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For me, translation is an experience of meaning.
I have always been an avid reader of Hegel.
Being of Turkish origin, most Turkish translations of Hegel's texts have always
seemed completely inadequate to me. Inadequate not in terms of fidelity to the original
text, but inadequate because they are "incomprehensible."

The question of intelligibility.
When reading this or that sentence by Hegel translated into Turkish that seemed totally
incomprehensible to me, the question I would ask myself was: "if Hegel had written in
Turkish, how would he have acted to make his thought comprehensible?

Such a question might at first glance seem like nonsense, so convinced are we that
everything is not, after all, translatable into every language, that not every thought can
be spoken in every language (Hegel could not have thought all this in Turkish); yet this
question found its full justification in my eyes when I read the following considerations
by Hegel regarding the language of philosophy—considerations collected by
Rosenkranz (author of a masterful biography of the philosopher) from certain
manuscripts of Hegel during his Jena period (1801–1808).



A question that Hegel asks himself: for what reasons does philosophy consider that
the words of the spoken language, everyday language, the language of the "ordinary
man" (gemeinste Mensch) seem insufficient to express the truth? He says:

« Such forms [forms used by ordinary people] seem to us, as it were, not worthy enough to
contain this lofty beyond, the Idea, the Absolute, and something exotic seems to be more
suited to it, because the Absolute, the suprasensible world itself, is foreign to this
ordinary daily life in which we make use of those concepts. However, that which is in-
itself must precisely not possess this strangeness for us, and we must not give it this
exotic appearance through an exotic terminology; instead, we must hold ourselves
convinced that the spirit itself lives everywhere and that it expresses its forms in our
immediate popular language (unserer unmittelbaren Volkssprache).» (Karl Rosenkranz,
(1844), Georg Wilhem Friedrich Hegels Leben, Buch 2)

„Solche Formen scheinen uns gleichsam nicht würdig genug zu sein, und dies hohe Jenseits, die
Idee, das Absolute darin zu sassen, und etwas Fremdartiges geschickter zu sein, weil das Absolute,
die übersinnliche Welt selbst, diesem gemeinen täglichen Leben, worin wir jene Begriffe brauchen,
fremdartig sei. Allein dass, was an sich ist, muss eben nicht diese Fremdarigkeit für uns haben und
wir müssen ihm niccht durch eine fremdartige Terminologie dies fremdartige Ansehen geben,
sondern uns für überzeugt halten, dass der Geist selbst allenthalben lebt und und dass er in unserer
unmittelbaren Volkssprache seine Formen ausdrückt.“



And Hegel says this (which is fundamental for the translator) :

"Strictly speaking, it belongs to the highest culture of a people to express everything in
its own language. »
(a simpler translation: « we can say anything in our own language »

(“Eigentlich gehört es zur höchsten Bildung eines Volkes in seiner Sprache alles zu sprechen” )

This is exactly the standpoint of « structuralist linguistics ».

« «All cognitive experience and its classification is conveyable in any existing
language. Whenever there is deficiency, termminology may be qualified and amplified
by loan-words or loan-translations, neologisms or semmantic shifts, and finally, by
circumlocutions» » (Roman Jakobson, “On linguistic aspects of translation”, in
Selected Writings II (World and Language), Mouton, The Hague, Paris, 1971 ).



Nurullah ATAÇ (1898-1957) : one of the leading Turkish essayists of the 1940s

On the question of translation:

«When translating, one should not look for the Turkish equivalent of individual
words in a sentence, but of the entire sentence itself. It is not the words that convey
what the author wants to mean, but the whole that they create by coming together.
Think about it for a moment: when we say, "I am going for a walk in the
countryside," are we aware that we are using the words in that sentence? If someone
were to say to us, "You just used the words I, countryside, to walk, to go," we might
be surprised; while countryside and to walk might be acceptable, the words I and to
go might seem foreign to us; because we do not think about individual words, but
about what they all convey together. We do not think in words, but in sentences.
This means that in translation, too, it is futile to be bound by the words an author
uses and to insist on finding an exact equivalent for every single one of them; one
must grasp the author's intent and try to express it in our own language.» (Ataç 1946,
“Tercüme Üzerine”, the italics are ours).



Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, (translation by A.V. Miller); par. 20:
« The True is the whole. But the whole is nothing other than esssence consummating
itself through its development. »
« Das Wahre ist das Ganze. Das Ganze aber ist nur das durch seine Entwicklung sich
vollendende Wesen. »
« Le vrai est le tout. Mais le tout est seulement l'essence s'accomplissant et s'achevant
moyennant son développement. » (trad. Jean Hyppolite)

Aristotle
« Furthermore, the city is by nature prior to the household and to each of us
individually; for the whole must necessarily be prior to the part (…) » (Politics, Book
1, 1253a)

« Καὶ πρότερον δὴ τῇ φύσει πόλις ἢ οἰκία καὶ ἕκαστος ἡμῶν ἐστιν· τὸ γὰρ ὅλον πρότερον
ἀναγκαῖον εἶναι τοῦ μέρους· (…) »

"Here, the concept of 'essence' is understood by us as « logic » or « logical »'.



Adopting the Nurullah Ataç’s formula and with reference to Aristotle, we can say that
the logic of the sentence is prior to the words (which are the parts of a whole).

Consequently, when translating, we must strive to translate the sentence (the whole)
and not the words (the parts)."
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