but which seem to rigorists to be dangerously vague and unpredictable. And as my examples of ‘proposed idiomatic translations’ make only too clear, they will say that what one then ends up with will all too often bear little or no relation to what we were supposed to be translating. How, then, can that be an example of faithfulness to the original?

				The rigorists’ guiding principle, then, could be put as follows:

				7	Translation, to be faithful and accurate, should contain no interpretation at all.

				In practice the translator’s tools should be simply a good grammar and a large dictionary of verbal equivalents; and if the dictionary yields no equivalent, as is often not infrequently the case with technical terms where accuracy is also likely to be specially important, then the safest course is to transliterate. The principle expressed in (7) is the contrary of the modernist’s maxim as set out in (5) above. Rigorists would argue that their approach is uncomplicated, clear and utterly respectful of the original; indeed they might go further and counterattack, arguing that the modernist, apparently, could dispense with the original altogether and just make up a translation as he pleases; and the allegedly professional translator turns out to be a somewhat shifty character, apparently prepared to abandon the original when they find it difficult or uncongenial or try themselves to be clever or elegant.

				However, despite its apparently attractive simplicity and clarity, this rigorist translation policy seems to me to pay such scant regard to the requirement that any translation has to be intelligible to the intended audience that in practice it will often be almost useless; several of my proverb examples surely make this quite clear. Moreover, rigorism simply does not account for how we actually behave when conversing with foreigners at any level more complex than the totally banal. Our differences may not be apparent when we are dealing with such simple thoughts as ‘What time does the bus leave?’, or ‘My brother is married to a schoolteacher’. Such translations can indeed often be produced with no more than a dictionary and a grammar. But things are not as simple as the rigorist likes to suggest. The perils of such a policy even in comparatively simple cases are evident in many a menu translated for the benefit of tourists, or in the translated instructions for assembling or operating pieces of apparatus one has just bought, let alone when it comes to any attempt to translate anything more ambitious.[4] The reason is obvious enough. To look for a translation even for a simple word will much more often than not involve the translator with a choice of alternatives, as a moment’s look at a dictionary will make clear. That several words can properly be offered as translations for a given word does not in the least imply that they are all synonyms of one another. Rigorism is ultimately a mirage. It is the extreme end of a spectrum of policies, of which postmodernism is at the other extreme. Where precisely one decides to come down between these two is a matter of knowledge, and above all of judgement: judgement which must consider which of several alternatives are reasonably possible, given the conventions of the languages, and which will, as a matter of policy, respond to the needs of the intended audience.

				What makes cultural exchange possible?

				I have suggested above that all translation involves some level of intercultural negotiation – ideally between two people each of whom has more than a minimal linguistic competence in the other language as well as being totally at home in their own. Perhaps, in addition to thinking of it as a negotiation process, which perhaps has unfortunate overtones of competitiveness, one might also think of it as a mutual learning process, Each of the persons involved has to learn from the other the nuances of meaning involved in the original text and in the possible translations. There is very often a kind of to-ing and fro-ing; a translation is proposed and the first speaker says, ‘No, if we had wanted to say that, we would have said…’, and so on. Between them they can communicate the ‘feel’ for the overtones and implications of what is being said which is essential if they are eventually to arrive at an agreed ‘best fit’. Now, this procedure could not even begin were there not some reasons for supposing that there is sufficient common ground to make communication at the required level possible. It is this point which the radical postmodernist will question, and the rigorist will too easily take for granted.

				Ludwig Wittgenstein said, ‘The limits of my language mean the limits of my world.’[5] Here and in his later works he was drawing attention to the fact that our language, our entire way of thinking about, describing and assessing what is true in our world, cannot be separated from our way of living. To this extent the postmodernist is right: there is no ‘neutral’ standpoint for establishing how the world is, and we have no way of assessing the truth of things other than in terms of how we have learned to think and talk. To accept that, however, is not necessarily to accept the full-blown relativist position that there is no common ground between cultures, that we really do inhabit different ‘worlds’, or that we humans cannot learn to understand our one world more accurately in order to lead lives which are more fulfilling. At a most basic level, the fact that we share a common human nature means that despite our cultural and individual differences we still have our most basic needs in common, and must therefore interact with our world in ways which are at the deepest level shared. On the other hand, human beings are also the most flexible of earth’s inhabitants. We can develop widely different styles of life, adapting to different climates, individual temperaments and levels of technological expertise; we can co-operate by using very different kinds of social structures; we can flourish in very different ways, as individuals and as societies. We humans speak differently, see the world differently, live differently from one another. Nevertheless, and this is crucial, our different cultures and languages of necessity have shared roots. So there simply must be a basis for shared understanding between us: even though to reach such an understanding with any accuracy will often enough take patient hard work. The following diagram illustrates the different levels of difficulty in finding translations which are faithful to the original.

