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Abstract

The production of Anglophone texts by postcolonial writers has often raised the issue of 
translation. This article argues that the transformation of English in the postcolonial text 
may be seen as a form of ‘inner translation’ in which the text is both source and target. More 
importantly the postcolonial author produces a culturally significant text by various strategies 
of appropriation and transformation that act as metonymic of the source culture. Such 
strategies produce what may be called the ‘metonymic gap’, that cultural distance established 
within the text by the second language author. The article suggests that Gumbrecht’s term 
stimmung conveys that sense of the untranslatability of cultural difference that becomes 
installed in the text by the metonymic gap. It is through these strategies that the postcolonial 
author can convey a sense of cultural difference to a world anglophone audience, combining 
communicability with cultural distance.
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1. Introduction

The development of postcolonial literatures in non-English speaking societies has often 
raised the issue of translation. But such writing represents a particular case for there 
is no source text to be translated. Something much more subtle occurs in postcolonial 
literary production, a process beyond the normal activity of ‘translation’. It is a standard 
assumption that translation represents a deterioration from the original—a deterioration 
in either meaning or aesthetic value: a translation can be “either beautiful or faithful but 
not both” as the cliché goes. Salman Rushdie’s well-known response to the supposed 



81

inferiority of cross-cultural writing is that something is gained in translation:

The word ‘translation’ comes, etymologically, from the Latin for ‘bearing across’. Having been 
borne across the world, we are translated men. It is normally supposed that something always 
gets lost in translation; I cling, obstinately, to the notion that something can also be gained. 
(Rushdie, 1991, p. 17). 

The postcolonial writer faces in two directions, so to speak. The decision he or she 
makes is not just how to write ‘between languages’, but how to make language perform 
this ‘bearing across’ (indeed, to ‘bear’ this particular ‘cross’) within itself: how to be 
both ‘source’ and ‘target’. This might be called ‘inner translation,’ one that occurs when 
postcolonial writers appropriate English. It provides an added dimension to the debates 
about translation and this essay will discuss the extent to which cultural experience 
is intentionally withheld, either not, or not fully, ‘carried across’ the translation in the 
literary appropriation of English.

While colonial education systems privileged the teaching of English and in many 
cases punished pupils for using vernacular language at school (Ngugi, 1981, p. 11) 
something occurred amongst speakers and writers of English in British colonies for which 
imperial administrations, and the institution of English literature itself, could not have 
foreseen. Postcolonial writers took hold of the language with a vengeance, and in so doing 
took hold of the means of their self-representation. Appropriating the language, producing 
a variously hybridized English, and transforming the official genres of English literature, 
they produced a located form of English and interpolated networks of production and 
distribution to speak to a world audience. This is of course just one side of the argument. 
The alternative view is that the explosion of interest in postcolonial writers represented 
the hunger of global publishing systems to produce new and exotic works (Narayanan, 
2012, p. 34). The truth is perhaps a combination of both views. Bourdieu’s theory of ‘field’ 
in The Field of Cultural Production (1989) may be useful for identifying the complex 
weave of practices that go to make up what we understand as ‘literature.’ But given this 
complex interrelation, and the fact that the global publishing industry might have had 
its own reasons for promoting postcolonial writers, the agency of writers in adopting 
and adapting the language cannot be denied, as they translated cultural realities into 
English and represented themselves—translated themselves—to a global audience. This 
translation changed the field of English literature forever.

2. The Politics of Language Use

The issue of language use is a stridently political topic of debate in postcolonial studies 
and the reasons are clear to see. We may regard ourselves as belonging to a certain 
category of race, or being at home in a certain place, but for some mysterious reason we 
don’t simply have a language. We tend to believe that our language is us—that it inhabits 

Bill Ashcroft



82

us and we inhabit it. Our language “is not just a language,” says Edgar Thompson, “it is 
our language, the language of human beings”:

The language of those outside, or what they call a language, is the language of people who 
babble and answer to silly names; they are barbarians even when they use much the same 
vocabulary. But in our language we know ourselves as brothers and sisters or as comrades or 
as fellow countrymen. In it we make love and say our prayers, and in it, too, is written our 
poetry, our oratory, and our history. (Thompson & Hughes, 1965, p. 237)

Languages may be held to represent various cultural traits, but our language is different, 
our language is transcendent, it is the language of God Himself. Language is an instrument 
of communication, but in our heart of hearts, we know God speaks only our language to us, 
because our language is us.

