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Agamben’s Idea of Translation 
 

Collecting Giorgio Agamben’s reflections on translation and translatability 
(Idea of Prose, The End of the Poem), this paper endeavors to articulate the idea of  
translation operative in the philosopher’s thought.  

In Agamben’s writings, the word “translation” invokes a concept drawn from, and  
common to, Benjamin’s “pure language” and Dante’s “illustrious vernacular”: that by  
which the category of “language” can be said to exist at all. This kernel of linguistic  
identity, though elusive to the human sciences, is nonetheless perfectly evident and easily  
named: it is “language.” Evidence of language’s unsayable limit appears in “translation,”  
the act of turning from one language into another, thereby announcing the distinction  
between languages as well as that which joins them. In its structure, then, Agamben’s  
notion of translation bears much in common with his idea of versura, the turn that marks  
the end of the poetic line, attesting to the existence of another ontologically elusive  
category: “poetry.”  

Although Agamben has authored extended meditations on poetry, versura, and  
language, his idea of translation has remained implicit. Tracing the terms that  
characterize his discussions of it, I conclude by suggesting that Agamben’s unspoken  
idea of translation might find its clearest articulation in his “Idea of Love.” Reading this  
text beside Benjamin’s discussion of freedom and fidelity, I consider what Agamben’s  
idea of love has to say about the task of the translator, as well as the act of translating: 
 

To live in intimacy with a stranger, not in order to draw him closer, or to 
make him known, but rather to keep him strange, remote: unapparent—so 
unapparent that his name contains him entirely. And, even in discomfort, 
to be nothing else, day after day, than the ever open place, the unwaning 
light in which that one being, that thing, remains forever exposed and 
sealed off. (1) 

 
1 “The Idea of Love,” Idea of Prose, trans. M. Sullivan and S. Whitsitt, NY: SUNY 
Press, 1995, p. 61. 


