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Translation of Culture

INAGA Shigemi

The transfer of technologies as well as the transplanting of concepts across different cultural spheres involves
translation. And translation is not immune to mistranslation. The so-called Modern Age can be defined bluntly
as the era of contact and conflict between the West and the rest; the West on its way to conquering the world, and
the rest to be conquered. In this contact zone of conflict, the fate of the term art-bsjutsu is worth analyzing in terms
of cross-cultural translation. In recent years, academic spheres have reexamined basic theoretical frameworks; in
literature (Suzuki Sadami), religion (Isomae Jun'ichi) and philosophy (Asakura Tomomi), just to mention a few of the
main authors of recent years. In all of these instances, useless confusion is observed; the history-bound Western local
conceptual paradigm is carelessly mistaken for a universally valid model, appropriate for global use, and the resulting
categorical mistakes still persist everywhere.

Western translation theories are based mainly on the study of Indo-European languages. When they extend
their reach beyond this limit, they tend to reincorporate the non-Western minor languages within the sphere of
Western linguistics and treat them as entities compatible with the paradigm propagated in the West. It would seem
as if the application of the Western academic tools and methodology were the only relevant scientific treatment of the
issue. This is what Sakai Naoki pointed out by the complementary pair of humanitas vs. anthropos, where humanitas
stands for Western-based theory, and for the former’s benefit, the anthropological first-hand materials are provided
from the non-Western native “the rest.” By the beginning of the 21st century, this unequal relationship towards the
ex-colonies that the imperial powers still exercise has produced a reversed side effect. Under the banner of post-
colonialism, people of color from ex-colonial lands have occupied main (but marginal?) strategic positions within the
elite academic precincts of former imperial capitals. And yet the problem was far from being overcome and the issue
has taken a still more perverted outlook with dogmatic strictures even more firmly hardened. In Japan, a similar case is
mistranslated into a debate about whether or not non-native authors are entitled to be awarded Japanese literary prizes
in Japan (see Nanyang Guo, ed., Bilingual Japanese Literature, Sangensha, 2013, in Japanese). This linguistic purism
and ethnic exclusionism in the Japanese literary scene may somehow reflect an unhealthy resentment among Asians
toward a visible lack of equality; statistically, they claim, there are only too few non-Western authors among Nobel
Prize recipients. We can also observe here an example of insularity complex that is revealed in terms of cross-cultural
translation.

More elaboration is also needed in the discussion of art-bijutsu. Just take the example of mérétai-style brush
handling that was put forward by Okakura Kakuzo. In the background of this technical innovation we may observe a
Far Eastern attuning response to Whistler’s experiments in Nocturnes, which was attempting to surpass the aesthetic
theory of representation in Western academic schools. Thanks to Yokoyama Taikan and Hishida Shunsd, the méritai
style migrated to India and set fire to the Bengal Renaissance in art, resulting in the invention of the famous “wash”
technique. Ernest F. Fenollosa, who saw in Whistler a fusion of East and West, singled out the Japanese term of ndtan
as a surpassing concept to replace the chiaroscuro of the Western academy. Arthur Wesley Dow’s textbook continued
and solidified that encompassing definition. His textbook went so far as to inspire Eisenstein’s cinematographic
theories. Such techniques as découpage, assemblage and montage are worth being reconsidered in terms of cultural
translation. The going back and forth between East and West encourages us to reconstruct the hegemony of theories so

as to deconstruct their status-quo in the era of “After Theory” (Terry Eagleton).



