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ABSTRACT:

The Indian subcontinent, with its profound linguistic

diversity and stratified cultural history, represents a unique and
complex laboratory for the study of translation. This paper moves
beyond a Eurocentric theoretical framework to examine how
translation in India has historically functioned as a critical,
contested technology for the negotiation of cultural and political
power. It argues that the practice of translation in India has been
instrumental in three key processes: the construction of classical
and vernacular knowledge systems, the formation of modern
regional and national identities, and the political management of
contemporary multiculturalism. The analysis explores key
historical junctures—from the translational activities under
Buddhist, Mughal, and early colonial patronage to the politicized
debates during the 19th-century Bengal Renaissance and the post-
Independence era of linguistic reorganization. By focusing on case
studies of translating sacred texts, modern literature, and legal-
administrative documents, the paper investigates the role of
translation as both a bridge and a barrier, a tool of cultural
exchange, and an instrument of hegemonic control. It concludes
that in the Indian context, cultural understanding is not a passive
byproduct but an active, often contentious, achievement mediated
through the translator’s choices, which are inevitably situated
within matrices of caste, religion, class, and regional politics.
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Introduction:

The relationship between translation and cultural understanding
in India cannot be examined through the universalist lens of Western
translation theory alone. India, a civilizational space characterized
by millennia of multilingual interaction, profound religious—
philosophical exchange, and successive layers of political
sovereignty, presents a distinctive and intricate paradigm. Here,
translation has never been a mere academic or literary exercise; it
has been a vital, living practice essential to governance, spiritual
life, knowledge transmission, and social mobility. This paper posits
that in the Indian context, translation is the primary apparatus
through which cultural understanding has been historically
orchestrated, contested, and institutionalized. From the royal akhara
(workshop) of a Mughal emperor to the colonial office of a British
administrator and the desk of a modern-day Sahitya Akademi
translator, the act of translation has been inextricably linked to
projects of power—whether imperial, colonial, or national. To study
translation in India is, therefore, to study the very mechanics of how
its diverse cultures have communicated, assimilated, and resisted
one another. This investigation will trace a historical arc, analyzing
how translation served as a conduit for Buddhist and Islamic
knowledge systems, became a central instrument of colonial
hegemony and native resistance, and now functions as a fraught but
necessary tool for managing a multilingual democracy. Ultimately,
this paper argues that cultural understanding in India is a palimpsest,
its layers composed of countless translational acts, each bearing the
imprint of the historical moment and power relations that produced
it.

The Premodern Cosmopolis: Translation as Knowledge
Synthesis and Imperial Consolidation

Long before the colonial encounter, the Indian subcontinent
was a vibrant sphere of translational activity that facilitated deep
cultural synthesis. This premodern period challenges the notion of
translation as a binary exchange between two monolingual poles,
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instead revealing a complex, multidirectional flow of ideas. A
seminal example is the movement of Buddhist texts. Philosophical
works composed in Pali and Sanskrit were translated into Tibetan
and Chinese by scholars like Kumarajiva, facilitating the spread of
Buddhism across Asia. This was not mere transmission but profound
interpretation, where Indian philosophical concepts were rendered
into alien linguistic and cultural frameworks, creating new syncretic
traditions. Closer home, the Mughal Empire, particularly under
Akbar, institutionalized translation as a tool of imperial consolidation
and cultural integration. The Maktab Khana (Translation Bureau) in
Fatehpur Sikri undertook monumental projects like the Persian
translation of the Hindu epics, the Mahabharata (as the Razmnama
or “Book of Wars”) and the Ramayana. As historian Muzaffar
Alam notes, this was a political act aimed at creating a shared
cultural vocabulary between the Persianate ruling elite and their
diverse subjects, fostering a composite imperial ideology. Similarly,
the translation of Sanskrit treatises on medicine, mathematics, and
statecraft (Ayurveda, Jyotisha, Arthashastra) into Persian made this
classical knowledge accessible to the administrative class, integrating
it into the operational knowledge system of the empire. In the South,
figures like the Kannada poet-scholar Kumara Vyasa engaged in
“transcreation,” refracting the Sanskrit Mahabharata through the
lens of local Bhakti sentiment, thereby democratizing access to epic
narratives and shaping regional literary cultures. In these instances,
translation was a deliberate strategy for building a cosmopolitan,
polyglot polity, where cultural understanding was engineered from
above to serve the ends of governance and spiritual unity.

