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Failed Translations: Textuality of Capital against 
Walter Benjamin’s »Th e Task of the Translator«

Michael Marder*

In order to stage a sustained encounter between literary theory and Marxian 
political economy, this paper initiates a dialogue between Walter Benjamin’s 
»Th e Task of the Translator« on one hand, and Marx’s Capital, on the other. 
I will theorize the two-fold transition from the language of labor to value to 
price in the latter work as an exercise in economic translation haunted by and 
predicated upon the untranslatability of use-value, or pure diff erence. In light 
of this initial outline, I will contend that the specifi c intentionality of capital, 
the predominance of the »pure language« of value, and the discursive construc-
tion of mainstream economics violate the immanent grounding of economic and 
non-economic systems of signifi cation.

JEL classifi cations: B, B, B

»To move between languages, to translate […] is to experience the almost bewilder-

ing bias of the human spirit towards freedom.« (George Steiner, After Babel )

»[T]he translator, per defi nition, fails. Th e translator can never do what the original 

text did.« (Paul de Man, Th e Resistance to Th eory)

. Introduction: Recourse to Method

Re-reading Marxian political economy in the post-structuralist vein, Spivak (: ) 

observes that in the three volumes of Capital »Marx uncovered the economic text« which 

became the proper object of his study. If, indeed, the economic is the textual, one should 
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be able to read and to write, to translate and to interpret the economic text and the »eco-

nomo-graphic« principle by the means of which it operates as a system of named and writ-
ten diff erences. Further, if we are to begin to unravel the variegated implications of Spivak’s 

weighty statement, we should be, fi rst of all, willing and prepared to stage an encounter 

between contemporary literary theory and theories of textuality on one hand, and Marxian 

political economy, on the other.

Below, I conceptualize such an encounter in terms of the notion of literary and eco-

nomic translation as it emerges in the three volumes of Capital, as well as in Walter Ben-

ja min’s »Th e Task of the Translator«. In fact, this article will follow the theoretical course 

of the latter work, moving from the untranslatable through life  /after-life and intention-

ality to the dream of pure language. I will argue that in Marx’s and Benjamin’s texts, any 

advances in the direction of pure language (the unfettered self-valorization of value) are 

forced to simultaneously run the opposite course toward the untranslatable (use-value ob-

stacles), producing languages on the verge of madness and a series of »failed translations« 

in the capitalist economy.

Th e homology of literary and economic translations neither operates on the level of 

comparisons, nor devises the ways in which the economic comes to approximate or mimic 

the textual, and vice versa. Beyond the infi nite possibilities of analogies and parallels, I pro-

 pose to trace the logic of the economic in and through the textual and the logic of the 

textual in and through the economic. In short, I begin with the supposition that political 

economy is a special kind of text, while the modus operandi of any text is predicated on 

basic economic principles. Th is is not to suggest that the extra-economic or extra-textual 

elements do not disturb both the economic and the textual. Quite the opposite is true: 

the text always refers, if only negatively and elliptically, to the non-systematic context it 

has not succeeded to inscribe in its entirety, while the economic ultimately reaches a point 

of infl ection into the non-economic (immeasurable and incalculable) »base of the base« 

embodied in use-value. For now, suffi  ce it to say that materially, if not formally, the rela-

tion between the economic and the textual is irreducible to a metaphorical or allegorical 

homology, but contains the kernel of meaning around which these terms are constituted.

. Use-Value and the Untranslatable

In order to address the untranslatability of use-value, we must fi rst consider what translat-

ability implies in the context of capitalist economy. Marx explicitly evokes translation in 

Volume III of Capital, writing that 

»the vulgar economist does nothing more than translate the peculiar notions of the 

competition-enslaved capitalist into an ostensibly more theoretical and generalized 

language, and attempts to demonstrate the validity of these notions« (: ).

  For more on this approach to the relation between the textual and the economic see Marder 

().
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And again near the end of the same volume:

»Vulgar economics […] is nothing more than a didactic and more or less doctrinaire 

translation of the everyday notions of the actual agents of production.« (ibid.: )

Here Marx treats bourgeois economic translation as an ideologically motivated and fanati-

cal fi delity to the »notions« of the capitalist actors situated exclusively on the plane of ap-

pearances, codifying and legitimizing the shallow and »immediate« understandings within 

the political-economic enunciations and descriptions. Th e alluring power that compels us 

to accept vulgar economic principles as true is precisely their empirical grounding in the 

»everyday notions« and the closed loop this grounding creates (i. e., the movement from 

everyday notions, through a rash abstraction, to strikingly similar everyday notions de-

duced from this false abstraction). Viewed from the vantage point of Marxian political 

eco nomy, such fi delity to the economic phenomena creates one of the worst mistransla-

tions imaginable.

On the other hand, in Capital translation operates on a diff erent level. Proceeding 

systematically and, as it were, counter-archaeologically from the inner core of capital – »the 

hidden abode of production« (Marx : ) – toward the visible plane of circulation, 

Marx successively deciphers three economic sub-texts that belong to the superimposed 

textual and analytic surfaces, namely: labor, value, and price. Consequently, in its new role 

translation signifi es a two-fold transition from labor to value (producing labor theory of 

value), and from value to price (resulting in the theory of price determination and its sub-

sid i ary, the transformation problem).

A brief glance at the fi rst moment of translation – the transition from labor to value – 

will suffi  ce for the introduction of the notion of the untranslatable. To represent value by 

the means of labor, one must abstractly conceive of the commodity as an embodiment of a 

certain quantity of (socially necessary) labor-time (Marx : ). In capitalist commod ity 

production geared toward sale and exchange, the magnitude of value renders commodities 

interchangeable. Nonetheless, a number of qualities are sacrifi ced to this mode of represen-

tation, such as the singularity of use-values, as well as the modality of conceptualization 

that is inexpressible in the language of money. Th e radical heterogeneity, singularity, and 

unexchangeability of the product of labor are untranslatable into and incomprehensible 

from the standpoint of value-creation and valorization they enable. Th e absolutely »untrans-

latable use-value«, for instance, is not produced for exchange, but for use, and is therefore 

incommensurable with the language of equivalence.