The political consequences of this in the spread of a global language is the assumption 
that the language is in the vanguard of neo-imperialism and global capitalism, leading to 
accusations of ‘linguistic genocide.’ The attack on world Englishes began in earnest with 
Phillipson’s Linguistic Imperialism (1992). Bruce Moore’s Who’s Centric Now? (2001) 
explores regional varieties of English in relation to the lively debate about the increasing 
‘globalisation’ of English, asserting that a new ‘threat’ to regional varieties of English 
had emerged in the spread of ‘global English’ by electronic communication which has the 
effect of washing out difference and reducing the cultural diversity of World Englishes. 
One of the strongest attacks on the spread of world English occurs in many of the essays 
contained in Mair’s The Politics of English as a World Language (2003). The volume 
is wide ranging and indicates the disciplinary differences in approaches to the question, 
from accusation of English as a ‘killer language’ destroying the linguistic bio-diversity 
of the planet, to discussions of Sri Lankan English literary texts as active in cultural 
conservation. The protest about the dominance of English continues in a recent book 
by Pavithra Narayanan: What are You Reading: The World Market and Indian Literary 
Production (2012).

None of these books says anything about the inventiveness and innovative skill of 
postcolonial writers in English, who are effectively regarded as mere ciphers for global 
forces. Beneath the clamorous and overheated political debate around world Englishes 
is an assumption that is central to the issue of representation and cultural translation: 
that language itself is culture. Consequently, the argument goes, using a global language 
alienates you from your culture. Ngugi wa Thiong’o offers the earliest statement of 
this position in his essay “Towards a National Culture” collected in Decolonizing the 
Mind (1981) in which he expresses four general objections to the use of English. (1) the 
colonial tongue becomes a province of the élite and thus the language itself reproduces 
colonial class distinctions; (2) language embodies the “thought processes and values” 
of its culture; (3) learning a colonial tongue alienates a speaker from the ‘values’ of the 
local language and from the values of the masses (which to Ngugi are the same thing); 
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(4) national language should not exist at the expense of regional languages which can 
enhance national unity “in a socialist economic and political context.” To various degrees 
these objections apply today to the use of a global language. The interesting thing is that 
when Ngugi decided to use his native Gikuyu to write novels (a form that didn’t exist in 
that culture) he translated them back into English for a world audience. 

Chinua Achebe responds to the assertion that African writers will never reach their 
creative potential till they write in African languages, by reiterating the point that a 
writer’s use of a language can be as culturally specific as he or she makes it. If we ask 
Can an African ever learn English well enough to use it effectively in creative writing? 
Achebe’s answer is yes. But the secret such a writer has at his or her disposal is a healthy 
disregard for its traditions and rules. All writers have a creative sense of the possibilities 
of language, but the non-English-speaking postcolonial writer has the added dimension 
of a different mother tongue, a different linguistic tradition from which to draw. If we 
ask Can he or she ever use it like a native speaker? Achebe’s answer is “I hope not.” 
His point is one which remains as true today as it was then. The appropriation of English 
by postcolonial writers is not only possible but extremely effective and enriches the 
language. “The price a world language must be prepared to pay is submission to many 
different kinds of use” (1975, p. 61). 

These different kinds of use demonstrate, in fact, the amazing subtlety and robust 
determination of postcolonial writers to keep their distance from Received Standard 
English. As far back as The Empire Writes Back (1989) the combination of abrogation 
and appropriation were used to describe the postcolonial adoption of English. 
Writers abrogated the centrality and dominance of ‘standard’ English “dismantling 
of its imperialist centralism” (Ashcroft et al., 1989, p. 43), while appropriating and 
transforming that language into a culturally relevant vehicle. Rather than being absorbed 
into the great swamp of English, writers employed techniques of inner translation and 
transformation to produce an English that was culturally located, culturally specific and 
clear in its identification of difference. This rendered the language itself as translation. 