The Colonial Encounter: Translation as Hegemony and the
Spark of Nationalism

The British colonial project in India fundamentally transformed
the politics and purpose of translation, turning it into a central
technology of conquest and control. This period starkly illustrates
Lawrence Venuti’s concept of translation as a potential instrument
of cultural imperialism, but also reveals its unintended role as a
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catalyst for resistance. The Orientalist phase, exemplified by the
work of scholars like Sir William Jones and the Asiatic Society of
Bengal, involved the massive translation of Sanskrit texts (like
Manusmriti and Shakuntala) into English. While this generated a
“discovery” of India’s past for Europe, it was a selective,
interpretative project that often framed Indian civilization as static,
spiritually sublime, and lacking in historical consciousness—a
construction that later served to justify colonial rule as a modernizing
mission. More consequentially, the colonial administration’s
utilitarian shift under figures like Thomas Macaulay led to the
translation of English codes of law and Western scientific and
historical texts into Indian languages. This was a hegemonic project
aimed at creating a class of interpreters—"Indian in blood and
colour, but English in taste, in opinions, in morals, and in intellect”—
to facilitate rule.

Paradoxically, this very machinery became a tool for the
forging of a nationalist consciousness. The translation of Western
political philosophy—ideas of liberty, rights, and democracy—into
vernacular languages by figures in the 19th-century Bengal
Renaissance (like the Derozians and later, Gandhi) provided the
conceptual vocabulary for anti-colonial critique. Conversely, the
translation of Indian texts and histories into English by Indians
themselves, such as R.C. Dutt’s translations of the epics or Bankim
Chandra Chatterjee’s novels, became a means of asserting cultural
pride and negotiating identity on a world stage. The colonial
encounter thus positioned translation at the heart of a power struggle:
it was the medium through which the colonizer sought to understand
and master the colonized, and simultaneously, the medium through
which the colonized understood, appropriated, and ultimately turned
the colonizer’s tools against him. Cultural understanding here was
a battlefield, with translation serving as both weapon and wound.
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The Postcolonial Nation-State: Translation as Administrative
Necessity and Cultural Politics

With Independence, the task of translation in India acquired
a new, monumental urgency: to administratively bind and culturally
imagine a multilingual nation-state. The political settlement of
linguistic states in the 1950s, based on the States Reorganisation Act
of 1956, made translation an everyday bureaucratic necessity for
governance, law, and education. The official translation of the
Constitution into various scheduled languages was a symbolic and
practical act of making the foundational document of the republic
accessible, asserting that sovereignty resided in the people’s tongues.
Institutions like the Sahitya Akademi (National Academy of Letters),
established in 1954, were founded with an explicit translational
mandate to “foster and co-ordinate literary activities in all the
Indian languages and to promote through them the cultural unity of
the country.” The Akademi’s translation programs sought to create
a national literary canon by translating “masterpieces” from one
Indian language to another, bypassing English as a necessary
intermediary. As scholar G.N. Devy observes, this was an attempt
to forge a “translated nation,” where cultural understanding was to
be achieved through a horizontal flow between vernaculars.

However, this project has been fraught with the very politics
it sought to transcend. Translation became, and remains, a site of
intense cultural politics. Debates rage over which texts get translated
(elite literature vs. subaltern oral traditions), who gets to translate
(often upper-caste, metropolitan intellectuals), and into which
languages (prioritizing scheduled languages over hundreds of
“minor” ones). The translation of Dalit autobiographies, such as
Bama’s Karukku from Tamil or Omprakash Valmiki’s Joothan from
Hindi, into other Indian languages and English, represents a powerful
counter—narrative. These translations force an uncomfortable cultural
understanding of caste oppression into the national mainstream,
challenging the sanitized, upper-caste literary canon. Similarly, the
translation of tribal (Adivasi) oral epics into dominant regional
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languages or English raises ethical questions of appropriation, loss
of context, and the politics of representation. In postcolonial India,
translation is thus a dual-edged instrument: it is indispensable for
the practical functioning of democracy, yet it is perpetually entangled
in contests over cultural capital, representation, and power.

