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Translation Studies          Unit I 

Survey of the History, Growth and Role of Translation in India 

Introduction 

 India is collectively called one country but it is not so politically and geographically. 

It is culturally diverse. Its culture and tradition is complex and so we cannot define Indian 

culture in generalization. However, India has lived with pluralism for centuries. The history 

of India is based on linkages with the three major religious: Hindu, Islamic and Christian. 

The linkage is essentially from translation.  

Translation is the communication of the meaning from one language (SL) to another 

language (TL).  

Translation in Daily Life 

 The modern world is a world of continuous communication in different languages. 

There are different countries which produce films, medicines and manuals. All these are 

translated into different languages so that the target people can know about the heritage, 

knowledge and traits of the native people start from naturally humans like to share thoughts 

and feelings of others. Translation helps people learn about the personal, linguistic and 

cultural traits of the native people.  

 Language is a product of human experience. Using the language, in the formative 

years, humankind wrote books, documents, scripts, journals, diaries, letters, reports, 

stories, and poems. All these were stored in the form of books or manuscripts. When we read 

all the works written by the eminent writers of various countries, we come to understand the 

secrets of their knowledge and thoughts.  

Linguistic Movements and influences of the subcontinent:- 

 Before the arrival of Europeans to India, India was confined to castes and classes. 

Education was provided to people orally. There were no written books to provide education 

because the great genius of Indians put forth their knowledge in the form of songs and 

poems which moved from one language or region to another orally, informally and easily. 

When the oral poems or songs came to other regions, they were slightly modified according 

to the preferences of the region. Hence, we have different versions of Ramayana and 

Mahabharatha. This proves that there was re-composition in Indian tradition.  

Arabic and Persian in India 

 About the 13
th
 century, the Delhi Sultanate came to political power in India. The 

Sultans enriched the region by introducing Arabic and Persian in India. In turn, the 

languages enriched the region culturally. As a result, the mixture of Arabic and Persian 

languages produced a hybrid language named Urdu which becomes nativized in Indian 

languages and cultures producing Arabic literature in India.  
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The Mughals 

 When Mughals came to rule India, Sanskrit and Hindu literature along with Buddhist 

and Jain began to come back. Mughal emperor Akbar set up a translation bureau in India 

to translate Indian works in Persian. He wanted to promote harmony between the two major 

religious systems and wanted Persians to understand the Hindu’s knowledge. The first 

translation of the Ramayana was translated in 1580 by Maulvi named Badayuni. Thereafter, 

Akbar arranged translators to translate. The Mahabharata, the Yoga Vasistha, the 

Harivamsa and the Bhagavata into Arabic and Persian. Thus, through Persian language, 

Hindus’ sacred literature was translated and they became known to Arabic and Persians.  

Translation for Commercial Purposes 

European Traders 

 In 1583, the Europeans came to India to become the sole traders in India. At that 

moment, the Mughals were the kings. Hence, the Europeans had to learn Persian to enrich the 

business. As a result, the British needed people who knew two languages. Such a person was 

called ‘dwibhashi’, speaker of two languages.  

Early British Translations 

 After the Europeans established their government in India, at that moment, almost all 

the Indian texts were not in book forms in Indian languages. The Indian texts were available 

as translated versions. The British scholars urged their government to discover, collect and 

translate information about India. So, they translated Indian texts in English. While the 

translation process was going on, Warren Hastings, the then Governor-General of India, 

read the Indian law book, Dharmashastras, translated from Sanskrit into Persian and felt that 

Hindus should be ruled by Hindu Laws. 

Religious and Literary Translations 

The Bible 

 In course of translation process, the Bible was translated into Indian languages. It 

resulted in producing Dictionaries and establishment of printing presses. Missionaries 

studied Indian culture, Philosophy and languages to develop methods to preach the 

messages of the Bible. Meanwhile Indian medicines were translated and Heinrich Roth 

developed the first Sanskrit grammar in Latin in the seventeenth century. These Latin works 

were then translated into English. Soon, the first western style dictionary in Kannada was 

developed by William Carey in 1817.  

As a result, journals, magazines and newspapers came to be published into local 

languages to spread the gospels of the Bible. This, in turn, became a reason to grow Indian 

print media.  

 The spread of magazines inspired Indians to read about the various gods and 

goddesses of different regions. They found their models in English literature and thus 
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English became a medium of Indians’ intellectual exchanges and means of communication 

with the outside world.  

Translation and Knowledge Society 

The Knowledge Empire of Baghdad 

 Around the 7
th
 century, the Muslims conquered the Mediterranean region. As a result, 

armies, merchants, traders with rare manuscripts and jewellery, contributed to the movement 

of translations among cities and people. The caliphs of Baghdad created a single linguistic 

roof bringing together all the cultures. Syrians, Greeks, Persians, Jews, Hindus and 

Armenians produced translators into Arabic. The caliphs valued various cultures and the 

works and wanted the valuable works to be known to the wider community.  They did not 

bother about where it came from so translation work was in full swing. As a result, medical 

centre in Persia was established for the study of medicine based on the translated curriculum 

of the Alexandrian schools.  

Translation and Globalization 

Translating India for the world 

 In the 18
th
 century, the British scholar William Jones found that India had a 

valuable literary culture so he spread it to the subcontinent. Afterwards, Indian literature 

was translated into many countries especially in English and Latin. English people were eager 

to learn more about Indian culture which was termed ‘Indology’. But, in 1857, the Indians 

raised their voices against the East Indian Company so the British government took over the 

administrations from the English East India Company and suppressed the translation works in 

India.  