3. The ‘Third Space’ of Translation

The myth that cultural identity is somehow embodied, ‘hard-wired’, in language, would 
present insurmountable problems to translation if it were true. If our language “is us,” as 
we tend to assume, how can our cultural identity be translated? The concept of language 
as itself somehow a ‘Third space,’ a vehicle that is by its very nature interstitial, is 
suggested in Sherry Simon’s discussion of the hybridity and self-doubt characteristic of 
much contemporary Quebec writing:

These doubts increasingly take the form of the cohabitation within a single text of multiple 
languages and heterogeneous codes. In this case, translation can no longer be a single and 
definitive enterprise of cultural transfer. Translation, it turns out, not only negotiates between 
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languages, but comes to inhabit the space of language itself. (Simon, 1999, p. 174)

In other words, language itself is transformative, a space of translation. Translation no 
longer negotiates between languages, for language is itself the site of ceaseless translation. 
And the critical discovery here is that language—this site of translation—is continually 
and productively unstable. Because language is never a simple correspondence between 
signs and referents, a simple translation of reality into words, we may say that all 
language occupies what Bhabha calls the ‘Third Space of enunciation’ (1994, p. 37) in 
its provisionality and untranslatability. This is the space that postcolonial writers inhabit 
between the imperial and vernacular cultures. But it is one version of the interstitial space 
that all language occupies.

In his classic essay “The Task of the Translator,” Walter Benjamin rejects the notion 
that translation can or should be faithful to the original text, for, “the task of the translator… 
may be regarded as distinct and clearly different from the task of the poet. The intention 
of the poet is spontaneous, primary, graphic; that of the translator is derivative, ultimate, 
ideational” (1969, pp. 76-77). Benjamin’s point is that it is language that presents the 
‘problem.’ Poets are doomed to be unfaithful to experience just as translators are doomed to 
be unfaithful to the poet, because language itself is ‘unfaithful.’

The complaint that a colonial language is inauthentic to local identity, assumes that 
there can be such an ‘authentic’ language. But what if all writers find themselves subtly 
displaced from language in one way or another? This is certainly the implication of 
Benjamin’s essay. Postcolonial writers have the added experience of being unfaithful to 
two languages both of which can only ever be ‘unfaithful’ to experience. Unfaithfulness 
is the hyperbole that identifies the instability of language. But perhaps even ‘instability’ 
is not quite the right word. All language is horizonal in that it offers a horizon of 
representation to experience—all representation intimates a ‘something more’ in the 
horizon of the statement. Within this horizon of possibilities language can never be 
perfectly ‘faithful’ to experience, for experience itself functions in concert with, rather 
than prior to, language. Without resorting to Whorfian determinism, we can say that the 
language does not reflect but invents, or ‘re-presents’ the experience. So the postcolonial 
writer does not exist in a state of suffering and loss, but of an expanded and fluid capacity 
to recreate experience.    

One can therefore never write exactly what one ‘intends.’ Meaning does not exist 
before the linguistic exchange, but in it. Benjamin disperses intention completely: “all 
suprahistorical kinship of languages rests in the intention underlying each language as a 
whole—an intention, however, which is realized only by the totality of their intentions 
supplementing each other: pure language” (1969, p. 74). His point here is that all writing 
is already a translation of this “pure language”, what he calls “reine Sprache”, or, to put 
it another way, translation elevates the original into pure language: “the language of a 
translation can—in fact, must—let itself go, so that it gives voice to the intentio of the 
original not as reproduction but as harmony, as a supplement to the language in which it 

The Transformation of English in Postcolonial Literatures



85

expresses itself, as its own kind of intentio” (1969, p. 79). There is no metalanguage or 
transcendental signifier because

This movement of the original is a wandering, an errance, and a kind of permanent exile if 
you wish, but it is not really an exile, for there is no homeland, nothing from which one has 
been exiled. Least of all is there something like a reine Sprache, a pure language, which does 
not exist except as a permanent disjunction that inhabits all languages as such, including and 
especially the language one calls one’s own. What is one’s own language is the most displaced, 
the most alienated of all. (Benjamin, 1969, p. 92) 

The term reine Sprache—‘pure language’—is ironic then, because it can never be 
realized. It is the utopian horizon of all communicability. The vessel of pure language, 
to use Benjamin’s well-known metaphor, is eternally fractured, and translation is but a 
reenactment of this fragmentation, the emblem of its own failure to be primary.  

