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Translational Action at the End of a World 
 
 Anthropologists, more so perhaps than other social scientists, are constantly 
facing challenges of translation. Hanks and Severi (2014) have recently organized an 
effort to move the very concept of translation centre-stage in anthropological theory. I 
am deeply sympathetic to their effort and believe that the concept of translation, at its 
best, could be eminently useful for anthropological thought (and much social and 
political theory besides). However, I also believe that the attempts they assembled to 
this end did not harvest the concept’s full potential. In fact, the stark remaining 
differences in how the term is used seem to speak to the absence of any solid 
theoretical concept of translation so far. This paper then intends to offer a proposal for 
a concept of translation.  
 In agreement with the contributions in Hanks and Severi (2014), the proposed 
concept will take translation in a broad sense that goes far beyond literary translation 
between natural languages (still the paradigm case in translation studies).1 It will, 
however, differ from these proposals in at least three ways. First, I put heavy 
emphasis on diachronic transformations of worlds in moments of crisis, as opposed to 
synchronic transfers between mostly stable, contemporaneous worlds.2 Secondly, the 
concept I offer is unabashedly, but not parochially normative. It is a category of 
action and not merely description. Agents can, given circumstances, conceive of 
themselves as translators in the sense given to this term below, which means, among 
other things, that they place themselves under certain normative obligations. Agents 
can then fail to live up to these norms or refuse to place themselves under them to 
begin with. For this reason, the concept will, thirdly, be at odds with constitutivist 
accounts of translation, which make translation processes a constitutive feature of 
social life.3 On such accounts, the failure to translate would appear either as an 
impossibility or a social pathology. On the picture advanced here, however, 
translation is one alternative among several courses of action in certain moments of 
crisis and neither inevitable nor categorically preferable to alternatives. 
 I will begin by outlining the particular kind of world-crisis that motivates my 
development of the concept and where it will be the most useful, and offer a contrast 

                                                
1 Surveying the contributions in Venuti 2012, Bermann and Porter 2014, Bermann and Wood 2005, 

2 I am speaking of ‘worlds’ here but the reader might want to replace the term by ‘culture,’ ‘ontology,’ 
‘context,’ ‘form of life,’ etc. A more expansive study would require proper terminological 
differentiation. Some steps in this direction can be found in chapter one of an unpublished but online 
accessible MA thesis (Kretz 2018). For the purposes of this paper, I hope they overlap sufficiently. 
3 Within anthropology, Hanks (2014) argues for such a view. In philosophy, Heidegger ([1942] 1993) 
and in translation theory Steiner (1975), have argued that not only is all translation interpretation but all 
interpretation also translation. Section III will read Steiner against Steiner on this point. 
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between two kinds of responses to this type of crisis, which I associate with poetic 
creation and translation respectively. After first sketching out differences and 
similarities between these two in their ordinary, literary-aesthetic sense (I), I then 
propose an ‘operationalization’ of the concept of translation for social theory firmly 
grounded in its phenomenology (II). Thirdly, I offer a reading of three ethnographic 
case studies through these lenses of these concepts to make their utility plausible (III). 
Two examples are taken from the Amazonas region (Kalapalo and Jivaroans) and one 
from the Northern American Great Plaines (Crow). I conclude with a few remarks on 
the big picture concerns that animate this project at large.  
 

I 
 
 Human make sense of reality through a series of social, material, symbolic, 
and normative structures. Together these structures constitute the worlds they inhabit. 
They make it possible to be and do certain things, inhabit certain social roles, 
identities, adhere to certain systems of value and belief. If enough of those structures 
break away, before we are able to adequately replace them, we run out of possibilities. 
The impossibility is not subjective or psychological, but objective and ontological: in 
a world without the institution of Arthurian knighthood, the most valiant attempt to be 
a Lancelot will result in a Don Quixote.4 If an entire world ends within a short span of 
time, leaving physical survivors profoundly and agonizingly disoriented, what may its 
former inhabitants hope for?  
 Some thinkers have answered: for great poets, understood in the broadest 
sense as creators of new concepts, norms, institutions—worlds to live in. Poets, in this 
broad sense (which can include scientists, artists, politicians; Hegelian world-
historical individuals, Marxist revolutionary subjects, and Heideggerian poet-prophets 
of Being) have stood as a paradigm for Western social and political thought at least 
since the Romantics. Let us collect the versions of this answer under the heading 
poetic paradigm. It is worth stressing that this is a Western, (post-)Romantic 
philosophical conception of poetic creation. Whatever its merits as an account of 
poetic creation (and it is not in all respects a bad one, I think), the claim is not here 
that it gets poetic creation ‘right’; rather, I discuss and criticize it because it has been 
eminently influential and because it allows me to throw the translational alternative 
into sharper conceptual relief. For the purposes of this paper, a genealogy of the 
poetic paradigm is neither possible nor necessary.5 Instead, I want to point out two 
essential features of the poetic paradigm of world-transformation and world-creation 
that will help us mark it off from an alternative, translational paradigm. Poets and 

