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Marxism and Translation1

One of the aspects of this book which doesn’t seem to be getting the attention it deserves relates to the general 
question of translation.
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Last year, as some listers might remember, I completed a systematic reading of Capital volume 1. As a native 
speaker of English I naturally read the book in English, i.e. in translation. And there are three (or, rather, two 
and a half) extant English translations of the book that I am familiar with: the ‘original’ Samuel Moore and 
Edward Aveling one, Ben Fowkes’, and Hans Ehrbar’s annotated and bilingual work in progress.

 If we are to talk about the ‘classics’ of Marxism it appears to be that we often forget 
that, for a reader of English, practically in their entirety we are not reading what the original author wrote, but 
what the translator(s) of that author wrote, i.e. what the translator thought the author wrote and how that could 
be best expressed in English (or any other target language). One of the reasons Lih’s book is as long as it is is 
because of the fact that he (apparently) goes into in some depth the question of how What Is To Be Done? has 
been translated, discusses Lenin’s original Russian terminology and includes is own retranslation of Lenin. Not 
having read Lih’s book (and given its ridiculous price I doubt I ever will be able to either) I am unable to judge 
his arguments, but the central point remains that, when we discuss, say, Lenin’s What Is To Be Done? in English, 
we are not discussing Lenin’s text but someone (who?) else’s translation of that text, and that translation is never 
going to be semantically or formally identical to, and even may be semantically and formally quite different from, 
the original. For the more exegetical among us, who are over fond of quoting the ‘classics’ and splitting 
terminological hairs in them, this is something worth bearing in mind. 
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Thus we have something of a paradox. At the level of semantics, of meaning, it seems as if Hans’ work is the 
‘better’ translation of Marx; but at the level of what we could call ‘poetics’ (we could say ‘readability’) it is the 
worst of the three. So what is going on here? 

 In my 
reading, I principally used the Fowkes translation, making occasional reference to the Moore-Aveling one; but 
also made heavy use of those completed parts of Hans’. Now, if you read Hans’ text alongside that of Fowkes, 
two things strike you. First, that Fowkes’ text ‘reads’ much better than Hans’; and second, that, according to 
Hans, in both the Moore-Aveling and the Fowkes texts, there are a whole range of ‘mis’-translations in which, in 
relation to specific points, and with greater or lesser deleterious consequences, either what Marx says is directly 
misconstrued or it is formulated in such a way as to be open to misconstrual. Although my German is too 
rudimentary (something I am trying to rectify) to really judge, from what I can follow in Marx’s original text it 
does seem as if Hans is nearly always right with respect to his comments on how Marx has been rendered into 
English in the other translations. It is for this reason that I have recommended Hans’ work, and it remains the 
case that for anyone who really wants to ‘get into’ Marx’s Capital what Hans has done is of inestimable value. 
But it doesn’t ‘read’ well: it’s a clunky text that is hard on the eye, it doesn’t ‘flow’ properly. And the fact is that it 
doesn’t even ‘read’ as well as the Moore-Aveling text, which in turn doesn’t ‘read’ as well as Fowkes. 

It seems to me that when we read a translation, i.e. when we read a work in a language other than the one in 
which it was originally written, we start out with two assumptions. First, that the translation will be faithful to 
the original text, that, in other words, the decision to read a text in translation rather than to read it in the 
original, and the decision as to which of the extant translations, if there are more than one of them, to use, are 
purely logistical questions. And second, that the way to judge the quality of the translation that we do in the end 

                                                 
1 This was a post written for the marxmail mailing list <http://marxmail.org/> in a thread discussing Lars T Lih’s Lenin 
Rediscovered: 'What is to be done?' in Context <http://www.amazon.com/Lenin-Rediscovered-Context-Historical-
Materialism/dp/1931859582>. At the time of the post’s writing, Lih’s book had been published in a hardback edition 
retailing in the US at $174 – hence the references in the text to the book’s price. The book has subsequently been reissued, 
as is the publisher Historical Materialism’s practice, in a cheaper paperback edition. 
2 I have already expressed my own views on the substantive matters of this discussion more than once on this list. For a 
summary of them, see: <http://archives.econ.utah.edu/archives/marxism/2002/msg05443.html >. 
3 Which is here, by the way: <http://www.econ.utah.edu/~ehrbar/akmc.htm>. 
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choose to read is by recourse to the standard of how well it ‘reads’. These are two assumptions I held when I 
started out on reading Capital volume 1. I didn’t think that reading the book in translation I was necessarily 
going to read a ‘version’ of the text; I didn’t even really think about the question of it being a translation at all. I 
just set out to read Capital, and, obviously, given my relative level of German, I was going to read it in English: I 
didn’t set out thinking ‘I’m going to read an English translation of Capital’, I just set out to read Capital, and 
never gave this aspect of the matter much more thought. And when I decided to read the Fowkes translation 
rather than the Moore-Aveling one, I did so simply on the basis that, given what I had already read of them 
both, the Fowkes translation was superior because it ‘read’ better. In fact, I have made the point in public, and 
more than once on this list, that the Fowkes translation is superior to the Moore-Aveling one on precisely these 
grounds. I now think I was wrong – not in relation to the superiority of the translation (or otherwise), but on the 
standard by which to judge the matter – because I now think that these two assumptions we tend to make 
before we read translations – of the automatic fidelity of the translation and of how the quality of translations 
should be judged – are wrong. 