4. The Metonymic Gap

In this absence of a pure language, therefore, not only postcolonial writing, but perhaps 
all writing as Simon suggests, may be a form of perpetual translation. Nevertheless in 
the cross-cultural situation language becomes particularly strategic because language 
is metonymic of cultural difference. That is, it doesn’t embody culture but stands for it 
metonymically: it is the ‘part that stands for the whole,’ and metonymically signifies, 
not identity, but difference. This metonymic function operates not only in the vernacular 
language: it becomes a dynamic feature of language variance in postcolonial English. The 
‘third space’ of postcolonial language use therefore assumes intentionality by virtue of 
the ways in which postcolonial writers maintain a separation between text and reader. The 
point is that this is not a failure of translation or a sign of the inadequacy of English: it is a 
sign of the subtle cultural strategies that occur in the postcolonial text.

‘Variant’ English texts may be regarded as transcultural contact zones offering a 
unique perspective on the issue of cultural translation. Ethnographers have used the term 
‘transcultural’ to describe how subordinated or marginal groups select and invent from 
materials transmitted to them by a dominant or metropolitan culture (e.g. Taussig, 1993). 
The word was coined in the 1940s by Cuban sociologist Fernando Ortiz (1978) in relation 
to Afro-Cuban culture, and incorporated into literary studies by Uraguayan critic Angel 
Rama the 1970s. Ortiz proposed the term to replace the paired concepts of acculturation 
and deculturation that described the transference of culture in reductive fashion, one 
imagined from within the interests of the metropolis (Pratt, 1992, p. 228). The concept 
of the contact zone in postcolonial studies has often been framed as a contestatory space 
because it is marked by “highly asymmetrical relations of dominance and subordination” 
(Pratt, 1992, p. 4). However, the concept of transculturality we discover in the 
postcolonial text proposes a more constructive dialogue, a zone of contact that produces, 
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despite these asymmetrical relations, a new, ‘third’ cultural space. 
The transcultural text is a space of negotiation, a space in which the boundary 

between self and other blurs. The ‘cross-cultural’ text—a term that is comparatively static 
and linear—may be seen to be a ‘transcultural’ text once we understand it to be a space 
in which meaning is negotiated, where, in a sense, both writer and reader are changed 
in constitutive collusion. The meaning of the translated text is a negotiation between 
different voices, between the writer and reader ‘functions’. People living in different 
cultures may live in totally different, and even incommensurable worlds: different worlds 
of experience, expectation, habit, understanding and tradition. Nevertheless, meaning 
is accomplished between writing and reading participants in ways that may confound 
theories of cultural incommensurability.

Bakhtin’s concept of dialogism further expands our understanding of the ways in 
which the negotiation of multiple voices occurs in the text. While all language may be 
regarded as translation, Bakhtin is interested in the novel form because it provides a 
particularly rich medium for the many-voiced—heteroglossic—appearance of different 
languages. 

For the novelist working in prose, the object is always entangled in someone else’s discourse 
about it, it is already present with qualifications, an object of dispute that is conceptualized 
and evaluated variously, inseparable from the heteroglot social apperception of it. The 
novelist speaks of this “already qualified world” in a language that is heteroglot and internally 
dialogized. Thus both object and language are revealed to the novelist in their historical 
dimension, in the process of social and heteroglot becoming. (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 330)

Significantly, Bakhtin is talking about a putatively monoglossic text, unhampered by 
issues of cultural communication. For him, such a text is already heteroglossic, already 
engaged in dialogue within the text, a dialogue, which to all intents and purposes, is a 
cross-cultural dialogue between ‘belief systems.’ All forms involving a narrator

… signify to one degree or another by their presence the author’s freedom from a unitary 
and singular language, a freedom connected with the relativity of literary and language 
systems; such forms open up the possibility of never having to define oneself in language, the 
possibility of translating one’s own intentions from one linguistic system to another, of fusing 
“the language of truth” with “the language of everyday,” of saying “I am me” in someone else’s 
language, and in my own language “I am other”. (Bakhtin, 1981, pp. 314-315)

The dual dynamic of saying “I am me” in another’s language and “I am other” in my 
own language captures precisely the dual achievement of the second language writer. For 
such a writer, while emphasizing the way in which the space between author and reader 
is closed within the demands of meanability, also demonstrates, in heightened form, the 
writer’s negotiation of the forces brought to bear on language:
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Every concrete utterance of a speaking subject serves as a point where centrifugal as well as 
centripetal forces are brought to bear. The processes of centralization and decentralization, 
of unification and disunification, intersect in the utterance; the utterance not only answers the 
requirements of its own language… but it answers the requirements of heteroglossia as well; it 
is in fact an active participant in such speech diversity. (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 272)

