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Lecture 1: Translation History Online

A Brief History of Translation: From the Tower of Babel to the Present Day
1. Mythical Origins: The Tower of Babel

The story of the Tower of Babel, found in the Book of Genesis, is
often cited as a symbolic origin of translation. According to the
narrative, humanity initially spoke a single language, allowing
unhindered communication. When humans attempted to build a
tower reaching the heavens, God “confused their tongues” as a
punishment, scattering people across the earth. While mythical, the
story embodies the challenges and inevitabilities of multilingual
communication. Scholars such as George Steiner (1975) interpret
the Babel narrative as an allegory for linguistic plurality and the
necessity of translation. It represents the core truth that wherever
languages diverge, translation is required to maintain
understanding, cultural exchange, and the transfer of knowledge.
This story, though symbolic, resonates with the persistent human
effort to bridge linguistic divides throughout history.

2. Translation in the Ancient World

Translation in the ancient world was largely motivated by practical needs, such as diplomacy,
administration, commerce, and religion. In Mesopotamia, texts like the Epic of Gilgamesh were
translated into several languages, including Akkadian and Hittite, revealing early attempts at cross-
cultural communication. Similarly, Ancient Egypt produced multilingual inscriptions, such as the
famous Rosetta Stone, which contained the same decree written in Hieroglyphic, Demotic, and Greek.
These examples illustrate the utilitarian and cultural dimensions of early translation practices,
emphasizing both the preservation and dissemination of knowledge.

In Ancient Greece, translation was less about practical necessity and more about philosophical
inquiry. Greek thinkers debated whether concepts could be faithfully expressed in another language,
an issue that would become central in later translation theory. The Romans, particularly Cicero and
Horace, formalized translation strategies, advocating sense-for-sense translation over literal word-
for-word rendering. Cicero argued that a translator must convey the meaning, style, and intent of the
original text to achieve the closest equivalence in the target language. These foundational ideas
continue to influence modern approaches, as noted by Bassnett (2014).

3. Translation in the Middle Ages

The Middle Ages saw translation become a cornerstone of intellectual and religious life. The Latin
Vulgate Bible, translated by St. Jerome, exemplifies the medieval emphasis on fidelity and clarity.
Jerome argued for balance between literal accuracy and readability, and his principles would
influence translators for centuries. During this period, translation was essential not only for religious
texts but also for scientific and philosophical knowledge.

In the Islamic Golden Age, translation became a systematic scholarly enterprise. The House of
Wisdom (Bayt al-Hikma) in Baghdad was a hub for translating Greek, Persian, and Indian works
into Arabic. Hunayn ibn Ishag, a prominent translator, developed rigorous methods including back-
translation and verification to ensure accuracy. The transmission of classical knowledge through



Arabic texts to Europe during the medieval period was pivotal in shaping the intellectual foundation
of the Renaissance, as highlighted by Gutas (1998).

In medieval Europe, cities such as Toledo, Palermo, and Sicily became centers for translating Arabic
scientific, philosophical, and medical texts into Latin. These translations introduced European
scholars to Aristotelian philosophy, Galenic medicine, and advanced mathematics, directly
influencing the intellectual revival that culminated in the Renaissance.

4. The Renaissance and Early Modern Period

The Renaissance (14th—17th centuries) witnessed a renewed interest in classical texts and a growing
demand for translation. The invention of the printing press facilitated wider dissemination of
translated works, encouraging literacy and shaping vernacular languages. Martin Luther’s German
translation of the Bible (1522-1534) was a turning point, democratizing access to scripture while
influencing the standardization of the German language. Luther emphasized clarity, natural
expression, and accessibility—ideas echoed later in Nida’s dynamic equivalence theory (1964).
The period also ignited debates about translation strategies. Translators questioned whether fidelity
should prioritize the literal wording of the source text or its cultural and aesthetic adaptation for the
target audience. These debates foreshadowed the modern notions of domestication and
foreignization, later theorized by Venuti (1995), highlighting the translator’s ethical and creative
role in mediating cultural meaning.

