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In recent years Australian consciousness of its near and far neighbours in the Asian-Pacific 

region has expanded and intensified. This development, highly desirable of course, has been 

fostered by diverse organisations – government, industrial, trading, academic, cultural, etc. And, 

within a spectrum of contact and discourse ranging from official to informal, Australian-Pacific 

and Australian-Asian relations have evolved in a variety of cross-cultural directions – 

diplomatic, political, economic, educational, sporting, recreational, touristic, artistic, and so on. 

Without intending either to minimise or trivialise these achievements, I think they are also of 

value in revealing to us the enormity of the gulfs and gaps that separate peoples and their 

knowledge of each other. Viewed positively, estrangement and misunderstanding are incentives 

to communication and comradeship, as the humanistic lessons of E.M. Forster’s A Passage to 

India continue to demonstrate to a multi-racial world. 

Viewed apocalyptically and imaginatively (a perspective characteristic of the literary artist), 

imperfections and hostilities, like impulses to union or love, are figures within patterns, 

fragments within wholes, wholes within vacuums, moral centres or systems rubbing shoulders 

with absurd or destructive elements, and so on. Which is another way of saying that the writer’s 

balance-sheet, so far as human relations are concerned, is a very different kind of document from 

the politician’s, or the macro-economist’s, or the Department of Trade’s, though each of these 

types of text nevertheless can contribute differently and positively to the doctrine and practice of 

‘International Relations.’ 

International Relations in the Asian-Pacific region is far too complex and complicated a 

subject to be encapsulated in the grammar of distortion which constitutes generalisations, 

however well-meaning they might be. Despite this unavoidable fact of life however, the 

ingredients of reality which make such a subject or discipline possible as well as necessary are 

the stuff of experience and observation, of personal testimony and social record. Moreover, both 

our apprehension and comprehension of reality – the politics and poetry of existence – are vitally 

influenced, enhanced and instructed by the ‘testimony’ and ‘record’ of the arts and literature, of 

creative activity. 

While the evils of the world and of the forces of inhumanity may impress us as ineradicable, 

our hope and endeavour must lie in expressing and exerting a power of humanity greater than 

that of its natural adversaries. The contemporary writer, we are encouraged to believe from our 

reading of the New Literatures in English, is an apostle of the kind of enlightenment that may be 

identified in the phrase ‘power of humanity.’ And in this sense – which in some authors is a 

matter of ideological discrimination as well as political passion – the writer is committed. Just 

how the writer projects this commitment is determined by the imaginative resourcefulness (or 

poverty, if he or she is only blatant propagandist) with which such a writer – whether poet, 

novelist, or dramatist – organises, shapes, and relates his or her medium, matter and message. 
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Writers in Asia, the Pacific, Africa, the Caribbean and the third-world generally are 

producing their works within post-colonial societies which have been subjected to economic 

stress, political upheaval, and resurgent nationalism. These their contexts, then, are inevitably 

their major – though by no means their exclusive – subjects and themes. The historical 

circumstances of post-colonialism, as well as the perennial issues and problems peculiar to the 

state of the planet today, provoke and demand discussion of all questions pertaining to 

‘commitment.’ How these questions are discussed and addressed, of course, is usually 

profoundly influenced by the political realities of the culture in question – of, for instance, how 

‘closed’ or ‘open’ the society is. 

A writer’s commitment, whether to the resolution of problems of living from the personal 

perspective or to a particular political programme or vision presented from the social 

perspective, is not necessarily incompatible with the much-extolled ideal of detachment, the 

magic of the mask. Some writers seem to experience this ‘willing suspension’ of self as 

victorious surrender, a celebration of their subservience to their language, craft, forms, and 

culture. Others, particularly those who regard these inherited paradigms as inhibiting if not 

corrupt or sterile, rebel on behalf of whatever they conceive as their ‘brave new worlds.’ 

While it is obvious that literary works originate in self-expression (the writer’s, his or her 

persona’s and character’s, the author’s slanted and selective views), significant and effective 

works result from a creative process that is less obvious and more complex than simple ‘self-

expression.’ But even at the elementary levels of fiction writing and verse composition we find 

traces of the collision or fusion of commitment, subjectivity and impersonality, which are 

fascinating facets of imaginative literature. Writers everywhere confront a common challenge 

which might be described, to adapt T.S. Eliot’s words, as the ‘intolerable wrestle’ with language, 

form, meaning, and the world. 

It may be that human resolutions which integrate commitment and detachment exist in 

literature rather than life, if such a distinction may logically be inferred, or constitute ideals 

rather of this and other persuasions to perceived historical and contemporary circumstances (to 

the so-called human condition), literatures continue to provide their own societies (as well as 

others) with structures within which national or individual self-appraisal is not only possible but 

unavoidable. It is always at least doubly rewarding, therefore, to be afforded insights into how 

this and related processes function and are formulated in a culture different from one’s own. In 

this regard, a country’s literature is a window both for its own and other eyes, and the eyes of 

‘the other’ read the scenes through the window in the original script or that script translated 

(another term is ‘transcreated’) into their own. [...] Being one of the most relied-upon tools of 

communication, translation is indispensible to the survival of the world as we know it. 

