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Translating Space into Time: On the Use of Temporal Metaphors in Translation Studies

Abstract:

I would like to explore different ways in which temporal metaphors of translation could be used
to redefine Western views of the translation process as a spatial transference in order to develop
a new metaphorical metalanguage responding to the radical theoretical and conceptual changes
that have taken place in translation studies in the last few decades.

The Western obsession with the spatial dimension of translation has blinded translation theory
to the simple fact that translations also take place in time. Translation processes have been
conceived as a jump over the abyss between the languages, but they could also be viewed as a
journey of a certain duration that can be divided into a series of interlocking and overlapping
stages (Benshalom 2010; Morini 2006).

Trivedi (2006) pointed to the fact that within the Eastern tradition translation is also describe as
a process unfolding in time. The Sanskrit word anuvad was used to describe the new practice of
translation imported by the colonial powers. Originally, it meant repeating a word after
someone, but without carrying any spatial connotation. In the late nineteenth century, the word
acquired the new Western meaning of “translation” as a transfer between languages.

Besides cultural differences in the use of translation metaphors, diverging conceptualizations of
time have to be taken into account. Western spatial metaphors suggest a linear time conception
mirroring the material transfer of the original across an intermediate space. However, other
time conceptions might be developed. The translation process could, thus, also be conceived as
a circular movement during which the translator keeps moving back and forth between the
original and its translation.

Still another way of interpreting translation in temporal terms has been recently suggested by
Kathryn Batchelor (2008) who discusses Homi Bhabha’s emphasis on the temporal aspect in
his notion of “third space”.
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