                                                
4 My analysis of the phenomenon of world-loss owes everything to Lear 2006, especially parts 1 & 2. 
Cf. Lear 2009 and the excellent summary in Taylor 2007. Among contemporary philosophers Cora 
Diamond (1988) and Alasdair MacIntyre have thought about the problem at various points in their 
work. Yet even the sweeping conceptual loss of MacIntyre (2007, ch. 1) is less radical than what Lear 
has in mind, as it remains largely invisible. Stanley Cavell (1979) and Bernard Williams (1993, 2011) 
are important voices in these conversations. 
5 Kretz 2018, chapter two, offers a genealogical sketch and tries to map out the internal variety of this 
paper.  
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translators will thus serve me as a contrastive conceptual pair, each defined in its 
proximity and opposition to the other.  
 First, inspiration. Poets have testified to the need for inspiration since the 
inception of Western literature when Homer called for a muse to sing through him. 
On the poetic paradigm, it is never entirely up to human agents alone when and how 
to create. God(s) might create by fiat, mortals do not. The source of inspiration can be 
variously conceptualized as external (often divine) or internal to the poet (for example, 
her unconscious), yet it invariably is thought to be external to the part of the self in 
charge of conscious and deliberate action.6 Some versions of the poetic paradigm 
think the source of inspiration dictates only the moment when creation begins but, 
once underway, lets the agency lie entirely with the poet. Others conceive of the 
source of inspiration as a second, independent agency; of creation as necessarily co-
creation. On the latter picture, the figure of the poet is sometimes approximated to the 
figure of the prophet or oracle, a mouth or vessel for divine powers to speak through. 
Yet the human share is never wholly eliminated: the gods need humans to speak 
through and do not speak through just anyone. Inversely, even the most atheist 
philosophers will generally acknowledge the fact that when creation happens and, 
possibly, who it is done by are generally experienced to be also dependent on forces 
not fully under the deliberate control of the creative agent (the poet in our broad 
sense). 
 Secondly, agonism. On the poetic paradigm, creation is always also a kind of 
destruction or overcoming of the Old by the New. Such agonism, of course, need not 
involve bloodshed and can even be perfectly non-violent (unless, of course, one 
stretches the concept of violence but let that go for now). The idea is rather that Old 
and New are in a relation of rivalry. Both lay claim, physically or metaphorically, to 
the same space. If they can coexist at all they will coexist in some mode of 
competition (for attention, for resources, for prestige, etc.), which can range from the 
very civilized to the very vicious. The New strives to become present by turning the 
present into the past. The New is neither a creation ex nihilo without any relation to 
the present, nor ever an organic unfolding or mechanical continuation of the old. Born 
of a struggle with the Old it is remains related but irreducible to it. Moreover, in this 
struggle, the sympathies of the thinkers of the poetic paradigm lie invariantly with the 
New. Future states are valued higher than present states. The future completes the 
present or, less strongly, improves on it, or replenishes or rejuvenates a present that 
has somehow exhausted its possibilities or vitality. Those latter cases are sometimes 
cast as returns to some historical or mythical past. Yet even the most “nostalgic” 
proponents of the poetic paradigm will ultimately conceive of this past as something 
that has not yet been but is yet to come.7 

                                                
6 Rorty (1989) takes this psychoanalytic route, for example.  
7 Heidegger is a case in point. Though often read as nostalgic for a pristine past, the textual evidence is 
overwhelming that he is too smart to allow himself such sentimentalism. His is a true eschatological 
thirst for an anderer Anfang, a revolutionary future beyond the horizons of our dürftige present. Cf. 
(Heidegger [1942] 1993, 1946a, 1946b) 
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 Before looking at the figure of the translator in more detail, it is worth noting 
here that in its ordinary, literary sense already the translator differs from the poet (as 
that figure is understood by (post-)Romantic philosophers). Translators do not wait 
for inspiration. They turn here and now to what is foreign or in danger of fading into 
oblivion and incomprehensibility and try to translate it.8 Nor do they stand in an 
agonistic relation to alterity. Poets might turn to foreign or ancient sources but qua 
poets they do not know of any obligations towards them. They borrow, steal, 
appropriate to their own ends with artistic freedom. Translators, on the other hand, 
qua translators undertake an obligation to do justice to what they translate (more on 
this below). If they fail to do justice to it they can be rightly criticized as bad 
translators. This is not to say that they are always slavishly bound to the values 
expressed in what they are translating but they do have to seriously, dialogically 
reckon with them. 
 Social and political thought has amply and for a long time already ingested 
this concept of the poet, first formulated in philosophical aesthetics.9 By contrast, no 
one, I believe, has done equivalent work for the figure of the translator. How could a 
concept of translation firmly grounded in the phenomenology of translational practice 
be made useful for social and political thought and specifically for anthropological 
theory? The next section will propose such an ‘operationalization.’ 
 

II 
 
 To avoid confusion, let me mark off translational action from translation. 
Translational action aims not primarily at the translation of language, though that 
might be part of it, but at the translation of concepts. It refers to any series of actions 
that together amount to the translation of a concept. Insofar as concepts are embedded 
in institutions and social practices,10  any action that effects a change in these 
(including, possibly, poetry) can count as translational actions, provided they do 
indeed bring about the translation of concepts. So, what is a translation? One 
particularly rich phenomenological account has been proposed by George Steiner in 
After Babel. I will first present his account in the abstract and then, in the next section, 
apply it, in contrast with the poetic paradigm, to three anthropological case studies. 
 Translation, for Steiner, is a hermeneutic motion whose ethical and dramatic 
architecture unfolds in four steps: trust, aggression, incorporation, and restitution. 
First, there is trust: “we venture a leap: we grant ab initio that there is ‘something 
there’ to be understood, that the transfer will not be void” (AB, 312). Following the 
first clause of the quote—“we grant ab initio that there is ‘something there’ to be 

                                                
8 In theological parlance: they do not wait for divine permission (inspiration) to begin their task; they 
get to work and will know at the end of it, when the translation succeeds or not, whether they have had 
divine blessings. 
9 The locus classicus in aesthetics is Kant ([1790] 1963), §§43-50. For the most part, this source has 
remained implicit, however. Rorty is an exception and Heidegger, too (though he would not speak of 
either social or political thought). 
10 To the effect that the breakdown of certain institutions or practices can make certain concepts 
practically (as opposed to theoretically) unintelligible.  
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understood”—the object of trust could be the foreign: that there is meaning and 
goodness to be found where we initially see only enigma, danger, or chaos. The 
second clause—“that the transfer will not be void”—asks for a more generous trust: 
that the meaning of the foreign can be properly extracted (second step) and integrated 
into one’s own world (third step). It is a trust that the transfer as a whole “will not be 
void,” not merely the original source. Including the second possibility is important. 
Otherwise, we exclude cases where one translates not from a foreign context into 
one’s own but, inversely, from one’s own into a foreign context.11  
 The second step is aggression: meaning has to be seized and extracted out of 
its source context. Steiner speaks of the “incursive and extractive” dimension of the 
translation (313). It raises several ethical concerns that will be addressed in the fourth 
step. Yet the greatest difficulty is often in the third step of Steiner’s hermeneutic: 
incorporation. Steiner notes St Jerome’s image of the translator carrying home 
meaning as a captive (314). He is skeptical about the possibility of translation in cases 
without a strong and vibrant receiving context ready to incorporate the inflowing 
foreign conceptual resources. Without it, translation risks creating “a wash of mimicry” 
or provoking an immune response: an “endeavor to neutralize or to expel the foreign 
body”—if one is lucky (315). The graver risk is that the foreign might utterly 
consume the domestic. What was violently captured in the second step might take 
lethal revenge here. Especially ancient societies “can be knocked off balance and 
made to lose belief in their own identity under the voracious impact of premature or 
indigestible assimilation” (316).  
 “Knocked off balance” is an understatement for what has happened in the 
(post-)colonial scenarios discussed below. The translational actions that we find there, 
I shall argue, are not merely attempts to ingest foreign resources but also to translate 
their own into a new world—which was initially not even “disoriented or immature” 
(315) but in some cases barely existent. We can see these as special cases of Steiner’s 
paradigm where the context into which one integrates what is being translated is a 
particularly unprepared and unknown ground. If I am right about the cases below then, 
Steiner’s reservations notwithstanding, we shall come to see some such scenarios as 
nonetheless possible and translational action as a key to the emergence of a rich 
receiving world.  
 It is sometimes assumed that translation aims first and foremostly at making 
intelligible what is incomprehensible. Steiner’s third step already helps us see that 
translation needs to go beyond (theoretical) intelligibility by integrating the translated 
concepts into a new context where they become practically usable in speech even by 
those who have no access to them in their old context. Translation is more than 
multilingualism: something of one language or world is re-created in the other 
language. Herein lies translation’s creative, poetic dimension. Accordingly, I construe 
the third step of translational action as the creative integration of concepts into new 
worlds such that that even those who have no access to the original concepts (e.g. 

