ISSN-2278-5655

Aarhat Multidisciplinary International Education
Research Journal

{8 AMIER

Volume-XIV, Special Issues - | (b)

OPEN 8ACCE55

Nov - Dec, 2025

TRANSLATION AND INDIAN LITERATURES: BRIDGING THE MULTILINGUAL
AND MULTICULTURAL NATION

* Mrs. Uttara Sunil Dhangar & ** Mr. Rohit R. Warvadkar
*M.A .Part |, Student, Dr. D. Y. Patil Arts, Commerce and Science College, Akurdi, Pune.
** Assistant Professor, Department of Basic Sciences and Humanities, D. Y. Patil College of Engineering
Akurdi, Pune

India is a country of immense linguistic and cultural diversity, with twenty-two officially recognized languages and hundreds of
regional dialects, each bearing its own literary heritage. Translation, therefore, plays an indispensable role in uniting these diverse
linguistic traditions and making them accessible across regional and global boundaries. This research paper explores the
multifaceted relationship between translation and Indian literatures, tracing its historical evolution, cultural implications,
theoretical frameworks, and contemporary practices. It examines how translation has functioned as both a creative and political
act—mediating between regional identities and national consciousness, preserving classical traditions while fostering new literary
exchanges. From ancient Sanskrit renderings to modern translations of regional novels into English and other Indian languages,
translation in India has been a continuous dialogue between languages, cultures, and ideologies. The paper also highlights the
contributions of translators, institutions, and translation movements that have shaped modern Indian literary landscapes. By
analyzing translation as a cultural, aesthetic, and ethical process, this study underscores its centrality in shaping India’s composite
literary identity and argues that translation in India is not merely linguistic transfer but an act of cultural continuity and renewal.
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Introduction:

Translation in the Indian context is not a recent
phenomenon; it is as old as Indian civilization itself.
India’s multilingual character has historically fostered
constant linguistic negotiation and literary exchange.
From Sanskrit to Pali, from Persian to vernaculars, and
from classical to modern Indian languages, translation
has served as the thread that weaves India’s plural
cultural fabric. The ancient epics—*Ramayana* and
*Mahabharata*—exist in numerous linguistic versions
across India, not as literal reproductions but as creative
re-interpretations of shared narratives. These retellings
exemplify how translation has always been central to
the circulation of stories, philosophies, and cultural
values across linguistic borders.
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The modern concept of “Indian literature” as a unified
category is itself dependent on translation. Without
translation, regional literatures written in languages
such as Tamil, Bengali, Marathi, Urdu, Malayalam, or
Assamese would remain confined to their linguistic
territories. Translation thus functions as a mediator that
enables mutual recognition among Indian literatures
and between Indian and world literatures. In
contemporary scholarship, translation has moved
beyond being a mere linguistic exercise to becoming a
site of cultural negotiation, ideological expression, and
identity formation. This research paper investigates the
evolution of translation in India, the theoretical issues
surrounding it, and its vital role in shaping Indian
literary modernity and multicultural dialogue.
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The history of translation in India can be traced back to
ancient times, where translation was intertwined with
oral traditions, religious dissemination, and
philosophical exchanges. The earliest instances of
translation include the transmission of Sanskrit
Buddhist texts into Pali and later into Chinese and
Tibetan. These translations facilitated not only
religious propagation but also intercultural dialogue
across Asia. Similarly, the translation of Vedic and
Upanishadic wisdom into vernacular idioms made
classical thought accessible to the common people. The
Bhakti movement, flourishing between the 12th and
17th centuries, witnessed large-scale translation and
adaptation of sacred texts into regional languages, such
as Tulsidas’s Ramcharitmanas in Awadhi, Kamban’s
Ramavataram in Tamil, and Eknath’s Bhagavatam in
Marathi. These works were not verbatim translations
but creative cultural transcreations, reshaped by
regional idioms, emotions, and social ethos.

The medieval period also saw significant intercultural
translation under Persian and Mughal patronage. The
translation of Sanskrit texts like the Mahabharata into
Persian (Razmnama) under Akbar’s supervision
exemplifies translation as a tool of cultural synthesis.
During the British colonial period, translation assumed
new ideological dimensions. Colonial administrators
translated Indian texts to understand and govern the
subcontinent, while Indian reformers and intellectuals
translated Western philosophical, scientific, and
political texts to modernize Indian thought. Figures
such as Raja Ram Mohan Roy, Bankim Chandra
Chatterjee, and later Rabindranath Tagore utilized
translation as a means of cultural renewal and political
assertion.

The concept of “Indian literature” as a unified entity
largely emerged during the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries through the efforts of translation. English
education and print culture facilitated the circulation of
literary works across regions. Translations from
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regional languages into English and vice versa created
new readerships and contributed to a shared sense of
national identity. The Indian freedom struggle was
deeply influenced by translated ideas from European
liberalism, nationalism, and socialism, as well as by the
dissemination of regional reformist and spiritual
writings through translation.