Why are they wrong? In the first place it is difficult to argue that a translation can ever really be semantically or 
formally faithful to an original. When a text is translated from one language to another, i.e. when meaning is 
transferred from one linguistic code to another (with all that this implies), simply by virtue of this fact, that the 
linguistic codes are different, some slippage in meaning will inevitably occur. Precisely why this happens is a 
matter of taste: answering this question depends on what one’s theory of what language really is is. For my 
money, the best explanation of what is going on here comes from the United States academic and professional 
translator Lawrence Venuti (from whom we shall be hearing more further on): 

Translation is a process by which the chain of signifiers that constitute the source-language text is replaced by 
a chain of signifiers in the target language which the translator provides on the strength of an interpretation. 
Because meaning is an effect of relations and differences among signifiers along a potentially endless chain 
(polysemous,4 intertextual, subject to infinite linkages), and it is always differential and deferred, never 
present as an original unity.5 [...] Both foreign text and translation are derivative: both consist of diverse 
linguistic and cultural materials that neither the foreign writer not the translator originates, and that 
destabilise the work of signification, inevitably exceeding and possibly conflicting with their intentions. As a 
result, a foreign text is the site of many different semantic possibilities that are fixed only provisionally in any 
one translation, on the basis of varying cultural assumptions and interpretive choices, in specific social 
situations, in different historical periods. Meaning is a contingent and plural relation, not an unchanging 
unified essence, and therefore a translation cannot be judged according to mathematics-based concepts of 
semantic equivalence or one-to-one correspondence. Appeals to the foreign text cannot finally adjudicate 
between competing translations in the absence of linguistic error, because canons of accuracy in translation, 
notions of ‘fidelity’ and “freedom” are historically determined categories. Even the notion of ‘linguistic error’ 
is subject to variation, since mistranslations, especially in literary texts, can not only be mutually intelligible 
but significant in the target-language culture. The viability of a translation is established by its relationship to 
the cultural and social conditions under which it is produced and read.6

Whatever status is accorded this explanation, the fact is that there is no serious scholar who would maintain that 
difference in meaning between texts and their translations is not inevitable. (And note that there is ‘difference’, 
not necessarily ‘loss’.) There have been many translation theorists, Walter Benjamin among them,
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4 I.e. how one single root word can have different but related meanings, for example the word ‘milk’, which is a noun 
(what comes from a cow) and a verb (i.e., to ‘milk’ someone). Lemmas (root words) are not comparably polysemous 
across languages. 

 who have 
argued that the semantic shifts that occur in translation don’t necessarily imply a loss of meaning: rather texts 
gain in meaning, acquire new meaning, when they are translated.) And, in fact, whether one even should strive for 

5 This is a clear reference (which the text supplies) to Jacques Derrida’s concept of ‘différance’, a lexical invention intended 
to convey simultaneously the idea of difference and deferral. 
6 Lawrence Venuti, The Translator’s Invisibility: A History of Translation (London, 1995), pp. 18-19. 
7 In his ‘The Task of the Translator’, written in 1923 as an introduction to his translation from French to German of 
Baudelaire’s Tableaux Parisiens. 
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fidelity in meaning over fidelity to form and structure, lexis and grammar, and what ‘fidelity’ really means here in 
the first place, is a debate that has run in translation theory at least ever since Cicero and St. Jerome in the 
western tradition, i.e. two thousand years ago. In this debate the terms of reference are generally held to be the 
superiority (or otherwise)  word-for-word – translation over ‘free’ – sense-by-sense – translation.8