We have to admit, however, as the cliché about poetry being lost in the translation reminds 

us, that translation is an imperfect as well as a difficult art. It is a medium in which its goal of 

perfect replication is both necessary and impossible, while it endeavours to control linguistic 

variables which tend to resist pure definition and settle instead for approximation. In this 

connection, I am reminded of the paradoxical wisdom of a fictional detective, an antique dealer 

by profession, who remarked apropos the fake-painting industry that ‘a fake has to be better than 

the original.’
1
 

                                                
1
 Editors’ note: This is possibly a reference to Jonathan Gash’s Lovejoy novels. 
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This anecdote may not convey much information about the discipline of translation, but it 

does serve to alert us to the potential value of having a creative practitioner specialise in the 

delicate craft of translation. That this craft benefits from creative as well as linguistic skills, from 

accuracy, tact and sensitivity, and from the kind of scientific imagination that is possessed by the 

archetypal detective is evident from the reputations of celebrated and famous translators. The 

history of translation of Oriental, Eastern, and Asian literary works into Western, European 

languages – especially when either or both the translation and its promotion have been in the 

hands of the occidentals (many dedicated, some unscrupulous) – is one that has spawned its own 

mythologies. The appeal of the exotic, as well as the requirements and needs – the aesthetic 

appetites – of the European or American imagination may well have resulted in or conjured up 

translations of dubious validity or value. Do Tagore’s prose versions of his Gitanjili, or ‘Song 

Offerings,’ for example – judged solely as literary productions in English – justify the huge and 

romantic claims Yeats makes for them in his famous Introduction; an essay which presumably 

contributed to the European enthusiasm for Rabindranath Tagore, rapidly culminating in the 

award to him of the Nobel Prize for Literature. 

It is difficult to overestimate the importance that translations of cultural artefacts have had in 

East-West, Oriental-Occidental relations and historical encounters. How can the translations of 

the Bible into Eastern languages and of the Rubuiyat of Omar Khayyam into European 

languages be divorced from the ambitions of imperialism? And what status are we to accord, for 

example, Ezra Pound’s transcreations of Chinese poetry? In what sense are they privileged, and 

therefore devious, texts? Do such problematic questions matter? 

The credibility with which one culture assesses another is undoubtedly affected by the 

credibility with which the experience of contact and encounter is ‘translated’ – whether in the 

strict linguistic sense or as a broader, gross process that might be described as sociological 

interpretation. One senses, however, that many fine translators – themselves often talented 

creative artists in their mother tongue – have justified the exercise by earning the trust and 

appreciation of large discerning audiences. An Indian poet and scholar who probably enjoys this 

kind of distinction is A.K. Ramanujan, who is renowned for his translations into English of 

Tamil and Kannada literary works in particular. He brings to the task of translation not only the 

multi-lingual skills characteristic of Indians, but a distinguished achievement as a poet writing in 

English, one of his acquired not mother tongues. In the ‘Translator’s Note’ to his translation of 

10
th
 century Tamil vacanas, Speaking of Siva (1973; rpr. Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 

1979), Ramanujan offers some sage judgements concerning the business of translation, including 

the following: 

 

A translation has to be true to the translator no less than to the originals. He cannot jump off 

his own shadow. Translation is choice, interpretation, an assertion of taste, a betrayal of what 

answers to one’s needs, one’s envies ... 

 

In the act of translating, ‘the Spirit killeth and the Letter giveth Life.’ Any direct attack on the 

‘spirit of the work’ is fore-doomed to fuzziness. Only the literal test, the word made flesh, can 

take us to the word behind the words. (12-3) 

 

[ ... ] 
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I have dwelt briefly on questions or issues ranging from Australia’s relationship with Asia to 

technical considerations regarding translation, from humanism to literature, and have done so on 

the assumption that these are matters impinging on the purpose and justification of anthologies 

devoted to the literatures of the Asian-Pacific region. These concerns are central to the modern 

and contemporary area of English studies which some of us describe as the New Literatures in 

English. While our major and essential focus is on colonial and post-colonial literatures written 

in the English language (in its regional dialects developed under the influence of colonialism), 

our study is also obliged to literature in translation, especially when the host culture for colonial 

English – India is a classic case – has a rich variety of indigenous languages and literatures. Also 

of interest are regional literatures in translation ... which have had only slight contact with the 

living English language compared with native literatures that have fought for survival under 

British Rule. 

 

[ ... ] 

 

The juxtaposition of tradition and modernity, the religious and the secular, rural culture and 

urban life, pastoral lyricism and metropolitan existentialism, village customs and city politics, 

comprise a pattern of familiarity which translates from one Asian culture to another, from one 

Pacific society to another. Colonial oppression and the impulse to Independence, the traumas of 

war and poverty, sexual discrimination and economic exploitation, the family and the state, the 

abrasive nature of power relationships political and otherwise, the perennial pursuit of dignity 

and love: these and other causes which are simultaneously universal and culture-specific have 

provided the motive for moving and passionate articulation in Asian and Pacific Literatures. The 

Green Prodigals, as a testimony and record of Korean literature, adds I believe to our sense of 

humanity in common despite the panorama of culture differences and confrontations that negate 

some of the best impulses and endeavours of humanism. 

 


