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translation looked more like a mistranslation in Rome. Other missionaries refused to go so far as
Ricci, keeping their traditional black robes and also the Latin word Deus. These conflicts offer
the most vivid early modern examples of the problems of both interlingual and intercultural
translation.

......... It may be illuminating to attempt to look at the process from a double viewpoints.
From the receiver’s point of view it is a form of gain, enriching the host culture as a result of
skilful adaptaion. From the doner’s point of view, on the other hand, translation is a form of loss,

leading to misunderstanding and doing violence to the original.

(Peter Burke, ‘Cultures of Translation in Early Modern Europe’, in Peter Burke and R. Po-chia
Hsia eds., Cultural Translation in Early Modern Europe, Cambridge, UK, 2007 X 1) . 31
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If the past is a foreign country, it follows that even the most monoglot of historians is
translator. Historians mediate between the past and the present and face the same dilemmas as
other translatores, serving two masters and attempting to reconcile fidelity to the original with
intelligibility to their readers.

For example, should one speak of ‘policy’ of a medieval king? The word does not occur in
the medieval texts. It was not necessary, since a medieval king did not have to convince voters
to elect him by presenting them with a programme for future action. A policy in the sense of
some principles or strategies underlying everyday political action, from doing justice to
extending his realm, he may have had, but a policy in the modern sense of programme is an
anachronistic concept.

Translation implies ‘negotiation’, a concept which has expanded its domain in the last
generation, moving beyond the worlds of trade and diplomacy to refer to the exchange of ideas
and the consequent modification of meanings. The moral is that a given translation should be
regarded less as definitive solution to a problem than as messy compromise, involving losses or
renunciations and leaving the way open for renegotiation.

In the case of the early modern period, the idea of negotiated translation seems particularly
appropriate to the mission field. Christian missionaries had to decide how far they could go in
adapting (or as was said at the time, ‘accommodating’) the Christian message to the culture in
which they were working. In China, for example, Matteo Ricci discovered that if he dressed as a
priest no one would take him seriously, so he dressed like a Confucian scholar instead, thus
‘translating’ his social position into Chinese. He allowed the Chinese whom he converted to pay
reverence to their ancestors in the traditional manner, arguing that this was a social custom rather
than a religous one. He translated the word ‘God’ by the neologism Tianzhu, literally ‘Lord of
Heaven’, and allowed Chinese Christians to refer simply to Tian, ‘Heaven’, as Confucians had
done.

In Rome, the Jesuits were accused of having been converted to the religion of the Chinese

rather than converting them to Christianity. What appeared in Beijing to be a good cultural
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