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Abstract

Translation in the twenty-first century has emerged as a critical site of resistance, particularly in the context of indigenous and marginalized
literatures. Historically complicit in colonial expansion and epistemic domination, translation today functions as a counter-hegemonic practice
that reclaims suppressed voices, restores cultural memory, and challenges canonical exclusions. This paper examines the transformative role of
translation in reviving indigenous narratives across postcolonial contexts, including Dalit literature in India, African indigenous writing, and
Native American storytelling traditions. Drawing upon postcolonial translation theory, subaltern studies, and decolonial thought, the study
argues that translation operates not merely as linguistic transfer but as political intervention. It enables cultural survival, reshapes academic
canons, and constructs alternative archives in the digital age. However, ethical challenges—including appropriation, market-driven translation,
and loss of cultural nuance—continue to complicate its emancipatory potential. Ultimately, this paper contends that translation in the 21st
century functions as a decolonial praxis that reclaims narrative sovereignty for historically marginalized communities.
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Introduction
Translation has long been perceived as a neutral act of
linguistic  mediation.  Traditional translation theories

privileged fidelity, equivalence, and semantic accuracy.
However, contemporary scholarship has challenged this
reductive view by foregrounding the ideological and political
dimensions of translation. In colonial contexts, translation
frequently served imperial interests by reframing indigenous
knowledge systems within Western epistemological
frameworks. Today, in contrast, translation increasingly
functions as a form of resistance—an instrument for
reclaiming silenced histories and restoring marginalized
identities.

The twenty-first century has witnessed a renewed scholarly
and political interest in indigenous and marginalized
literatures. As globalization intensifies cross-cultural
exchanges, translation plays a pivotal role in enabling
suppressed narratives to circulate beyond their regional
boundaries. This paper argues that translation has evolved
into a decolonial tool that challenges hegemonic literary
canons, reconstructs cultural memory, and affirms narrative
sovereignty.

Colonialism, Language, and Epistemic Erasure

Colonial regimes systematically deployed language as a
mechanism of control. In countries such as India, Canada, and
Australia, indigenous languages were marginalized through
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institutional policies privileging English and other European
languages. This linguistic hierarchy led to the erosion of oral
traditions and the devaluation of native epistemologies.

Ngtigi wa Thiong'o powerfully argues in Decolonising the
Mind that language carries culture, memory, and identity. The
imposition of colonial languages, therefore, constituted not
merely linguistic replacement but cultural displacement.
Translation during colonial periods often reinterpreted
indigenous texts through Eurocentric lenses, thereby
domesticating cultural difference and reinforcing imperial
authority.

Similarly, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak interrogates whether
the subaltern can truly speak within structures dominated by
hegemonic discourse. Translation becomes a crucial site in
this debate: it can either silence subaltern agency or amplify
it.

Theoretical Framework:

Translation as Political Praxis

Postcolonial translation theory redefines translation as an
ideologically charged act. Lawrence Venuti critiques the
invisibility of the translator and advocates for
“foreignization,” a strategy that resists cultural assimilation by
preserving linguistic difference. Foreignization becomes a
political gesture, compelling readers to encounter alterity
rather than consume domesticated narratives.

Homi K. Bhabha introduces the concept of hybridity,

<141>



IJRAW

suggesting that translation operates within a “third space”
where cultural negotiation occurs. This liminal space allows
marginalized voices to destabilize dominant narratives and
reconfigure identity.

In this context, translation is no longer passive reproduction;
it is active intervention. It challenges epistemic violence,
reconstructs  suppressed knowledge, and repositions
marginalized literatures within global discourse.

Dalit Literature and Translation in India

The translation of Dalit literature into English marks a
significant moment in Indian literary history. Dalit narratives
articulate experiences of caste-based oppression that were
historically excluded from mainstream literary canons.

The Tamil writer Bama’s Karukku, when translated into
English, reached national and international audiences.
Similarly, Omprakash Valmiki’s Joothan exposed the brutal
realities of caste discrimination. Translation enabled these
works to enter university curricula and global academic
discussions, transforming regional protest literature into
transnational discourse.