Into and out of India 

 The German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer read about the translated 

Upanishads in the beginning of the 19
th
 century. He was attracted towards it. Later on, 

Friedrich von Schlegel, a young poet and philosopher, was studying Sanskrit under and 

Englishman in Paris. He was so moved by what he learnt from Sanskrit and after returning to 

Germany he published a book titled ‘On the Language and Wisdom of the Indians’ in 1808. 

It became the discovery of classical literature because it helped learn the knowledge of 

Indians some centuries before.  

A curious coincidence 

It must be remembered that the Arabic versions of scientific and mathematical productions 

were done by second-hand translations. That is, the Arabs translated works from Syrian and 

Pahlavi texts that were themselves translations of earlier works in Greek and Sanskrit.  

 

 



Unit I     Translation Studies Page 4 
 

India and Translation 

 The peculiarity of translation is that one text can be translated by many over and over 

again.  

For example, religious texts can be translated into many languages over and over 

again by more than one person. This is the nature of translations. As a result, a fresh 

translation of the same work is produced in every ten years. Thus, the translation allows our 

heritage building to be developed and to be known to the wider world.  
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Key Concepts in Translation 

Translation 

 Translation is a complex but constant process by which various works of literature of 

different languages are translated into other languages. In this process, only one work can 

be translated by various authors but all the translated versions remain different.  

 It is because each translator understands the language context and cultures of the 

target languages differently and so they translate the same work differently. However, there 

remain some common theories and key concepts of translation.  

Key Concepts in Translation and Source Language 

 In the translation process, the original work that  is translated into other language is 

called the source language is called the source language text, shortly ST and the language 

into which the text is translated is called the target language text, shortly TT. Similarly, the 

language from which one work is translated is called the source language.  Shortly, SL refers 

to the original languages of a text.  

 For example, Tamil (Thirukkural) to English, English (Thirukkural) to Hindi. In this 

case, we have to consider the work as the source text that is being read as the original text. In 

other words, though a text is a translated version, if the text is being read as the original text, 

then that text is to be considered as the source language.  

In the above example, Tamil Thirukkural is translated into English. So, the English 

speakers will have to consider the English version as their original text and the English 

translators can translate the English-Thirukkural into German or Latin. It implies that what 

we are reading is the original through translation.  That is, that translation is our original.  

Target Language 

 Target language refers to the language to which the translation work is done. In other 

words, TL means the language that a source text is being translated into. In the translation 

process, the translators consider the culture, way of life, context and tradition of the source 

language. Because, there may be some dissimilarities between each tradition and culture so 

the translators will consider the culture of the source language and translate it into the target 

language considering the people of the target language. Here, it must be noted that most of 

the original texts are translated into English because English has become the target language 

medium for world readers.  

The Linguistic systems 

 In the translation process, the translator’s aim is to bridge the source language and the 

target language texts while keeping an eye on the translator’s social and cultural world. 

Sometimes, the translator may struggle and cultural world. Sometimes, the translator may 

struggle to translate some words due to linguistic untranslatability. 1. Poonool, 2.Kumkum 
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 For example: certain Indian words like; poonool and kumkum cannot be translated 

into English because they do not have such culture and words. So the translator translates 

such words into English based on how he feels the suitability in target language.  

Cultural Systems 

 In the translation process, sometimes the translators find it very difficult to translate 

some words which are peculiar to one culture. The cultural untranslatability occurs to the 

absence of such culture in the target culture.  

For example; hot dog is a common expression in America which means a specific 

food. This cultural related word cannot be exactly translated into other language. Some more 

examples of cultural related phrases are; 

 Pay your  taxes with a smile 

 A warm welcome 

 The problems of the world are easily soluble in wine.  

 All these phrases give out different meaning in the target language so the translators 

find them difficult to translate but they translate the sense of such phrases into target 

language with understandable words so that the people targeted can get the meanings.  

Faithfulness 

 While the translators translate the original text, they must be faithful. It means that 

the translators must try to convey the meanings, tone and mood of the original speakers and 

writers.  

 If the translators do not exactly translate the original tone of the speaker, they are not 

just and faithful to their task. So, they must be faithful and responsible to translate and 

transmit the message of the original speaker accurately.  

Confusions 

 In the translation process, the translators come across some confusion due to the 

meanings of a language.  

For example; in India, the sentence, ‘he is dark’ means that the person is black in 

colour. But the same sentence in America means that the person has black hair. Such 

confusions occur while translating so the translators must be very efficient in both the source 

language and the target language.  

Equivalence 

 The problem of equivalence occurs based on the distance of language. In other words, 

when a work is attempted to be translated into a language that is very longer in distance, there 

occurs the problem of equivalence.  
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For example, if a source text is from Malayalam, then there would be less difficulty 

in translating into Tamil or any other Indian languages. But, the problem of equivalence 

occurs when the same work is translated into English because it is difficult to find 

equivalent words or phrases into English.  

 Therefore Mr. Ranga Rao rightly says, ‘translation is a transmission of creative 

energy.  

 For example, a famous Tamil poem titled ‘iravu choodar’, was translated into 

English as ‘Yamini’ after the name of the heroine. The translator felt that the Tamil poem 

would deal with ‘lurid romance’ of the heroine. But, the heroine’s name, ‘yamini’ means 

dark or night so the actual title was not translated literally. 
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