Institutions like the Sahitya Akademi, established in
1954, further institutionalized translation as a national
cultural project. The Akademi’s translation programs
among India’s 22 recognized languages have been
instrumental in promoting inter-regional literary
communication. Thus, translation in India became a
political as well as literary act—an instrument for
fostering both diversity and unity. It allowed Indian
readers to perceive themselves not merely as Marathi,
Bengali, or Malayalam readers, but as participants in a
larger composite culture.

Translation in India extends far beyond the simple
substitution of words from one language to another; it
is fundamentally an act of **cultural negotiation**.
Every Indian language embodies its own worldview,
deeply rooted in regional customs, spiritual beliefs,
social hierarchies, and artistic traditions. When a
translator undertakes the task of rendering a text from
one Indian language into another, they are not merely
transferring vocabulary—they are interpreting entire
cultural systems. For instance, translating a Tamil
classic into Hindi requires sensitivity to vastly different
cultural contexts. The translator must understand how
social structures such as caste operate in both cultures,
how regional rituals and festivals are perceived, and
how mythological figures are referenced and revered
differently. Idioms, proverbs, and emotional tones
carry unique meanings that often resist direct
equivalence. Therefore, translation becomes a process
of mediation—bridging two worlds while ensuring that
neither the authenticity of the source text nor the
comprehension of the target audience is lost. This
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requires creativity, empathy, and cultural literacy.
Ultimately, translation in India is about preserving the
essence of meaning while allowing it to resonate
naturally within another linguistic and cultural
framework, turning linguistic exchange into a profound
act of cultural dialogue.

The concept of transcreation, widely discussed in
Indian translation studies, highlights the creative and
adaptive nature of translation within the Indian literary
tradition. Unlike conventional translation, which
focuses on literal accuracy, transcreation involves
reinterpreting and reshaping a text to make it culturally
meaningful and emotionally engaging for a new
audience. Indian translators often adapt idioms,
imagery, and references to align with the sensibilities
and experiences of the target readers while retaining the
essence of the original work. This approach is deeply
rooted in India’s rich oral and performative traditions,
where storytelling was always fluid and evolving rather
than fixed. Poets, singers, and dramatists throughout
history have retold familiar stories—Iike those from the
Ramayana or Mahabharata—in multiple languages,
each time infusing them with local color, dialect, and
cultural expression. Such practices reflect the belief
that literary works live through constant
reinterpretation rather than static preservation.
Therefore, translation in India is understood not as a
mere transfer of words but as a dialogic process that
bridges different linguistic and cultural worlds.
Through transcreation, translators become co-creators,
ensuring that timeless stories and emotions continue to
resonate meaningfully within new linguistic and
cultural contexts.

The greatest contribution of translation to Indian
literary life is its role in fostering inter-bhasha
communication, or dialogue among the many Indian
languages. India’s regional literatures—such as
Bengali, Tamil, Malayalam, Marathi, Kannada, and
Urdu—each possess deep and distinctive traditions
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shaped by unique histories, philosophies, and cultural
experiences. Without translation, these literatures
would remain confined within their linguistic
boundaries, preventing mutual understanding among
diverse linguistic communities. Translation acts as a
bridge, allowing readers from one region to explore and
appreciate the literary innovations, themes, and
aesthetics of another. Through translated works, a
Tamil reader can experience the spirit of the Bengali
Renaissance, or a Marathi audience can connect with
Malayalam social realism and Urdu romanticism. This
inter-lingual exchange not only enriches readers but
also nurtures a collective literary consciousness,
helping to construct the idea of a shared Indian
literature. Translation encourages cross-regional
empathy, comparative study, and the evolution of
common literary values. It allows cultural and social
movements to travel across linguistic lines, inspiring
new creativity and awareness. In this way, translation
strengthens national unity through cultural diversity,
ensuring that India’s multiple voices contribute to a
single, vibrant literary mosaic.

For instance, translations of Tagore’s works into
multiple Indian languages made him a national literary
figure rather than merely a Bengali icon. Similarly, the
translation of Premchand’s Hindi novels into southern
languages introduced North Indian realism to new
audiences. In recent decades, translations of Dalit and
feminist writings from Marathi and Tamil into English
have expanded their readership and contributed to
socio-political discourse at the national and global
level. Translation, therefore, democratizes access to
literature and gives marginalized voices a wider
platform.

