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Translation is a recurring figure for communication where meaning is 
nostalgically figured as an emanation of human thought, while its mediation 
(technological or otherwise) becomes a metonym for what is inevitably lost. This paper 
seeks to rescue the figure of translation by returning it to its roots in material practice. 
Only by attending to the embodied nature of linguistic practice can we make good on the 
promise of translation as a figure for communication as the ethical encounter between 
self and other.  

Translations do not only move meaning across; they also offer it up. In this sense,  
translation as practice stages the ethical encounter with alterity described by Emanuel  
Levinas: translation’s successes and failures, its fidelities and infidelities, all index the 
ways in which difference asserts itself as an ethical call, and yet refuses to be assimilated 
to identity. 

To underscore the embodied nature of translation, I turn to American Sign  
Language. ASL has no written form, and thus cannot be separated from the human body.  
And, media technologies have had an especially controlling relationship to the Deaf and  
disabled body since the nineteenth century. Alexander Graham Bell, for example, felt  
that the technologies he had helped invent would rescue deaf people from the  
“animalistic” nature of sign language. Cochlear implants now offer a similar promise of  
eradicating the need for sign language, while Deaf activists work to preserve ASL’s 
unique cultural heritage.  

I reframe this debate in the context of translation as a literal metaphor for ethical  
communication.  ASL may be an especially embodied language, but its richness as such  
can serve to illustrate the corporeal nature of all linguistic practice. Careful attention to  
this corporeality reconfigures what is “lost” in translation as the trace of a difference that  
is encountered but not assimilated, rather than either a groundless aporia or a gap to be  
closed. 