                                                
11 I will give examples of this in Section III.  
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generations born after the end of the old world) can employ the translations in their 
speech and (practical) reasoning.  
 Yet even so the translation would be incomplete. If anything is to distinguish 
it from conceptual pillage, a fourth step is necessary. Steiner calls it restitution. In 
literary translation the original text is left in an ambiguous state: the translation has 
given it attention, dignified it as worth translating, and let it live on for new 
readerships.12 Yet by falling short of the original (the usual case) or by replacing and 
eclipsing it through its own greatness (the exceptional case), the translator has done 
either too much or too little, and thereby committed an injustice. Steiner’s ideal—
rarely approximated and never completely reached—is one of equality in literary 
greatness. It requires that the New does not replace the Old in its own splendor, nor 
falls short of the Old. The two should rather coexist side by side, both deemed 
valuable and mutually illuminating each other: “the arrows of meaning, or cultural, 
psychological benefaction, move both ways” (318). In this ethical rather than 
agonistic relation between Old and New lies all the difference with the poetic 
paradigm. 
 Steiner talks about the translation of texts, whereas translational action aims at 
the translation of concepts. The question can thus not be of equivalence in literary 
greatness. My proposal is to construe the fourth step as following: 
 
 Translational action will be successful and ethical if and only if it brings about 
 sufficient and genuine continuity in the experience of ethical life across the 
 abyss between the old world and the new.  
 
 First, ethical life13 as the unit of comparison follows from a moderate holism 
about the meaning of concepts: concepts are meaningful only in their relation to other 
concepts. Radical holism would suggest that, consequently, no concept can be taken 
out of its context because the slightest alteration in its relation to other concepts 
would significantly alter its meaning. This would evidently threaten the very 
possibility of translation. On a moderately holistic picture, however, a sufficiently 
large group of concepts can mutually stabilize each other’s meanings when lifted 
from a larger context together. The idea is that the conceptual space of a world is not 
perfectly homogenous but structured such that clusters of concepts form at least  
relatively autonomous regions in this space, stabilizing each other in meaning. (We 
shall see an example below.)  
 Secondly, to meaningfully compare ethical life before a world-crisis and after 
we need to refer to the judgment of those with first-person experience of life on both 
sides of the abyss. They are the proper judges. Anthropologists and historians can 
record their testimonies and verdicts, making the judges’ reasoning and disagreements 
transparent, at least to some degree, to outsiders, too. This is my first precaution taken 
for assuring that the normativity of the concept of translation does not render it 
                                                
12 Cf. Benjamin (1923). 
13 The standard translation of Hegel’s Sittlichkeit, which encompasses all normative spheres of a 
society. Cf. (Hegel [1820] 1970). 
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parochial: control over the application of the criterion is fully given to local 
‘jurisdiction.’  
 A second step concerns the criterion itself, which is not empty but formal 
enough to let the proper judges themselves flesh out the details of its content. What 
we can say, at this point, those need to find is, thirdly, sufficient and genuine 
continuity (SGC). The continuity needs to be both of the right amount (sufficient) and 
the right kind (genuine). It will be such if the proper judges can testify, in good faith, 
to the goodness, by and large, of the new ways from the point of view of the old and 
vice versa. The Steinerian ‘arrows of benefaction’ need to run both ways: if the new 
ways are seen to hold no goodness at all from the point of view of the old, then those 
who were socialized into the old ways have to give in to despair, or live with great 
shame, or repress their knowledge of the old standards, the memory of what they held 
dear all their life. Such a life cannot truly be called a decent, much less a happy one. 
SGC will allow those who were socialized into the old ways to not feel shame—i.e. a 
compulsion to hide from reality—but to face reality and, without forced denial of all 
they have been socialized into, find enough meaning and goodness in it to avoid 
despair or madness. There must not be too little continuity for that—SGC specifies a 
minimal threshold, which can vary from case to case—and the continuity that there is 
must be genuine, i.e. it must not be an illusion of continuity that falters under scrutiny 
from the proper judges (this is the point of the good faith clause).14 
 Why is it also important that the old ways appear good, by and large, from the 
point of view of the new? Is it not sufficient that someone, some poet, create good 
new ways, regardless of where that leaves the old? Might not younger generations be 
justified to hold some contempt for their parents’ defeated ways, and those who were 
marginalized in the old times rightly come to see the loss as liberation or 
emancipation? Traditional concepts and institutions certainly are often oppressive. 
Losing them sometimes carries a welcome emancipatory potential. Yet casting the 
fourth step as sufficient and genuine continuity can capture these potential gains as 
well. SGC denotes merely that threshold level and kind of continuity below and 
without which madness, despair, living in denial or constant shame would be 
unavoidable. It is hard to see how life below this threshold could still count as decent, 
much less as flourishing. All emancipatory action seems contingent upon at least this 
much continuity and up to this point only is (small-c) conservatism conceptually built 
into translational action. 
 At the same time, there is a radical side to translational action as well. SGC 
does seem contingent upon some continuity in at least some concepts. Yet it does not 
require a priori the continuity, either fully or in part, of any particular concept. 
Initially, every aspect of the world in question is on the table. The claim here is 
epistemological: only a posteriori do we come to know what concepts are essential to 
a world’s ethical life, individually or in combination. Only after the translation can we 
retrospectively see which partial or full continuities in which concepts did, in fact, 
turn out to enable SGC. One does not need to have a whiggish view of history to 

