A Note About the Translation


French is the language of diplomacy because it is the language of abstraction.  Its grammatical constructions, its vocabulary and word forms often seem rigid and meatless to the English speaker.  While English is supple enough to allow for the invention of words in a given context in the interest of exactitude, the accumulation and juxtaposition of these inventions leaves the English reader feeling desperate.  He will much more easily pardon a slight inaccuracy if it means he will get a familiar word in a familiar form instead of stretched to the limit of its correctness.  Example: When, in this article, the authors speak of the joys of the past as being illusionant in character, the translator is sorely tempted to write “illusory,” knowing full well that the joys in question are source or cause of illusion and that the authors never question their reality as joys.  Knowing that the authors had the word illusoire at their disposal and would presumably have used it if that’s what they meant, the conscientious translator goes looking for another solution.  After having rejected “delusional,” “hallucinatory,” and other such inexact or otherwise connoted substitutes, he begins to wonder why the English language doesn’t have the word “illusioning,” especially since it possesses the apparent opposite “disillusioning.” 

Well, like all translators explanatory notes of introduction, this is not much more than a note of apology.  The original article is no doubt intended for a reader who is familiar with a certain current of thought, but even a naive French reader would not be left with the impression of a vast mechanical system of warring abstractions, like the coded account of a high-level chess match.  If, at times, in his fastidious search for equivalence, the translator leaves the reader with such an impression, let the latter know that the former is sorry.

One final example should suffice: The article is called Pour un monde sans morale, and not Pour un monde sans moralité.  The difference is very clear to a Frenchman, and extremely difficult to render in English.  First of all, “Ne me faites pas la morale” is correctly translated as “Don’t lecture me” in most anecdotal contexts, and the word morale has nothing whatever of the academic aspect of a “morality.”  But most importantly, morale means neither “moral” (a particular character of being right or good) nor morality (conformity to the rules of right conduct.) As I believe the authors intended it, morale is the rules themselves made “science,” defined in absolute terms and imposed by society upon each and every member.  In other words, in a world without morale, one could still be moral but no single morality would be the imposed social norm, just as no particular activity would be considered intrinsically “wrong.”

Splitting hairs? Perhaps, but the subjects discussed in the article give rise to enough misunderstandings as it is and the translator feels duty-bound not to make matters worse.

On another score altogether, be it stated that the use of “politically correct” language in translating this article would be particularly absurd since – and even a cursory reading should make this obvious – the article itself is anything but “politically correct.”  The translator shall not be limited in translating l’homme, les hommes, l’humanité, and l’espèce humaine to a mere “people,”  nor in his use of the word “he” when speaking of “the individual.” It seems to me the authors would agree that a singular pronoun is not necessarily excluding, sexist in nature, that buying into a system whereby certain words become “bad” or “offensive” is one form of linguistic impoverishment, and that mankind, man, humanity, the human species and people are not quite all the same thing.
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