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Bringing into the light the latest debates on multilingual identity and creativity, this 

presentation will focus on two interconnected models: the metaphor of self-translation used in an 

extension of its literal meaning (translating one’s own writing) to multilingual selfhood 

(Besemeres) and Jorge Luis Borges’s vision of “writing as translation” (Waisman), expanded to 

translingual writing. These translation metaphors are especially appropriate for my project, since 

the narrator/protagonist of the novel to be analyzed is a literary translator, and the author’s 

creative choice is significant. If, in a complex multilingual paradigm of navigating between two 

languages, cultures, and selves, a multilingual individual is “lost in translation” (Hoffman), how 

is this balancing act between the ‘translation’ and the ‘original’ is experienced by a multilingual? 

To what extent are imagined translingual characters and narrators generated by writers’ 

“translingual imagination” (Kellman) in fact creative (re)incarnations of the author’s self? Is 

there such a thing as the ‘fidelity to an original’? Could translingual creativity, in psychic terms, 

be reminiscent of “writing in multiple drafts”—distancing oneself from the ‘original’ or being 

refracted in a “textual hall of mirrors” (Waisman 52)? Finally, what can we learn about this 

translingual polyphony of voices—and how it is heard—when it comes from the area of political 

conflict and deepening economic and humanitarian crisis? 

All these and other questions will be raised in my analysis of the contemporary novel An 

Unnecessary Woman by Rabih Alameddine, written in English and nominated for the National 

Award for Fiction. The writer and painter, who grew up in Kuwait and Lebanon and immigrated 

to England and then to the U.S., lives in San Francisco and frequently stays in Beirut. This 

transnational stance is ‘translated’ in his latest novel into a life story of a multilingual protagonist 

living on the margins of Lebanese society, whose main (yet unofficial) occupation is literary 

translation. Translating fiction, originally written in other languages into Arabic from the 

existing English and French translations, from literary West into East in war-torn and between-

wars Beirut, Aaliya lives in and breathes the world of literature, immersed in her “blind lust for 

the written word” (5). In this ‘book of knots’ it is literature that is romanticized as the ‘promised 

land’—not any real land, the West, nor the East. And it is the distance from both, 

interchangeably, that makes the narrator’s self-protecting escape into her literary “sandbox” an 

outsider in her chaotic native society, rigid faith, and misogynistic culture, as well as an 

outspoken critic of Western commercialism and individualism.  
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