Sacred Texts and the Vernacular: The Democratization of
Religious Understanding

Perhaps the most profound impact of translation on cultural
understanding in India lies in the religious sphere, specifically in
the vernacularization of sacred texts. This process, central to the
Bhakti and Sant movements from the 12th century onwards, was a
revolutionary translational act with massive social and cultural
consequences. The Bhakti poets—translators consciously rejected the
linguistic hegemony of Sanskrit, the language of the priestly elite
(Brahmins), and chose to compose and translate devotional poetry
into the languages of the common people: Kabir in Hindi, Tukaram
in Marathi, Mirabai in Rajasthani, the Alvars and Nayanars in
Tamil. Their work was not literal translation but spirited transcreation,
rendering the essence of philosophical concepts (like in the Gita or
the Upanishads) into local idioms, metaphors, and musical forms
(bhajans, abhangas).

This translational movement democratized religious access
and understanding, breaking the Brahminical monopoly on scriptural
interpretation. It empowered lower castes and women to claim direct
spiritual experience, fostering a populist, emotive religiosity that cut
across social hierarchies. Centuries later, similar impulses drove
translations of the Guru Granth Sahib (from its base in Old Punjabi
and Braj) and the Bible into numerous Indian languages by Christian
missionaries, which also had significant social and literary
repercussions. The translation of sacred texts thus engineered a
radical shift in cultural understanding: it relocated the site of
religious authority from an inaccessible, scholastic language to the
intimate, spoken word, thereby reshaping social identities, literary
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traditions, and the very fabric of popular piety. This historical
precedent underscores how translation in India can be a deeply
subversive act, capable of restructuring social hierarchies by
reconfiguring access to knowledge and spiritual truth.

Contemporary Challenges: Globalization, Digital Media, and
the Shadow of English

In 21st—century India, the dynamics of translation and cultural
understanding are being reshaped by the forces of globalization and
digital technology. The dominance of English as the global lingua
franca and the primary language of corporate enterprise, higher
education, and digital content creates a new asymmetry. There is
now a massive, often commercially-driven, flow of translation into
Indian languages from global (largely Anglo-American) sources—
be it self-help books, management theory, or streaming platform
subtitles. Conversely, the flow of translation out of Indian languages
into the world, while growing, is still disproportionately filtered
through English. This reinforces a center-periphery model where
regional languages engage with the world via English, potentially
flattening cultural specificities for global consumption.

Simultaneously, digital tools and social media present new
frontiers. Crowdsourced subtitling for regional films on platforms
like YouTube, fan—driven translation of web comics, and the real-
time translation of news and political discourse on social media are
democratizing translation, taking it out of the hands of institutional
elites. However, this also raises issues of accuracy, the spread of
misinformation, and the erosion of nuanced, context-rich translation
in favor of immediacy. Furthermore, the translation of technical,
legal, and scientific knowledge into Indian languages remains a
critical challenge for true epistemic decolonization and inclusive
development. The contemporary moment thus presents a paradox:
translation tools are more accessible than ever, promising greater
cultural exchange, yet the risk of a homogenized, Anglophone-
centric “‘understanding” looms large. The task for India now is to
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harness these new technologies to foster a truly multilingual digital
and intellectual ecosystem, where translation facilitates a balanced,
respectful dialogue between its own diverse languages and with the
world, rather than perpetuating new forms of cultural dependency.

Conclusion:

The journey of translation in India reveals it to be the
indispensable lifeline of what is increasingly termed a “civilisation—-
state.” It is the continuous, often contentious, process through which
this profoundly diverse entity has conversed with itself and the
world. From the syncretic courts of premodern empires to the
ideological battlegrounds of colonialism and the administrative—
cultural matrix of the modern republic, translation has been the key
mechanism for managing diversity, transmitting knowledge, and
negotiating power. The cultural understanding it produces is never
final or absolute; it is provisional, contested, and deeply political. It
is forged in the choices of the translator—whether a Mughal scholar,
a colonial munshi, a Sahitya Akademi editor, or a Dalit activist—
each mediating between worlds from a specific social location. In a
nation with 22 officially scheduled languages and hundreds more
in active use, where legal, educational, and cultural spheres are
inherently multilingual, translation is not a marginal activity but a
central condition of national life. To invest in translation—ethically,
institutionally, and technologically—is to invest in the very possibility
of a cohesive yet pluralistic India. Ultimately, the history of
translation in India teaches that cultural understanding is not a pre—
existing harmony to be discovered, but a fragile, hard-won
achievement, constantly being written and rewritten in the act of
translation itself.
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