                                                
 



 8 

believe that cruelty and oppression are inessential to any world. The forceful 
imposition of emancipatory projects (or ‘civilizing missions’), on the other hand, 
against ‘backwards’ local traditions has itself been a great source of cruelty and 
oppression. 
 Several objections are tempting. What if the proper judges disagree? Who is to 
decide whether anyone counts as a proper judge? What does ‘good faith’ mean? The 
best way to clarify the concept and address some of these objections is to turn to some 
concrete cases. What is presented as four parts of one action in Steiner might on my 
reconstruction be spread out over a series of actions, and be the work of groups or 
even generations. Historical cases will not present us with as neat and linear a 
chronology as the logical time of Steiner’s phenomenology suggests. With these 
qualifications in mind we are now in a position to ask—and answer—whether the 
deeds of some agents can count as translational actions? We can answer in the 
affirmative, if we can isolate the following four moments:  
 

(1) Initial trust that meaning and goodness are to be found in what seems 
initially only enigmatic or threatening,    

 
(2) a taking-up of old concepts, which will also be a taking-out of their old 

context, in the process of which they will necessarily undergo a 
transformation,  
 

(3) which will, however, allow them to work in a new context,     
  

(4) while also preserving “some integrity across that discontinuity:” the new 
life needs to be judged, by the proper judges and in good faith, to allow 
those socialized in the old world to continue without despair, great shame, 
or comprehensive denial (Lear 2006, 93/4). 

 
If some agents can be plausibly read as having acted this way, I think no other term 
than translation will do. ‘Preservation’ does not acknowledge the changes that the 
concepts undergo; ‘re-creation,’ ‘re-interpretation’ or simply ‘transformation’ do not 
inherently acknowledge the rupture between old and new world. Conceptual 
‘innovation’ or ‘creation,’ on the other hand, do not properly acknowledge the 
preservation of sufficient and genuine continuity across this rupture. 
 

III 
 
 Let me now apply this conceptual work to three case studies: first, a study of a 
recent millenarian cult on the Upper Xingu river in Southern Brazil by Carlos Fausto 
and Emmanuel de Vienne. The authors try to read the cultural innovations undertaken 
by its leader Manuá as translations. Yet I hope to show that we rather have in Manuá 
an example of a creative-destructive poet. Secondly, Anne-Christine Taylor’s study of 
shamanism among the northern Jivaroan Achuar in the border lands between Ecuador 
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and Peru. She provides us with a case of an uneasy compromise between poetic 
creation and translational action. Thirdly, Jonathan Lear’s anthropologically-informed 
philosophical study of the Crow, a Native American tribe of the Northern Plains. I 
will read the Crow as having accomplished a translation of their world. Let me also 
stress that my principal goal is not to provide a definitive verdict on each case but 
rather to illuminate my conceptual proposals through concrete examples of what 
poetic and translational responses to world-loss and world-transformation could look 
like. Each reading clearly stands in need of elaboration and more ethnographic data. 
 Fausto and de Vienne seek to fill a gap in the literature on Amerindian 
millenarian cults by focusing on the microdynamics of a cult’s genesis and spreading. 
In 2006, Manuá of the Kalapalo people on the Upper Xingu had received a new name 
from God Taugi, “Master King (Mestre Rei)” and been told that the world would 
come to an end soon (Fausto and de Vienne 2014, 168). Only association with Manuá 
would provide safety in the event (167). In his cosmology, myths, rituals, and visual 
self-presentation, Manuá blended indigenous elements with Christianity and capitalist 
modernity including “communion, baptism, dispensing medicines, shamanic 
treatment, chiefly reception, traditional formal speech, funerary wailing, witchcraft, 
TV shows, and Evangelical church services” (182). 
 Fausto and de Vienne read these blendings as “translating acts” (165). Like 
speech acts, translating acts, as they define them, not only carry meaning but, as acts, 
“induce transformations in practical situations;” they are “not solely or mainly made 
of utterances or texts” but, as the name says, of actions, “processes of transcreation 
unfolding in space-time” (165-6). Translational action, as developed above, agrees 
with the focus on action.15 However, without any normative dimension one will be 
unable to differentiate translation from other interpretive or creative acts. Yet if one 
has such a normative concept of translation it will also be clear that Manuá was no 
translating or translational agent but rather a creative-destructive poet figure.16 
 Translators qua translators change what they translate in order to preserve 
what is essential about it. They are concerned to do justice to it. Manuá showed no 
such concern.17 To the contrary, he was actively hostile to the traditions from which 
he took. He created a “plaza (hugógo)” for himself, at some distance from the 
village’s central plaza, “where the main chief … makes his formal speeches,” defying 
the chiefs “from the periphery” (169). He “short-circuits [the] institution [of 
shamanism] by claiming to have been directly elected by Taugi-God, and refusing to 
submit himself to shamanic training;” while traditional shamans value and use 
                                                