Now, whatever our native language(s), unless are going to read Lenin and Plekhanov et al in Russian (and some 
German), Marx, Engels, Kautsky and the rest in German, Trotsky in Russian, German and English, Gramsci in 
Italian, the Cubans in Spanish, and so on, we have to face the fact that the bulk of what we read when we read 
these works will be translated texts. Which brings on to our second assumption, that we base our judgement of 
the value of a translation according to its poetics, its readability in the target language. We want, it seems, the 
translation to read as if it had been originally written in the language to which it has been translated. But there is 
a level of dishonesty here, if that is the strategy adopted by the translator. For if the intention of the translator is, 
consciously or unconsciously, but at least objectively, that the translation read in its target language as if the 
original text had been originally written in that language, in other words as if it were not a translation, then this, 
if I am right in saying that we need to be aware that if we are reading a translation that it is a translation, a 
strategy that precisely hinders what I am suggesting that we need to be doing. In fact, there is a long, if minority, 
tradition in translation theory (though largely to be found outside of the English-speaking world) that claims that 
the responsibility of the translator is not to provide us with fluency in translation, but precisely the opposite: that 
the translator’s responsibility is constantly to remind the reader that what she is reading is a translation, and that 
the translator should, accordingly, in the words of the German theologian and philosopher Friedrich 
Schleiermacher, writing in 1813, ‘leave the author in peace, as much as possible, and move the reader toward 
him.’ This translation strategy, known today as ‘foreignisation’, is that championed by our friend Venuti, in 
terms sufficiently political to make us sit up and take notice: 

 Whatever the 
translation strategies adopted by the translator, to whichever pole of literal or free translation she feels herself 
drawn, it appears that ‘fidelity’, however it is defined, neither in terms of form nor semantics, is always relative, 
never absolute. A translation of a text is never the same text as the original: it is how the translator has 
understood the original text to be and how this understanding is to be best expressed in another language 
according to her own criteria (either ‘freely’ chosen or imposed); and a translation, for this reason, is always an 
independent work to a greater or lesser degree ‘different’ in some respect or in many respects to its ‘original’. 
This is something that the reader of a translation, of a work of Marxist theory or of anything else, needs to be 
aware of as she reads. 

Insofar as foreignising translation seeks to restrain the ethnocentric violence of translation, it is highly 
desirable today, a strategic cultural intervention in the current state of world affairs, pitched against the 
hegemonic English-language nations and the unequal cultural exchanges in which they engage their global 
others. Foreignising translation in English can be a form of resistance against ethnocentrism and racism, 
cultural narcissism and imperialism in the interests of democratic geopolitical relations. [...] Anglo-American 
culture [...] has long been dominated by domesticating theories that recommend fluent translating. By 
producing the illusion of transparency, a fluent translation masquerades as true semantic equivalence when it 
in fact inscribes the foreign text with a partial interpretation, partial to English-language values, reducing if 
not simply excluding the very difference that translation is called on to carry.9

                                                 
8 And not only in the western tradition. In the Arab tradition, which centred on the highly advanced and copious 
translation activity (principally of scientific and philosophical texts from ancient Greek) centred on Abassidic Baghdad, 
similar debates around the same concepts ran. There is even evidence that the ancient Chinese tradition (which was 
centred on the translation of Buddhist texts) was also ideologically configured around similar terms of reference. 

 

9 Venuti, The Translator’s Invisibility, pp. 20-1. It is interesting to note here that this was not a view held by Marx. In the 
Postface to the French edition of Capital which appears in the Penguin edition of volume 1 (p. 105) – the Fowkes version 
– Marx praises the translator, a M. J Roy, for his ‘scrupulous’ and ‘literal’ rendering of the text into French, but on 
precisely these grounds, explains the need for a text ‘more intelligible to the reader’ (which Marx himself took upon 
himself to produce). And the most telling criticism of Venuti’s position is precisely that which suggests that, in demanding 
translations more ‘difficult’ to read, he ends up bolstering the very literary elitism he purports to oppose. For my part, I see 
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Thus while we read, and as we argue about what Lenin did or did not say in What Is To Be Done?, and what he 
meant by saying or not saying it, we should too bear in mind, if we are reading the work in translation, the one 
step of remove that this places us at with respect to the text, and the consequences, possibly serious, possibly 
not, that this can have for our interpretations and arguments. And that as we read, in general, the whole 
problematic of translation should be borne in mind. And, even, that there is room for scholarly – if not 
‘academic’ – work on how what are for us crucial texts have really been translated, when, by whom, in what 
context, and with what effect. And it strikes me that, whatever else we can say about Lih’s book (and at that 
price this may be precious little), what he seems to have addressed in this respect is of some importance. Which 
all makes his publishers’ elitist, academic-driven editorial strategies all the more scandalous. 
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this criticism, which has an element of truth to it, not as categorical, but as a warning against one possible pitfall in 
translation. 