For the postcolonial writer these forces are the forces of a culturally ossified way of 
seeing and the heteroglossia of a world readership. One of the preeminent advantages 
of postcolonial writing in English is the capacity to translate ways of seeing into the 
‘bilingual’ text without making any concessions to the ‘way of seeing’ of the reader. 
This is because the text is already a heteroglot profusion of ways of seeing. But it is also 
because the postcolonial text manages to extend Bakhtin’s view of dialogue with the 
discovery that true dialogue can only occur when the difference of the other is recognized. 

Understanding may not demand a shared experience of the world, but the pressing 
question for the postcolonial text is: how is that process by which both recognition and 
otherness occur? How is a communicable sense of difference installed in the English 
text? This installation demonstrates intentionality in the broadest sense: whether writers 
actually will it or not, and despite the constitutive nature of transcultural meaning, there 
is an element in postcolonial literature that introduces what appears to be a gap in the 
text and this is a ‘gap’ that exists beyond interpretation, in fact, it seems, if not to resist 
interpretation, at least to provide a barrier to the unequivocal determination of meaning. 
By stressing the distance between the participating writers and readers, the text prevents 
itself from being so transparent that it is absorbed into the dominant milieu of the 
reader of English. Such writing, while it provides a path for cultural understanding that 
overcomes the exclusionary effect of anthropological explanation, also questions easy 
assumptions about meaning and its transmissibility, and actively re-installs the reality of 
its own cultural difference in quite explicit ways. 

This installation of difference may be called the ‘metonymic gap’. This is the cultural 
gap formed when writers transform English according to the needs of their source culture: 
by inserting unglossed words phrases or passages from a first language; by using concepts, 
allusions or references that may be unknown to the reader; by syntactic fusion; by code 
switching; or by transforming literary language with vernacular syntax or rhythms; or 
even by generating a particular cultural music in their prosody. Such variations become 
synecdochic of the writer’s culture rather than linguistic signs that somehow embody 
culture. Thus the inserted language ‘stands for’ the colonised culture in a metonymic way, 
and its very resistance to interpretation constructs a ‘gap’ between the writer’s culture and 
the English reader’s understanding. The local writer is thus able to represent his or her 
world to the coloniser (and others) in the metropolitan language, and at the same time, to 
signal and emphasise a difference from it. In effect, the writer is saying “I am using your 
language so that you will understand my world, but you will also know by the differences 
in the way I use it that you cannot share my experience.” The reader exposed to such 
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language is unequivocally in the presence of an ‘Other’ culture.
The metonymic gap is a central feature of the transformation of the literary language. 

The writer concedes the importance of meanability, the importance of a situation in 
which meaning can occur, and at the same time signifies areas of difference which may 
lie beyond meaning, so to speak, in a realm of cultural experience in which the reader 
must see him or herself as other. The distinctive act of the cross-cultural text is to inscribe 
difference and absence as a corollary of cultural identity. Consequently, whenever a 
‘strategy of transformation’ of the dominant language is used, that is, a strategy that 
appropriates English and inflects it in a way that transforms it into a cultural vehicle for 
the writer, there is an installation of difference at the site of the meaning event. In this 
sense such strategies are directly metonymic of that cultural difference which is imputed 
by the linguistic variation. In fact they are a specific form of metonymic figure—the 
synecdoche. 

This strategy may appear to be a strategy of resistance, and indeed, in response 
to those critics who see the vernacular culture being swallowed up by English, the 
metonymic gap is a refusal to translate the world of the writer completely. Culture might 
not be embodied in the language, but it may be disembodied in the sense that the presence 
appearing in the text may lead the reader to engage in a dimension of cultural revelation 
that occurs through its materiality, its music and its transformative difference. Linguistic 
meaning may therefore be seen to be ‘negotiated’ because it too is a meeting place for the 
writer and reader functions, but it is a meeting in the space of silence within the language.