15 Without, as they sometimes do, downplaying the role of concepts and their semantic meaning for the 
characterization of a world. The unit of comparison in translational action is the experience of ethical 
life and that experience need not be always or entirely conceptual; the (pragmatist) idea is rather that 
the breakdown of a world will make explicit the concepts that were latently embedded, sedimented, in 
the practices, institutions, rituals, and art. Their new practical inapplicability will render them painfully 
salient but thereby also point us to where translational action is needed. 
16 The authors do come close to admitting something along those lines when they say that his deeds 
were “closer to the notions of transcreation and transliteration characteristic of some strands of poetic 
translation theory” (165). 
17 Despite what it may sounds like, my point is not to level a moral accusation, but to gain conceptual 
clarity. 
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tobacco, Manuá “deprecates tobacco” (172). He bans writing—Taugi’s voice is 
mediated only by Manuá’s own—and claims to speak with the gods “on an open 
public stage,” whereby “the difference between healing and initiation disappears, and 
the suffering intrinsic to initiation now appears as the healing process itself” (175). In 
one comprehensive theologico-political coup, Manuá “dethrones both chiefs and 
shamans” (173). Where a translator would have aimed to bridge a rupture, Manuá 
aimed to create one.  
 Thus, we have seen the moment of inspiration (the vision received from 
Taugi) and of an agonistic relation to tradition that were singled out above as the 
defining characteristics of the poetic paradigm. Manuá did not create ex nihilo but 
“appropriates and inverts,” “conflates,” “juxtaposes,” “merges,” “invents new 
settings,” and generally “puts the world in flux and remolds is” towards its 
“refounding” (175-84). Nowhere do we see any attempt at anything like Steiner’s 
fourth step, restitution, which I cast as sufficient and genuine continuity. Manuá might 
not himself have pushed things to a point where such continuity would be seriously 
threatened. (Poet-revolutionaries and their theorists often—but not always!—are 
conscious that falling below that threshold would endanger their projects). His entire 
efforts were, however, dedicated towards opening a rupture between the time before 
Manuá and the end-times under his auspices. He appropriated what seemed useful in 
the old and tried to stabilize it into “a new tradition, a new original,” which “implies 
the forgetting of the very process of translation” (186). From the perspective of 
Steinerian translational action, in contrast with the poetic paradigm, we clearly see 
that this is precisely not a translation (and why “translating acts” is a misnomer). 
Translation precisely can never imply “the forgetting of the very process of 
translation” (186) but will “render visible … [an] honestly argued distance” such that 
the arrows of benefaction can point from one world to the other, both being held 
valuable and illuminating each other (Steiner 1974, 156-7).  
 

* 
 
 Let us turn to the second case study, Anne-Christine Taylor’s analysis of the 
translations enacted by Jivaroan shamans. Adult Achuar Jivaroan men consider “two 
states of selfhood … desirable” (Taylor 2014, 97).18 The first she calls the ‘warrior 
stance.’ According to it, “to be a proper adult male Jivaroan is to live in a predatory 
stance vis-à-vis Others” (97). This form of subjectivity is cultivated by “ritualized 
agonistic interactions with same-sex humans … as well as with spiritual beings … 
and relations of seduction and taming with female and/or junior Others” (98). All of 
them are geared towards becoming “kakaram, i.e. powerful/eminent individuals,” a 

                                                
18 Taylor focuses on male forms of subjectivity because “from a Jivaroan perspective … being an 
exemplary Jivaroan” is “a male prerogative” (97) It is similar in the case of the Crow (see blow). 
Female shamans “are not unheard of among the Achuar” but “more common among the Shuar” (101). 
A close analysis of the role of gender in various translational actions would be a fascinating topic for 
further study. 
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status linked to the “ability to narrate autobiographical histories” of intra-tribal feuds 
and “inter-tribal (but endo-Jivaroan) warfare” (98). 
 Jivaroan warriors are no doubt very different from Romantic poets, yet 
regarding the establishment and defense of identities there are important, if limited 
parallels. First, there is agonism. Poets try to craft a singular identity (or voice) in 
competition with rivals and through struggles with large-looming forefathers. If they 
succeed they will become the precursors against which the next generation struggles. 
Similarly, Jivaroan warriors strive to “forge an exemplary life-course” through 
“encounters with arutam, forgotten, singular dead Indians, precisely the kind of spirit 
they will become posthumously, thus ensuring the transmission of new potentialities” 
(107). In both cases the agonism is creative: poets create works but through these they 
create also themselves; Jivaroan warriors perform deeds and through them forge their 
exemplary biographies. Thirdly, as with agents of the poetic paradigm, the warriors’ 
is a “forward-looking stance.” On the poetic paradigm, we expect the redemptive 
overthrow or completion of the present from a future yet to come. Jivaroan warriors’ 
look forward to future challenges which will give them opportunity to outdo their 
precursors.19  
 The second desirable state of selfhood is the ‘shaman stance.’ Shamans, too, 
are constantly engaged in warfare with others since, in Jivaroan cosmology, in order 
to heal one has to kill the spirit that caused the disease or fight off the enemy shaman 
that sent it. To this end, the shaman cultivates amicable relations with helper spirits. 
Yet the shaman’s way of framing identity is different from the warrior’s. The warrior 
always attempts to assert his difference and separateness from others whom he fights. 
Shamanic selfhood, however, is “multiple” and the “relation between Ego and Alter is 
built on a process of identification rather than on one of differentiating antagonism. 
… each term of the constitutive relation is poised to subsume the other” in a highly 
instable, always reversible polarity (100). Because the shaman always risks being 
taken over (“eaten”) by enemy shamans—traduttore, traditore!—he is always 
somewhat suspect to his fellow Jivaroans. Let us analyze their relation to alterity in 
more detail. 
 Importantly, shamans not only court identification with Jivaroan enemies but 
also with Whites. The warriors’ autobiographical narratives lack any reference to the 
“the centuries-long, highly conflictive relations between Jivaroans and representatives 
of the colonial and neocolonial Republican dominant society” (98). Shamans, on the 
other hand, are in touch with this other: their “healing songs … as well as ‘informal’ 
shamanic discourse are replete with allusions to the very world excluded from” 
warrior narratives (102). The water spirits from which their power derives are seen as 
“living in underwater cities full of machines and seated on turtles seen as cars,” and 
they incorporate many “Quichua words and sentences” into their vocabulary (103). 
Why the difference?  
                                                
19 Further analysis of the Jivaroan case would require a more comprehensive account of their notions of 
time and history. The poetic paradigm, in its European forms, draws, more or less explicitly, on Jewish 
and Christian conceptions of time, which might or might not be importantly different. Cf. Löwith 
(1953). 
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 My hypothesis is that such interactions cannot be encompassed by the causal 
 logic of vengeance. … Whites themselves are too ubiquitous, come under too 
 many guises … to be  subsumed under the category of shiwiar, ‘Enemy.’ In 
 this sense, they—and  the things they bring into the universe—are more like 
 an environment than a fixed category of species or person. (107) 
 