English, as a postcolonial language in India, holds a
complex and paradoxical role—it is both a reminder of
colonial rule and an essential tool for global
communication and literary exchange. Despite its
colonial origins, English has become a bridge
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connecting India’s diverse regional literatures with the
wider world. Translating works from Indian languages
into English has been instrumental in bringing India’s
rich literary heritage to international audiences. Many
readers outside India first encounter Indian culture,
traditions, and social realities through such translations.
The growth of Indian Writing in English is deeply
rooted in this process, as numerous regional classics
have reached global recognition through translation.
Novels like Godaan by Premchand, Chemmeen by
Thakazhi Sivasankara Pillai, Paraja by Gopinath
Mohanty, and Samskara by U.R. Ananthamurthy
exemplify how English translations can transform
regional narratives into globally celebrated works.
These translations not only introduce the beauty and
depth of regional Indian literatures to international
readers but also allow for cross-cultural dialogue,
scholarly study, and appreciation. Thus, English serves
as both a mediator and amplifier, ensuring that India’s
multilingual literary voices resonate across continents,
while also challenging linguistic hierarchies inherited
from the colonial past. However, English translation
also raises issues of linguistic hierarchy and cultural
representation. Critics argue that English translations
often privilege certain regions, castes, or urban
narratives over others, thereby distorting the diversity
of Indian literary voices. Nonetheless, translation into
English continues to function as a cultural bridge—
connecting Indian literatures with global modernity and
enabling transnational academic discourse.

Translation studies in India have drawn upon both
Western and indigenous theoretical frameworks.
Concepts such as “equivalence,” “fidelity,” and
“domestication/foreignization” are reinterpreted in
Indian contexts where literal accuracy often gives way
to cultural adaptation. Scholars like Sujit Mukherjee,
A.K. Ramanujan, and Harish Trivedi have emphasized
that Indian translation practices stem from cultural
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pluralism and multilingual competence rather than
from rigid binaries of source and target languages.
A.K. Ramanujan’s idea of translation as “a second act
of creation” emphasizes that translation, especially in
the Indian context, goes beyond linguistic substitution
and becomes an act of imaginative recreation. Indian
translators have traditionally perceived translation as
transformation—an interpretive process that adapts
meaning, tone, and cultural nuance to new linguistic
and cultural settings. This approach acknowledges that
every act of translation inevitably reshapes the source
text according to the translator’s sensibility and the
target culture’s expectations. Ethical challenges
naturally arise in this process. Translators must make
sensitive decisions when handling caste-specific
idioms, gendered expressions, or culturally sacred texts
that carry deep social and religious significance.
Rendering such elements literally may alienate the
target audience, while excessive adaptation risks
distorting the original’s intent. Hence, the translator
must balance accessibility with authenticity—ensuring
that the translated text remains faithful to its spirit while
being comprehensible and resonant to new readers. In
this delicate balance, the translator emerges as both an
artist and a mediator, negotiating between fidelity and
creativity, between cultures and histories, and between
past and present. Thus, translation becomes a deeply
ethical and cultural practice, shaping cross-cultural
understanding through linguistic artistry.

In contemporary India, translation has entered a new
phase with the rise of digital platforms, literary
festivals, and academic programs. Online journals,
translation prizes, and social media collectives have
increased the visibility of translators and diversified the
literary field. The New India Foundation, the JCB Prize
for Literature, and the KLF Book Awards have
recognized translations alongside original works,
signaling a shift in literary values.
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Despite this progress, challenges remain. Many
regional literatures still lack sufficient translators and
funding. Literary translation is often undervalued, and
the economics of publishing discourage large-scale
translation projects. Moreover, linguistic politics and
ideological biases sometimes influence which texts get
translated. To address these issues, academic
collaboration, translation residencies, and government
support are essential for sustaining India’s translation
ecosystem.

Conclusion:

Translation in India is not merely an academic pursuit
or linguistic exercise; it is a vital cultural practice that
sustains the nation’s plural identity. In a country where
every few kilometers brings a change of language,
dialect, and cultural sensibility, translation acts as the
lifeline of mutual understanding. Historically, it has
enabled the transmission of religious, philosophical,
and literary traditions—from the Sanskrit classics to
the vernacular epics and modern fiction. In the post-
independence period, translation became the vehicle
for inter-regional literary dialogue and the construction
of a national canon. Today, translation continues to
mediate between global and local, modern and
traditional, elite and subaltern voices.

At the theoretical level, translation in India represents
an ongoing negotiation between fidelity and creativity,
between linguistic precision and cultural resonance.
The translator in India is not merely a linguistic
technician but a cultural ambassador, navigating
complex histories of power, caste, and colonialism. As
regional literatures gain global recognition through
translation, Indian literary identity itself becomes more
dynamic and inclusive. The digital revolution and
institutional initiatives have opened new avenues for
translators, yet equitable representation across
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languages remains a challenge. Ultimately, translation
in Indian literatures is both a mirror and a bridge—
reflecting the diversity of India’s voices while
connecting them through shared human emotions and
experiences. It ensures that no language or literature
remains isolated and that India’s multilingual
imagination continues to thrive in an interconnected
world.
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