5. Enlightenment and 19th Century: Knowledge, Literature, and Romanticism

The Enlightenment placed a premium on the translation of scientific, philosophical, and literary
works. The circulation of knowledge across Europe relied heavily on translation, particularly in
natural sciences, mathematics, and political thought. Translation became an instrument for
intellectual progress, facilitating cross-cultural discourse.

The Romantic period brought a deeper reflection on the philosophy of translation. Friedrich
Schleiermacher (1813) famously distinguished between two strategies: bringing the reader to the
author (foreignization) or bringing the author to the reader (domestication). Schleiermacher’s ideas,
later expanded by theorists like Hermans and Bassnett, stressed that translation is not merely
linguistic but also cultural, ethical, and aesthetic. Literary translation in this period also underscored
the artistic dimension of translation, emphasizing style, tone, and literary form.

6. The 20th Century: Translation as a Discipline

In the twentieth century, translation emerged as a distinct academic field. Early linguistic approaches,
represented by J. C. Catford (1965), focused on equivalence and formal linguistic shifts between
source and target texts. Roman Jakobson (1959) distinguished between intralingual, interlingual,
and intersemiotic translation, providing foundational concepts that are still central to translation
studies today.

Eugene Nida (1964, 1969) introduced the concepts of formal equivalence and dynamic equivalence,
emphasizing that translation should achieve the same impact on the target audience as the original
text did on its readers. Later, the Skopos theory by Hans Vermeer (1978) framed translation as goal-
directed action, highlighting the functional and pragmatic dimensions of translating texts.

The cultural turn of the 1980s and 1990s, advanced by scholars such as Susan Bassnett (1980, 2014)
and Andre Lefevere (1992), emphasized that translation is not merely linguistic but deeply shaped
by culture, ideology, and social context. Translation became a form of “rewriting,” where power,
norms, and socio-political factors determine how texts are rendered in the target language. Gideon
Toury (1995) further contributed with his descriptive approach, focusing on translational norms and
the distinction between “adequate” and “acceptable” translations.



At the same time, audiovisual translation emerged as a major subfield. Dubbing, subtitling, voice-
over, and localization became essential with the rise of cinema and television. Scholars such as Diaz
Cintas and Remael (2007) have examined the theoretical and practical challenges of these forms,
including synchrony, timing, and cultural adaptation.

7. The 21st Century: Digital, Al, and Globalized Translation

The twenty-first century is characterized by rapid globalization, digital communication, and
technological innovation. Translation today is essential in business, diplomacy, medicine,
entertainment, and online communication.

Professional translators increasingly rely on Computer-Assisted Translation (CAT) tools,
translation memories, and corpus-based approaches to enhance consistency and efficiency.

Machine translation has evolved with the advent of Neural Machine Translation (NMT), producing
more fluent and context-sensitive translations than previous rule-based or statistical systems. Scholars
such as Koehn (2020) and Hutchins (2005) have explored both the opportunities and limitations of
these technologies. More recently, large language models (LLMs) such as ChatGPT assist with
drafting, revising, and analyzing texts, while human expertise remains indispensable, especially for
cultural, legal, literary, and ethical considerations.

The modern translator is therefore a complex professional: a mediator of culture, a skilled language
expert, and a technologically adept operator. Despite technological advancements, the core mission
of translation—connecting human minds across linguistic and cultural boundaries—remains
unchanged, echoing the challenges first symbolized in the Tower of Babel.

Conclusion

From the symbolic beginnings in the Tower of Babel to the Al-assisted translation tools of today,
translation has been a continuous and evolving human endeavor. Its history reflects the persistent
need for cultural exchange, knowledge preservation, and communication across languages. While
technology increasingly supports the translation process, the human translator remains central to
ensuring accuracy, cultural fidelity, and ethical responsibility. Translation continues to be, in essence,
a bridge across linguistic and cultural divides.
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