Rather than yet another enemy that the warrior could face, colonialism has forever 
altered the very arena in which the old feuds are fought out and “contacts between 
Jivaroans and Whites are viewed as a prolonged and painful process of transformation, 
analogous to the shifting sense of self and the feeling of disempowerment brought on 
by illness” (107).  
 Illness, among the Jivaroans, is conceived as a state of “orphanhood,” a return 
to childlike powerlessness combined with social isolation. Suffering, and the 
weakness it causes, is not seen as a symptom but as the disease itself. The “elongated, 
directionless temporality of pain” is the very opposite of the narrative form of warrior 
autobiographies structured by warfare exploits (105). “But the allusion to orphanhood 
has yet another dimension: loss of parents carried with it the very real threat of 
becoming the life-long slave of a White person” and “beyond this, most Achuar men 
in their late seventies had spent some months or years as young men working for 
White bosses, usually itinerant traders” (105-6). Sickness is culturally cast as being 
overpowered by hostile others, and particularly by colonialist Whites. Shamans have 
acquaintance with these enemy powers. That is why they can beat them; that is why 
they are also suspect. Entering the curing process is thus risky and calls for the kind of 
courageous trust. We can see the willingness to begin an open-ended shamanic 
healing process as the first step of translational action: that, whatever its result, the 
cure, as a transfer process, “will not be void.” 
  A shamanistic cure might reinstates the warrior in his power and return him to 
the warrior stance. Yet if this fails the patient might decide to prolong the procedure 
and to “develop his or her state as a quasi-shaman” (109). In a gradual process of 
transculturation the patient drifts “ever closer to the powerhouse of shamanic ability 
located in neighboring Quichua territory … adopting a new language and ethos” (110). 
Most importantly, he learns to “reframe both collective and individual experience of 
relations with Whites in terms of the kind of historical ‘narrative’ specific to the 
lowland forest Quichua cultures,” which knows four epochs: a “precontact ‘wild’ 
state… [a] time of slavery… [a] painfully oppressive phase of ‘learning’ essential 
knowledge about the White world … [and] finally, the ‘present times’ of political 
emancipation and mastery over the proper combination of White and Sacha Runa 
(forest people) knowledge and practice” (110). Here we see the second and third step 
at work: a painful and risky seizure and modification of certain traditional concepts—
specifically of certain narrative forms of autobiography and history—to make them 
work in new contexts. 
 The trajectories and transitions of many individuals collectively end up giving 
shape to two different identities, Jivaroan and Runa. Do they stand in a relation of 
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sufficient and genuine continuity to each other so that we can see the shamanic cures 
as translational actions? The Runa world is a real option for Jivaroan warriors 
allowing them to become other without succumbing to debilitating shame, madness, 
or life in sweeping denial. Inversely, a Jivaroan may after the process revert to this 
initial ethnic identity or decide to remain a Runa and “until recently … 
transculturation almost never led to permanent exit from the indigenous world,” 
which indicates that the ‘arrows’ might indeed point both ways (111). Some elements 
of the warrior stance survive in the Runa world: Jivaroans are “adept at finding new 
niches (indigenous political organization, armed conflicts between states, etc.) within 
which to deploy the adversarial relationships that underpin male magnified selfhood” 
(111). At the same time, also in accord with a translational picture, the distance 
between the two worlds is not effaced; rather it “emphasizes the heterogeneity of the 
fields of experience involved and maintains the differences” (113).  
 There are some indications, however, that the two stances—agonistic warriors 
and translational shamans—and the responses to crisis manifest in them, mutually 
interfere. The translation seems to work well in the short-term and on the individual 
level but pose long-term problems on the level of the collective: “the possibility of 
switching to a Runa identity steadily diminishes in the wake of the (uni) cultural 
ethnic politics now pervasive in Andean nations” (111).  
 
 Jivaroan people nowadays are constantly oscillating between the need for 
 shamanic therapy and the urge to expunge from their communities—
 sometimes by outright lynching—all and every real or suspected agent of 
 “whitening,” including young adolescents and even children.  
 
These “outbreaks of witch-hunting” are “becoming ever more frequent” (108). While 
individual Jivaroans might (for a while still) find in the Runa world a real alternative, 
Jivaro identity itself has not changed in ways that would allow it to escape the 
pressures put on it while at the same time preserving sufficient and genuine continuity 
with earlier forms. The Crow, when they were forced to give up their nomadic life 
and settle on a reservation in the late 19th century might present us with such an 
achievement. 
  

* 
 
 The Crow translated at least two concepts through their actions, which were of 
the greatest importance to them: ‘courage’ and ‘the good (life)’. The two were 
intimately bound up in the old world. The paradigmatic courageous act for a Crow 
was to count coup: a term that applied to victories against enemies in which one did 
not kill them, at least not immediately, but let them live (just) long enough for them to 
recognize that they had been defeated (Lear 2006, 16). Of course, such acts involved a 
much higher risk than simply taking the enemy down by surprise. Yet, far from being 
foolhardy or inefficient, Lear suggests that coups served a crucial function in 
establishing and protecting the boundaries of Crow life:  
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 the reality of a boundary is established when people on both sides recognize it 
 as such. The about-to-die Sioux warrior can see that he is about to die because 
 he has threatened a Crow boundary ... he has run up against a reality he cannot 
 alter: Crow reality. ... Seeing this is his last act. And the Crow tribe, when they 
 celebrate their victory later that night, can see that even their most deadly 
 enemy had to acknowledge the reality of the boundary that the Crows 
 themselves assert. (17/8)  
 
The notion of Crow courage is thus essentially bound up with defending the Crow 
good. Inversely, a good life for a Crow warrior could not be but one in which courage 
is essential. From earliest childhood on Crow children have been taught to be 
courageous and to admire the courageous warriors. The most courageous warriors 
occupied the highest social ranks and were universally acknowledged to be the best 
Crow.20 (63-5)  
 The translation began with a dream vision, which the last Crow chief Plenty 
Coups had at the age of nine. Going off into nature to receive a vision was a well 
established practice among the Crow (66). In his dream, Plenty Coups saw herds of 
buffalo moving away and being replaced by “spotted buffalo” (cattle) and a terrible 
storm that tore down all the trees, leaving only one tree unscathed in which the 
chickadee had built his lodge. Dreams were interpreted collectively among the Crow 
(71) and the tribe used this one to “struggle with the intelligibility of events that [in 
the mid 1850s] lay at the horizon of their ability to understand” (68), responding to a 
hardly graspable, yet collectively present anxiety (77). Over the years, they came to 
take the vanishing of the buffalo to mean that the old world would come to an end but 
also took the dream to include a message of hope: the chickadee survived the 
cataclysm. This bird has great cultural significance for the Crow. A chickadee-person 
is first of all a great listener:  
 