There are many techniques by which postcolonial writers perform an ‘inner 
translation’ and transform the language they use. Perhaps the simplest example of 
the metonymic gap is the use of untranslated words. These usually do not impede 
interpretation, because as Wittgenstein explained in Philosophical Investigations and 
The Blue and Brown Books: “For a large class of cases—though not all—in which we 
employ the word ‘meaning’ it can be defined thus: the meaning of a word is its use in 
the language” (Wittgenstein, 1975, #43). This may certainly be true for untranslated 
vernacular words in an English sentence. Refusing to translate words not only registers a 
sense of cultural distinctiveness but also forces the reader into an active engagement with 
the vernacular culture. The refusal to translate is a refusal to be subsidiary. The reader gets 
some idea about the meaning of these words from the subsequent conversation, but further 
understanding will require the reader’s own expansion of the cultural situation beyond the 
text. Hence the absence of translation has a particular kind of metonymic function. 

Cultural difference is not inherent in the text but is inserted by such strategies. By 
developing specific ways of both constituting cultural distance and at the same time 
bridging it, the text indicates that it is the ‘gap’ rather than the experience (or at least the 
concept of a gap between experiences), which is created by language. The absence of 
explanation is therefore first a sign of distinctiveness and it also ensures that meaning 
is not a matter of definition but of active engagement. In the passage—“The day he had 
come to show her husband sample suitings, he slipped nearly breaking his neck. He had 
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learnt since then to walk like an ogwumagada’ (Aniebo, 1978, p. 35)—we do not need to 
know exactly what an ogwumagada is to know that its walk is significant, that he must 
walk carefully, with caution, foot after foot. In fact, ogwumagada means ‘chameleon’ in 
Igbo. Although we can locate the meaning of the word, more or less, by its location in 
context, the word itself confirms the metonymic gap of cultural difference.

5. Cultural Stimmung

The metonymic gap is far more powerful in signifying cultural difference than most 
critics of global English acknowledge. But it is also true that this is a particular function 
of literary language because literary language resists that process of which Moore 
complains, that the spread of global English through the internet leaches out the cultural 
specificity of world Englishes. Literature does this because it has free rein to use the 
aesthetic and creative dimensions of literary writing. This makes the metonymic gap 
something more than a gap in interpretation because the language variance achieves a 
culturally different atmosphere, mood or stimmung.

This is a term investigated by Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht in his Atmosphere, Mood, 
Stimmung: On a Hidden Potential of Literature, which continues the general movement 
of his earlier The Production of Presence, which challenges ‘a broadly institutionalised 
tradition according to which interpretation, that is, the identification and/or attribution 
of meaning, is the core practice, the exclusive core practice indeed, of the humanities’ 
(Gumbrecht, 2004, p. 3). Gumbrecht’s dissatisfaction arose from a sense that ‘materialities 
of communication’ were completely ignored in the Humanities. Gumbrecht advanced the 
idea of presence to circumvent the entrapment of literary experience in the ascertainment 
of meaning. The moods and atmospheres connoted by the term stimmung “undoubtedly 
belong to the presence-related part of existence, and their articulations count as forms of 
aesthetic experience.” (2011, p. 7). But our everyday being-in-the-world seems to fuse 
consciousness and software in a way that suspends the experience of presence.

The ‘presence’ available in the text is related to another dimension of experience 
beyond hermeneutics. Stimmung is difficult to translate into English but offers, according 
to Gumbrecht, a ‘third position’ to literary theories broadly ranged around the poles of 
Deconstruction and Cultural Studies. The word encapsulates the English words ‘mood,’ 
‘climate’ but also connects with the German words stimme or voice, and stimmen, to ‘be 
correct,’ and Gumbrecht is most interested in the meaning that connects stimmung with 
music and the hearing of sounds: 

Hearing is a complex form of behaviour that involves the entire body. Skin and haptic 
modalities of perception play an important role. Every tone we perceive is, of course, a form 
of physical reality (if an invisible one) that ‘happens’ to our body and, at the same time, 
surrounds it. (Gumbrecht, 2011, p. 4)
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Gumbrecht deploys stimmung to describe the reader’s engagement with a number of texts, 
from the picaresque, to Shakespeare’s sonnets to popular culture texts of the present. 
Stimmung is particularly useful for detecting affective elements in texts for which the 
historical and contextual background is sketchy. Similarly it may provide a useful insight 
into that untranslatable space in the cross-cultural text. The ‘atmosphere’ of historically 
distant literary texts may well be applicable to those that are culturally ‘distant.’ 