				There is an area which all three triangles share, which we can take as representing those features of human nature which are common to us all. This common human nature is the basis on which all our languages, our ways of ‘seeing the world’ ultimately rest. So the diagram can also represent the relationships between three languages.
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				The relationship between three hypothetical cultures, each represented by a triangle

				Plainly our cultures are complex and in complex ways differ from one another. The three culture-triangles in the diagram display how two different cultures might still be closer to one another than either is to a third. And the further an element in that culture is from the shared human base, the greater the distance will be from what is said in one culture to the best translation in the language of another.

				The suggestion is that translation involves finding the relevant element in the shared area of overlap: thus, we all sometimes have to choose between desirable alternatives; we all need help and need to ask for it; we can all value confidentiality, or wish to thank people for a meal. Where a given remark comes in an area shared with another culture, the translation problems between them are normally small because the patterns of behaviour are very similar. The translation problems are greater the further back down one has to go to reach needs and concerns which are shared. And think of the links between the myths and fairy stories from quite different cultures, which very often despite appearance address issues which are relevant to us all.

				Where what we say is highly specific to one culture (widespread infection by body lice, large Edwardian hatboxes, the loading of camels, thinking of one’s nose as scenting danger afar off, to take some of the examples from the proverbs I have mentioned above) the difficulty of translation will be greater the further back down towards the base one has to travel in order to find something which is shared: and the greater the surface dissimilarity will tend to be between the original and its faithful translation.

				The project again

				I hope that these remarks about translation, and the examples with which I have illustrated them, are at least comparatively uncontroversial. I have deliberately drawn them from a setting in which there is no hidden theological or political or nationalist agenda, in the hope that by so doing I may use them as a tool with which various much more contentious issues involving theology, politics or national identity can be assessed with at least a considerable degree of impartiality.

				My project is based on the claim that the question ‘What does it mean to be faithful to a tradition?’ can be illuminated by using as a model the problems of finding a suitable translation. Problems concerning how one can, or should, faithfully interpret important religious texts from one’s tradition are, of course, just a special case of the issues which I have already raised: and I hope to show that there are theological and political parallels to the professional translator, the postmodernist and the rigorist whose approaches I have already outlined. It will come as no surprise which of these models I shall recommend. Less obviously, perhaps, I shall then suggest that a similar approach will illuminate what is involved in being faithful to the morality enshrined in one’s tradition; the parallel with translation can helpfully be maintained in the context of actions as well as texts. ‘What would that person say were they speaking in my language to me, here, today?’ is, so put, a straight question about faithful translation. And ‘What would that person do if they were in my situation here and now?’ is in many ways similar. Both with textual and with moral traditions one is forced to confront the difficulties of intercultural negotiation, and to try to replicate as honestly as possible the gradually refined exchange which is involved in any attempt to reach an understanding between two cultures. The work of the professional translator

				provides a model in both cases. Perhaps least obvious of all, at first sight, are the problems in remaining faithful to a tradition when the intellectual or scientific or environmental climates are now quite different from how they were at an earlier stage of the tradition. I shall argue nevertheless that the tensions between science and religion which have been characteristic of the last two centuries can also be approached using the problems of translation as a model.

				
					
						1 See Nigel Rees, Oops! Pardon Mrs Arden: An Embarrassment of Domestic Catchphrases (London: Robson Books, 2001), pp. 99–100, where he gives various possible and widely different suggestions.

					

					
						2 There are exceptions: in the case of the language known as Linear A, found on tablets discovered in Crete, our best efforts have so far failed completely. We do not even know to which family of languages it belongs.

					

					
						3 The theory is pilloried by Lewis Carroll, in Alice through the Looking Glass, ch. 6.

						‘When I use a word,’ Humpty Dumpty said, in a rather scornful tone, ‘it means just what I choose it to mean, neither more nor less.’

						‘The question is,’ said Alice, ‘whether you can make words mean so many different things.’

						‘The question is,’ said Humpty Dumpty, ‘which is to be master – that’s all.’

						There follows a masterpiece of nonsensical exegesis, a salutary warning to some modern theorists.

					

					
						4 I offer an example from a tourist website: Santa Cristina d’Aro, we are told,

						disposes of three characteristics beachs. First of all ‘Cala Canyet’ little beach with wharf. Second ‘Cala del Sr Ramon’, sand beach with services of naturist king. Third ‘Cala Vallpresona’, beach of little stone, without services and food access (naturist king). The village is incide of tourismcycle net and is designed for know most interesting places of our district, walking on bicycle, you can find plans of circuits in our tourist office.

						In fairness I must add that the website has since been completely revised and is now in excellent English, though I also feel that something has been lost!

					

					
						5 Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, 5.6.
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