 Nothing escapes his ears, which he has sharpened by constant use. Whenever 
 others are talking together of their successes and failures, there you will find 
 the Chickadee-person listening to their words. ... He gains successes and 
 avoids failure by learning how others succeeded or failed, and without great 
 trouble to himself. (70/1)  
 
The dream told the Crow that chickadee-virtue would make all the difference. In 
Lear’s psychoanalytic terms: if the Crow could learn to cultivate the virtue of the 
chickadee, they would acquire “an ego-ideal who would be encouraging [them] to 
listen and never miss a chance to learn from others” (90). Yet how could the Crow 

                                                
20 The courageous warrior as paradigmatic human being seems to be an important parallel with the 
Jivaroan case. The pressure seems to have been less strong on traditionally female practical identities 
but only marginally so. Cf. Lear 2006: 46, 60f.  
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have come to understand chickadee-virtue as a form of courage?21 What Lear shows 
us lies at the heart of warrior-courage was the protection and establishment of Crow 
boundaries. To understand the translation of courage we need to ask: how does 
chickadee-virtue relate to the boundaries of Crow life?  
 Besides its gift for learning from others, the chickadee is also an aggressive 
defender of its territory (172). Yet the chickadee-person knows that material strength 
is not sufficient to protect the borders of Crow reality. In listening to others and taking 
their wisdom, one needs to sometimes allow one’s views and concepts to be altered 
and to permit the controlled influx of foreign strategies, concepts, ideas. “Develop 
your body, but do not neglect your mind,” the dream told the Crow (71). Chickadee-
virtue hence offered them a new way of thinking about how their borders protected 
their way of life. It allowed them to recognize that in times of great crises one needs 
not only to keep enemies out, but also allow foreign wisdom in. The concept of 
courage was thus transformed, broadened and thinned out, to include not only 
traditional warrior-courage but also the new chickadee-courage (65, 91).  
 We can see the first two of Steiner’s stages at work here: it began with trust 
that meaning and goodness could be found in what seemed initially like an enigmatic 
and threatening future. They were open to learn radical lessons from the dream and 
they were willing to listen even if much of it at first eluded their grasp (first step). The 
lesson of the dream, as they collectively came to interpret it, was that chickadee-virtue 
is what is needed to protect Crow good through a danger of barely imaginable 
magnitude. They could hence come to see chickadee-virtue as another form or 
courage, thereby seizing and transforming —broadening and „thinning out” (108)—
this central ethical concept into something new (second step).  
 Chickadee-courage was precisely the courage needed to venture (again) that 
leap of faith of Steiner’s first step. It allowed them to risk yet another translational act, 
this time for the concept of the ‘good (life)’. They realized that old Crow good would 
come to an end. This could have given them reason for despair and certainly for some 
it seemed as though the only courageous and worthy path of action would be to go 
down fighting (27f). But through Plenty Coups’ dream the Crow were able to foster 
the translational trust of Steiner’s first step for their world as a whole, which Lear 
calls their radical hope, and reason differently:  
  

(1) The old way of life is coming to an end and there is nothing we can do 
about that.  

 
(2) But the dream has told us that there is a way to survive this—and more 

than that: there is a way of attaining a good life through and beyond this 
crisis.  

 

                                                
21 Lear gives us a list of Aristotelian criteria to help us see how chickadee-virtue could count as form of 
courage (109-12). While this comparison might help his readers, it could hardly have been an option 
for the Crow. 
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(3) Hence, by learning from others, as the chickadee does, “we can get the 
good back” (90-4).  