Gumbrecht first elaborated this idea with a discussion of ‘latency,’ which is “whatever 
we believe is in a text without being unproblematically graspable.” (2009, p. 87) That 
which is latent in a text, which for our purposes is something that remains untranslated, 
may be available to an experience of stimmung, and “enjoying, resenting, or merely 
noticing a stimmung is always and inevitably a psychic move that gives us a sharpened 
awareness of otherwise often bracketed layers of our physical existence” (2009, p. 90).

Chinua Achebe gives an interesting example of cultural ‘presence’ that goes beyond the 
strategies of language variance alone, but which is available to the ‘sharpened awareness’ 
of the reader. In his famous debate with Ngugi wa Thiong’o, Achebe demonstrates the way 
in which the writer can avoid language “colonising the mind,” arguing, in effect, that style 
performs an act of cultural translation.

Allow me to quote a small example, from Arrow of God, which may give some idea of how 
I approach the use of English. The Chief Priest in the story is telling one of his sons why it is 
necessary to send him to church:

I want one of my sons to join these people and be my eyes there. If there is nothing in it 
you will come back. But if there is something there you will bring home my share. The 
world is like a Mask, dancing. If you want to see it well you do not stand in one place. My 
spirit tells me that those who do not befriend the white man today will be saying had we 
known tomorrow.

Now supposing I had put it another way. Like this for instance:

I am sending you as my representative among these people—just to be on the safe side in 
case the new religion develops. One has to move with the times or else one is left behind. 
I have a hunch that those who fail to come to terms with the white man may well regret 
their lack of foresight.

The material is the same. But the form of one is in character and the other is not. (Achebe, 
1975, pp. 61-62)

Achebe is arguing here the very important fact that the appropriation and transformation 
of English can adopt a culturally felicitous form, keeping the language in character with 
a source culture. He compares his passage with a very prosaic rendition that supports 
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his case, but his case is an aesthetic one as well as a cultural one as his choice of an 
alternative makes clear. Achebe may have compared his passage with a more aesthetically 
pleasing one than he chooses, but there is no doubt that in moving into the English the 
writer carries with him a command of the rhythm and tonal cadence of the original 
language, thus laying stress on metrical regularity and the music of the lines. This 
cadence is metonymic of Igbo culture and in this respect establishes a very much more 
subtle cultural gap than mere linguistic variance alone. The English carries with it the 
proverbial character of the original Igbo in a way that produces both cultural veracity and 
poetic resonance. The transcultural space lies in the materiality of the language, for this 
is the space of contact between cultures, a space of recognition of difference. The Igbo 
is transformed into English, but the English is transformed by the Igbo cadence—the 
language might be English but the cultural resonance is Igbo. 

Language operating in this way achieves something a simple translation might never 
achieve: it foregrounds the various forms of language use in the text and constructs 
difference in two ways. On the one hand the linguistic features simultaneously install and 
bridge a cultural gap between African subject and English-speaking reader by replicating 
the rhythms of oral language in literary English. On the other, the reader, simply by 
opening the ‘African novel’, makes an unspoken commitment to accept this formal, highly 
structured, metrically measured and tonally smooth writing as African English. This 
dialectic is the essential feature of the literature of linguistic intersection and its particular 
facility in this context is its capacity to intimate a cultural reality though the music, the 
‘bodily presence’ of the words. The important fact here is that the aesthetic, whether 
consciously or not, is a feature of both the production and consumption of the text. 

But stimmung may be a better word than ‘aesthetic’ to describe that sense of culture 
conveyed in the music of the lines. The concept of stimmung like the concept of presence 
is of particular interest to the cross-cultural English variant text because both signify an 
engagement by the reader beyond the purely hermeneutic—an engagement even beyond 
something we might regard as ‘understanding.’ The ‘atmosphere’ of the Igbo culture 
present in Achebe’s text above is not available to interpretation and therefore occupies 
the metonymic gap by which the cultural distinctiveness of the text is maintained. Here I 
am extending the sense of ‘mood’ or ‘atmosphere’ to include that difficult to define sense 
of cultural difference made available through the sound and rhythm of the prosody. Even 
Achebe’s explanation must fall short of delivering the experience of Igbo culture to the 
reader. Such a text is transcultural in the sense that despite the space of untranslatable 
difference between text and reader, an engagement with cultural difference occurs 
for which words like ‘presence’ or stimmung may be very appropriate. The related 
term stimme or voice connects stimmung to the ‘sound,’ texture or materiality of the 
appropriated English. Indeed, this is a matter of music, and the music of the text conveys 
something powerful about the culture, but something beyond translation. The music of a 
text like Achebe’s resonates across the silence between cultures in a way that confirms the 
difference between them.
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This can be seen everywhere in the postcolonial text once we are alert to it. Take the 
example of a verse from the poem by the Caribbean poet Linton Kwesi Johnson:

