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Scaling failing: negotiating the “dirty” work of translating today 

 

If comparative literary theory is still failing, then failing itself has to be rescaled.  

In recent years discourse in the humanities has shown much greater interest in two still  

relatively understudied fields: the work of translation and the work of scale. In turning to 

each of them individually, though, such discourse has been less inclined to analyse 

something that unites them: a shared investment in the necessity of progressive failure. 

Bringing theories of scale and translation into contact with one another allows us to 

reassess failure, and to value its importance for world-systems analysis and comparative 

theory in our present moment of political and ecological crisis. 

This paper proposes that, by making scale the unit of analysis in studies of 

translation, we can fail towards an understanding of both the textual and political work of 

translation praxis and theory. At the textual level, a discourse of scale permits an analysis 

of the shifting focuses in any given translation or set of translations. It can recognise how 

microcosmic translational moments are themselves carried across into larger textual or 

transtextual elements. It suggests a theory of how changes made at the micro-level of the 

sentence, the word, even the phoneme, can be extrapolated outwards into questions of 

textual themes and genres, even beyond the text into the realms of comparative politics, 

philosophy and culture.  

These scalar dynamics highlight aspects of what this paper terms translation’s 

‘dirty work’. Translators are forever getting their hands dirty, and their work invites 

frequent accusations of failure, but in excavating an interstitial space for criticism to 

occur, and by working at the meeting point between different times and worlds, 

translation allows for cross-cultural and trans-temporal debate that both is weighed upon 

and helps to remake the shifting scales of value. 