 
As Lear explains, “what makes [this] hope radical is that it is directed toward a future 
goodness that transcends the current ability to understand what it is” (103). In spite of 
this indeterminacy, the Crow were able to hold on to the idea that some good could 
and would emerge if they follow the advice of the chickadee and that it was 
courageous to do so, i.e. that chickadee-courage was a way of defending and realizing 
an (as of yet uncomprehended) good way of life.  
 We have seen the first two of Steiner’s stages of translation completed for the 
concept of courage: initial trust and its subsequent transformation. The third step in 
the translation of courage would be its use in a new context: the exercise of this virtue 
needs to secure a (new) kind of Crow good. The success or failure of the translation of 
courage is thus ultimately bound up with the translation of the good (life). If it would 
turn out that no Crow life is possible that would be both good and authentic, that all 
courageous learning would result in a life that does not stand in sufficient and genuine 
continuity with the past, but would be seen as shameful and unworthy from the point 
of view of the old way of life, then chickadee-courage would not aim at protecting the 
good (life) and would not be genuine courage. Did the Crow manage to find a new 
form of good Crow life?  
 The tribe successfully took up farming under Plenty Coups’ leadership and 
some of the Crow’s own historians have argued that this is in fact a return to the 
tribe’s sedentary origins (99). Plenty Coups encouraged young Crow to attend law 
schools and eventually they won several legal battles in the courts and in Congress—
chickadee-virtue of the “second generation”—which finally stopped further 
encroachment on their land (138). Elements of the old warrior way survived, too: Lear 
relates the story of Joe Medicine Crow who fought in World War Two and upon his 
return learned from the elders that his deeds in war qualified him as a war chief, an 
office that had remained vacant after Plenty Coups’ death (Lear 2009, 92). Crow good 
thus took many forms: those that remained very close to the old ways, those which 
seem somewhat further from it, like farming, and some which perhaps lie in the 
middle, like the legal battles in the courts.  
 In this, the new Crow world is similar to the Runa world, which also blends 
elements of the old warrior stance with new and foreign elements. Moreover, 
chickadee-virtue itself survived. If the courage to translate is seen as a traditional 
virtue, then the mere fact of engaging in translational action can itself already be seen 
as preserving some traditional good. There is a second parallel here, in that “Runa 
identity is itself dual” in a way that approximates every Runa person to a quasi-
traditional shaman (Taylor, 114). The decisive difference, however, is that the in the 
case of the Jivaroans warrior courage and shamanistic courage are asymmetrically 
distinct. While shamans participate in the warrior’s feuds, warriors qua warriors do 
not participate the shaman’s fights. While Runa have a “shamanic dual ‘citizenship,’” 
Jivaroan warriors are citizens of one world only. The Crow, however, managed to 
hold warrior courage and translational courage together in one single view through 
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the symbol of the chickadee. The equivalent would be a Jivaroan warrior finding out 
that all warriors qua warriors have something of the shaman, too. While the split 
between the two stances in Jivaroan culture allowed individuals to translate their 
identity, at least for a while, by siding with one side of the split, the Crow, on this 
reading, managed to translate their world as a whole with sufficient and genuine 
continuity.  
  One possible objection against this reading of the Crow’s achievements has to 
be considered, however. The Crow sided with the US Army in the wars against their 
old enemies, the Sioux. Lear, citing Aristotle, calls it a “mixed action,” where it is 
ambiguous whether one acts voluntarily or not.22 Sioux-chief Sitting Bull harshly 
criticized Plenty Coups as an either naive or malicious collaborator with evil, and his 
willingness to learn under the auspices of the chickadee as a barely disguised sellout 
(Lear 2006, 107). If this accusation stands then no new concept of courage has been 
found. The possibility and desirability of translational action would then have been 
made less plausible than initially hoped for. It allows us to revisit the questions 
mentioned regarding the identification of proper judges. Sioux and Crow shared a 
common way of life, which gives weight to Sitting Bull’s judgment. They had also 
been deadly enemies since time immemorial, which likely makes him biased. 
Nevertheless, his standing is better than an outsider’s. 
 Lear proposes one counter-consideration by contrasting the Crow under Plenty 
Coups with the Ghost Dance movement supported by Sitting Bull. Unlike the Crow, 
who used Plenty Coups’ dream-vision to engage with reality in times of great danger, 
the Ghost Dancers were a messianic movement, using dreams and dances to “short-
circuit” reality and wishfully waited for a miracle to turn the tide of history (148f). 
Lear cites Freud and calls it a “turning away from reality” (151). On this reading, the 
Ghost Dancers’ wishfulness did not allow them to transform their concepts in a way 
that allowed them to courageously work for the good in a new way, but rather testifies 
to their inability to see any achievable good at all.23 More work is needed here and 
perhaps some ambiguity will remain to the end. For the purposes of this paper, I 
merely hope that the three cases have clarified the concepts proposed, illuminated 
what poetic and translational responses to world-loss could look like, and why such 
concepts might be useful for anthropology.  
 

IV 
 
 At the outset, I mentioned three features of my conceptual proposal for a 
concept of translation for anthropological theory (inter alia) that I want to briefly 
revisit by way of conclusion: diachronicity, normativity, and anti-constitutivism. First, 
the focus on diachronic change particularly in moments of crisis and, even more 
specifically, in the context of violent encounters between colonialist, capitalist 
                                                
22 Lear 2006, 138; cf. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1110a. 
23 If this reminds of Heidegger waiting for a messianic poet, the Heideggerian echoes are even stronger 
in a famous speech by Lakota activist Russell Means (1980). 
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modernity and its non-modern Others. The suffering, the transformations, and the 
hybridizations that ensue have been of eminent interest to anthropologists for some 
time. The concept of translation rightly understood, I hope to have shown, lends itself 
to analysing such cases. Normativity in particular is the key to making salient those 
differences between poets and translators, as I used those terms here, which would 
otherwise have gone unnoticed but which are so eminently important from the 
perspective of the agents involved themselves. A suitably (i.e. non-parochially) 
normative concept will not, of course, impose an external normative standard against 
local circumstances but, as I hope to have done, leave the specifics at the discretion of 
the agents in question, both at the level of justification (what exactly counts as 
sufficient and genuine continuity in this case) and the level of application (who are 
the proper judges).  
 Such a concept will lead us to ask questions such as: what are the intentions of 
those who seek change: to preserve what is worth preserving by changing what is 
inessential about it or to initiate a more-or-less total break with the old ways? Is the 
outcome of their actions as they intend? What would a non-agonistic relation between 
old to the new even look like? What debates are there among the proper judges? How 
do they, how should they negotiate disagreement? What conditions make translational 
action possible or impossible? What virtues need translational agents develop? What 
worlds are worth translating at all? When should we rather hope for a great poet to 
create new worlds? The answers to these questions have concrete and direct practical 
consequences for those who find themselves at the end of a world.  
 By contrast, merely descriptive notions of translation will allow us to note that 
something changes, some things are blended, that these blends occur on linguistic and 
non-linguistic levels; in short, that cultures, or worlds, are not static or homogenous. 
That much seems true but trivial. Often such notions start from the observation that to 
limit the concept of translation to inter-lingual translation is too restrictive. Next they 
broaden it to include intra-lingual translation and then inter-medial transmutation 
(Jakobson) until finally every interpretive or communicative act is cast as a translation. 
Having diluted the concept beyond utility they then call it constitutive and boost its 
value yet again by calling it democratic: everyone is always already a translator!24 As 
we have seen, this erases the serious differences between those who take on the 
difficult task of translational action and those who place their hopes—perhaps not 
always without justice—in the very different work of great poets. 
 Maintaining a strong conceptual distinction between poets and translators is 
by no means incompatible with the existence of hybrid cases in practice (as we have 
seen with the Jivaroans). To the contrary, to read hybrid cases as hybrid cases we 
need to have workably clear conceptual distinctions between the things that they are 
hybrids of first. Further work could help us turn the poet-translator distinction from a 

                                                
24 E.g. Hanks (2014, 35). The criteria proposed in Severi (2014, 51), a fascinating study from which I 
profited a lot, do not seem to me sufficient to individuate translation from other hermeneutic acts. 
Surprisingly, perhaps, given the general thrust of the paper as an attack on static, relativistic 
conceptions of “ontology,” it also gives no explicit thought to diachronic cultural transformations in 
colonial contexts. 
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dichotomy into a spectrum and help us see all kind of mixed forms and limited 
attempts. Working from both ends, empirical inquiry and conceptual reflection can in 
turns refine each other. Together, they can help us better understand, in times of a 
heightened awareness of the fragility of our own world under what conditions we 
should hope for a great poet and when translational action is the preferable course of 
action.  
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