di lan is like a rack
slowly shattahrin to san
sinkin in a sea of calamity
where fear breeds shadows daak
where people fraid fi waak
fraid fi tink fraid fi taak
where di present is haunted by di paas (Donnell & Welsh, 1996, p. 375)

While the poem transcribes the sound of the local dialect, its orthography still ‘constructs’ 
a reader for whom its variations pose no serious obstacle. Rather, the code variations 
become a part of the enjoyment of the poem. At first reading the poem might be 
formidable to a monolingual speaker, but the secret of the poem is its orality and its 
performance of a cultural reality that resists easy interpretation. There is much more 
meaning in the poem than an interpretative gloss would encompass and by balancing the 
requirements of meanability and difference the poem insists on presence. The ‘cultural 
atmosphere’ of the poem lends itself to the experience of stimmung. The ‘much more’ 
that constitutes cultural presence is in fact beyond meaning for it exists in the sound, the 
music, of the lines, a dimension also very aptly described by Gadamer’s term—‘volume’:

But, can we really assume that the reading of such texts is a reading exclusively concentrated 
on meaning? Do we not sing these texts [Ist es nicht ein Singen]? Should the process in which 
a poem speaks only be carried by a meaning intention? Is there not, at the same time, a truth 
that lies in its performance [eine Vollzugswahrheit]? This, I think, is the task with which the 
poem confronts us. (cited in Gumbrecht, 2004, p. 66)

The ‘volume’ of Johnson’s poem is encompassed in the ‘performance’ of the sound and 
shape of the lines, a materiality that opens up the non-hermeneutic dimension of reading. 
This is not an aesthetic volume alone: it is an extension, a ‘beyond’ of cultural difference 
as well. Gumbrecht makes the point that this tension between the semantic and non-
semantic dimensions of the poem reflects the distinction between ‘earth’ and ‘world’ 
that Heidegger makes in his essay “The Origin of the Work of Art.” “It is the component 
of ‘earth’ that enables the work of art, or the poem, to ‘stand in itself’; it is ‘earth’ that 
gives the work of art existence in space” (p. 66). We must imagine the cultural earth of 
the poem, then, to be that which is adumbrated by the physical texture of the lines. In the 
cross-cultural text the earth is that which is approached through the world, but because 
the ‘world’ of the text is hybrid, the earth is engaged in a transcultural negotiation, a 
constitutive negotiation of writer and reader functions.
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6. Conclusion

The conclusion we can make from this is that, far from remaining colonized by writing in 
the colonizing language, the postcolonial writer may convey cultural reality, and cultural 
difference, more effectively than a translation might—indeed remain ‘truer’ to the source 
culture. This is achieved, paradoxically, by the writer installing a gap that some might 
assume to be an inevitable ‘problem’ for translation. The metonymic gap operates directly 
when the writer employs any of the multiple strategies of language variance in providing 
a form of inner translation. But there is, in the music of the prosody, the potential for the 
text to provide a cultural ‘atmosphere’ or stimmung that exists beyond the hermeneutic 
requirements of meaning. This deictic engagement with the text operates across the 
metonymic gap, so to speak, while acknowledging its presence. In this acknowledgement 
of the space of untranslatability between cultures, the reader enters what Bakhtin calls 
‘true dialogue’ by recognizing the difference of the other. While English is undoubtedly 
a language of the elite in formerly colonized countries, we might make the same 
accusation of literature everywhere. But it has been the achievement of literary writers to 
transform English into a cultural vehicle. Far from being dominated by a global language, 
postcolonial writers have translated their cultural realities in a transformed language that 
has changed the field of English literature forever.
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