In this sense, translation operates as resistance by:

e Challenging caste invisibility.

e Disrupting upper-caste literary dominance.

e Enabling intersectional dialogue on race, class, and

gender.
e African Indigenous Narratives and  Linguistic
Sovereignty

African literature provides another compelling example of
translation as resistance. Chinua Achebe re-centered Igbo
cosmology in global literature, challenging colonial
depictions of Africa as primitive. Meanwhile, Ngiligi wa
Thiong'o made a radical decision to write in Gikuyu rather
than English, asserting linguistic sovereignty.

Translation of African oral traditions into global languages
facilitates cultural survival while simultaneously raising
ethical concerns regarding representation. When undertaken
responsibly, translation amplifies indigenous epistemologies
rather than subordinating them.

Native American Storytelling and Oral Traditions

In Native American contexts, translation plays a vital role in
preserving oral storytelling traditions. Writers such as Joy
Harjo integrate tribal chants and cosmologies into poetic
expression. Leslie Marmon Silko blends myth and history to
reconstruct communal memory.

Translation here functions as archival preservation. It
documents endangered languages and ensures
intergenerational  transmission of cultural knowledge.
However, the sacred dimensions of indigenous cosmology
necessitate ethical sensitivity. Translators must avoid
commodifying spiritual narratives for global markets.

The Digital Age and Democratization of Translation

The twenty-first century has introduced technological
transformations that significantly impact translation practices.
Digital archives, online publishing platforms, and community-
based translation initiatives have expanded access to
indigenous texts. Artificial intelligence tools facilitate rapid
translation, although they often lack cultural nuance.

The digital era democratizes literary circulation, enabling
marginalized writers to bypass traditional publishing
gatekeepers. Yet, market-driven translation risks exoticizing
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indigenous cultures for consumption. The tension between
accessibility and authenticity remains central to contemporary
translation debates.

Ethical Challenges and Responsibilities

Despite its emancipatory potential, translation is fraught with
ethical dilemmas. Spivak emphasizes the need for intimate
reading and ethical surrender to the text. Translators must
engage deeply with cultural context rather than impose
interpretative authority.

Key Ethical Concerns Include:

e  Cultural appropriation.

e Simplification of complex cosmologies.
e  Market commodification.

e  Erasure of linguistic nuance.

Collaborative and community-based translation models offer
promising alternatives. When translators emerge from within
indigenous communities, authenticity and accountability are
strengthened.

Translation as Cultural Survival and Counter-Archive
Translation in the 21% century contributes to the construction
of counter-archives. Colonial archives often excluded
indigenous voices or framed them through imperial discourse.
Translation now facilitates the recovery of suppressed
narratives and the reconstruction of alternative
historiographies.

By documenting oral histories and endangered languages,
translation ensures cultural survival. It becomes a form of
narrative sovereignty, allowing communities to define
themselves rather than be defined by dominant structures.

Reconfiguring the Literary Canon

Translated indigenous texts increasingly appear in
comparative literature and postcolonial studies curricula. This
inclusion destabilizes Eurocentric literary hierarchies and
broadens academic discourse. Translation thus reshapes
knowledge production itself.

The recognition of marginalized writers in global literary
forums signals a shift in cultural capital. Translation enables
participation in transnational dialogues on justice, identity,
and memory.

Conclusion

Translation in the 21st century transcends linguistic
mediation. It functions as political resistance, ethical
engagement, and cultural reclamation. By amplifying
indigenous and marginalized voices, translation challenges
hegemonic narratives and reconstructs literary history.
However, its transformative potential depends upon ethical
responsibility and community collaboration. When practiced
conscientiously, translation becomes a decolonial praxis—one
that carries not merely words across languages but dignity
across histories of silence.

In reclaiming indigenous voices, translation reimagines the
future of global literature as plural, dialogic, and just.
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