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r88 TRANSLATIONS 

translating other cultures is essentially a matter of matching written 

sentences in two languages, such that the second set of sentences be­
comes the "real meaning" of the first-an operation he alone controls, 
from field notebook to printed ethnography. In other words, it is the 

privileged position of someone who does not, and can afford not to, 
engage in a genuine dialogue with those he or she once lived with and 

now writes about (cf. Asad 1973, 17). 

In the middle of his article, when discussing anthropological rela­
tivism, Gellner complains that "anthropologists were relativistic, tol­
erant, contextually-comprehending vis-a-vis the savages who are after 

all some distance away, but absolutistic, intolerant vis-a-vis their im­
mediate neighbours or predecessors, the members of our own society 

who do not share their comprehending outlook and are themselves 

'ethnocentric'" (31). 

Why have I tried to insist that anyone concerned with translating 
from other cultures must look for coherence in discourses, and yet 
devoted so many pages to showing that Gellner's text is largely inco­

herent? The reason is quite simple: Gellner and I speak the same lan­

guage, belong to the same academic profession, live in the same soci­
ety. In taking up a critical stance toward his text I am contesting what 

he says, not translating it, and the radical difference between these 
two activities is precisely what I insist on. Still, the purpose of my 

argument is not to express an attitude of intolerance toward an imme­
diate neighbor but to try to identify incoherencies in his text that call 
for remedy, because the anthropological task of translation deserves to 
be made more coherent. The purpose of this criticism, therefore, is to 
further a collective endeavor. Criticizing "savages who are after all 

some distance away," in an ethnographic monograph they cannot read, 
does not seem to me to have the same kind of purpose . In order for 

criticism to be responsible, it must always be addressed to someone 

who can contest it. 2 

2. Does my condition for responsible criticism make it impossible to criticize one's
historical ancestors, since they arc, after lll, in no position to answer back? I do not 
think so. Criticism of past authors is, in an important sense, criticism of present author­
ities. Arguments about our intellectual, moral, and political heritage are really carried 
on with contemporaries, not with deceased ancestors. Disagreement with traditional 
discourses and practices is not really an engagement with past figures, but only with 
their authoritative reception in the present. 


























