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In his essay “The Task of the Translator” (a preface to a translation of Charles 
Baudelaire’s poetry), Walter Benjamin labels translation as a “mode” that requires a 
consideration of what he calls the SL text’s “translatability.” For Benjamin, translation 
itself demonstrates the “central reciprocal relationship between languages.” But more 
importantly, Benjamin attaches to translation a certain historicity, claiming that 
translation “transplants the original into a more definitive linguistic realm” because it 
pulls the SL’s text out of its limited historical “prison house,” to use Frederic Jameson’s 
term.  Nevertheless, just as in the relationship between sign and signifier in Saussurean 
linguistics, Benjamin notes, translation can never fully and completely “reproduce” the 
meaning of the original. 

As translation studies scholars such as Lawrence Venuti, Susan Bassnett, André 
Lefevere, and many others have shown, translators and their translations do not exist in a 
vacuum. The decisions translators must make for the sake of clarity for their intended 
audience are affected by both conscious and unconscious factors that demonstrate the 
importance of the role of the translator as not merely an automaton performing mindless 
work. Venuti pleads for an ethical approach to translation in which the translator must 
“take responsibility for the differences that translation creates.” This suggests that 
translation is not, according to translation studies theorists, what Ludwig Wittgenstein 
labeled it: “a mathematical problem.”  The task of the translator, therefore, deserves 
much more attention and respect as an active and literary creator of meaning and not just 
a faceless byline in fine print of an edition of a translated work. 

This essay will examine translation theory itself to argue that it too comes under 
the influence of changing cultural, sociological, and political values.  This reveals that 
translation theory is a synchronic body of doctrine that is as fluid and unfixed as the 
languages and translations it has guided from classical times to the present. 


