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Columbia University Professor Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak delivers public lecture on  

‘What is it to Translate?’ at Jamia Millia Islamia 

 

A public lecture on ‘What is it to Translate?’ was delivered by the celebrated Marxist, feminist, post-

structuralist, cultural theorist and human rights activist Professor Gayatri Chakravorty 

Spivak, University Professor, Columbia University, USA on Wednesday, February 21, 2018, at 2.30. 

p.m. under the aegis of UGC SAP/DRS Phase 3, Department of English, Jamia Millia Islamia at the 

university's Dr M.A. Ansari Auditorium. 

The event was chaired by Professor Harish Trivedi of the University of Delhi, known for his 

contribution to English studies with special focus on postcolonial studies, translation studies and 

Premchand studies. 

The opening remarks introducing the history of the university and the activities of the SAP (Special 

Assistance Scheme)/ DRS (Department Research Scheme) were given by Professor Ameena Kazi 

Ansari, Coordinator of the programme and the Head of the Department of English, Jamia Millia 

Islamia. 

Translation studies have grown exponentially over the past two decades, enriching the academic 

spheres of the east and the west. The practice of translation, however, brings to the fore nuances of 

contentions that emerge in the process of converting linguistic signs of one tongue into another. In 

spite of these impediments, the act of translation in this multilingual world is vital. Professor Spivak 

in her lecture, however, departed from the cloying technicalities to argue for a democratic act of 

translation that gave subalterns the agency to translate themselves outside the paradigm of literacy, 

challenging thereby the discourses of power that maintain sustainable underdevelopment in political 

terms. The thrust of her argument in “What is it to Translate?” was to “build bridges” and intertwine 

macro politico-economic flows with the micro socio-political and cultural processes that continue to 

silence the subaltern’s quest for expression and the right to exist on their own terms. 

With particular reference to African languages, primarily Swahili and its various dialects, Professor 

Spivak stated that translation was enabled by creolisation of languages. She explained how lingua 

francas in Africa become languages of power. Such democratization, she affirmed, was “translational 

work of social justice”, of which unsystematised languages were but a component. This notion was 

corroborated by her personal experiences of communicating with Sylheti-speaking Bangladeshis who 

knew Bengali yet refused to speak it. 

Professor Spivak asserted that translation was “the most intimate act of reading” that involves a sense 

of responsibility and the ability to surrender oneself to the other’s space while through the frames of 

comparative literature, translation is almost like “a prayer to be haunted by the ghost”. The fact that 



the act of translation is a significant element of peaceful democratic existence also is not a 

coincidence - the notion of embracing the other in a critical intimacy is very much the need of the 

hour. The need for a self-effacing translator who did not merely indulge in “synonym-hunting” - 

sacrilege in the world of translation, but more importantly, incomprehensible to the subaltern, hence a 

futile exercise, was reiterated by Professor Spivak. 

The lecture then led to remarks by the Chair, Professor Harish Trivedi, whose erudition and humour 

charmed the audience, comprising of starry-eyed young students, research scholars as well as grey-

haired enthusiasts, of Spivak’s interventions in fields ranging from translation to feminism to ethics. 

The event concluded with Professor Spivak graciously engaging with questions from the audience and 

signing books. 

Dr. Anuradha Ghosh, Deputy Coordinator, UGC-SAP DRS III, offered the vote of thanks in which 

she mentioned that Professor Spivak’s visit to Jamia on 21 February, marking the International 

Mother Language Day was an “act of love” as she came on the invitation of students and teachers of 

the university, whose history of inception remains to be an inspiration. 

The success of the event was evident from the participation of the audience that comprised of 

students, research scholars and teachers from Delhi University, JNU and IGNOU, apart from JMI.  
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