Yet, on another level, use-value is always already untranslatable. We may describe use-

value (if such a description is at all possible) neither as a signifi er, nor as a signifi ed, but as 

the unsignifyable property of life, constituting both the content and the means of human 

living. It »is« pure diff erence that underlies and foregrounds the system of diff erences later 

formalized and concentrated in the economic text. Marx’s signifi cantly underdeveloped 

concept of use-value has given rise to various misunderstandings, such as Baudrillard’s and 

Böhm-Bawerk’s comforting refuge in the identifi cation of the »ambiguous« use-value with 

the certainty of utility (Böhm-Bawerk :  f., Baudrillard :  f.). Despite dan-
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gerous confusions such as these, the fact that Marx left this evanescent concept rather un-

theorized is justifi able, for, in doing so, he repudiated the purely philosophical desire to 

treat it at a high level of abstraction and generalization, thereby losing the referent in the 

midst of the theoretical currency more appropriate for the concept of value. As Herbert 

Marcuse put it in a slightly diff erent context of instrumental rationality, »positivistic analy-

sis wishes to eliminate [the metaphysical character of things] by translation, but the trans-

lation eliminates that which was to be defi ned« (: ).

Th e double meaning of the untranslatable as unexchangeable and untheorizable is 

echoed in Benjamin’s notion of the inexpressible within expression: »In all language and 

linguistic creations there remains in addition to what can be conveyed something that can-

not be communicated.« (: ) Th e hallmark of a good translation is its ability to trans-

fer to and preserve within the translator’s language what was untranslatable in the original; 

it carries (translatio) the untranslatable within itself (ibid.: ). To a certain extent, value 

must also preserve use-value as its indispensable »substratum«; it carries the untranslatability 

of use-value underneath itself. But a preservation of the concern for the inalienable and 

uniquely singular human need within the economic system is none of the capitalist business. 

Benjamin’s messianic vision of the good translation applied to the realm of the economic is 

nothing short of communism, in which the singularity of the need and the ability of each 

glow with the new light of justice rendered to the untranslatable.

On the other hand, according to Benjamin, a poor translation pretends that there is 

nothing untranslatable. It lives in the veneration of technical fi delity to the text and »in-

tends to perform a transmitting function«, transmitting nothing »but information – hence 

something inessential« (ibid.: ). Th is, in fact, is capital’s pure language, or the language 

of pure capital. Information is »info-value« that can be quantifi ed in bits, and therefore, 

stored, accumulated, and exchanged, following the model provided by capital. Often pre-

cluding the qualitative singularity of experiential knowledge, the individual exchanges and 

social circulations of info-commodities constitute the privileged way of speaking and »re-

lating« to others within the late capitalist mode of production.

Capital’s most daring dream is to secure total transparency of »noiseless« information 

transmission by completely eliminating the interference of use-value and the untranslat-

able as its ineluctable substrata. Nonetheless, since the process of translation occurs pre-

cisely in the medium of the untranslatable, since the soul of value exists in the body of use-

value (Marx : ), even a partial realization of capital’s fantasy yields periodic crises 

that produce »the forcible establishment of unity between elements that have become inde-

pendent and the enforced separation from one another of elements which are essentially 

one« (Marx : ). Th is entails a violent reaffi  rmation of value’s dependence on use-value, 

despite capital’s delusions to the contrary, and hence, of the indissoluble bond between 

translation and the untranslatable.

In light of Benjamin’s diff erentiation between good and poor translations, Marx’s evo-

cation of translation in Capital assumes new signifi cance. Th e doctrinaire, poor translation 

of vulgar economics is concerned with the empirical phenomena under the assumption 

that they exemplify universal laws. As a result, it gives rise to major economic categories, 
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such as rent, wages, interest, profi t, etc., but treats them as isolated concepts that are in-

dependent from each other. Th e circle of poor economic translation closes when

»[c]rass empiricism turns into false metaphysics, scholasticism, which toils painfully 

to deduce undeniable empirical phenomena by simple formal abstraction directly 

from the general law« (ibid.: ),

that is, when purportedly universal laws endeavor to explain empirical phenomena. On 

the other hand, Marx’s translation fulfi lls Benjamin’s criterion of goodness, on at least 

two counts. First, it maintains the untranslatability of use-value as an obstacle on the 

way of value’s self-valorization. Marx uncovers the unavoidable »noise« in the otherwise 

ideal communication of capital with itself – the noise that may obstruct this communi-

cation and produce an economic crisis. Second, Marx is careful to translate in a way that 

incorporates the necessary inner connections between various economic categories into 

a qualitatively diff erent theoretical language. Upon retracing these inner connections to 

the exploitation of labor, one experiences the déjà vu of having arrived on the threshold 

of the untranslatable.

. From Production to Circulation, from Life to After-Life

One of the most original elements in Benjamin’s meditation on translation is his use of 

the concepts of life and after-life in their relation to texts and works of art in general. In 

the context of Marxian political economy, I am interested in these concepts to the extent 

that they describe the dynamics of capitalist production and circulation. In this section 

of the paper, I will theorize the »lives« of value and of labor in their function as the origi-

nal in translation. Further, I will apply Benjamin’s notions of survival and criticism to 

various interactions of life and after-life, living and dead labor, in Marx’s text. I will argue 

that in spite of the dialectical complementarity of labor and capital in the capitalist mode 

of production, the latter survives not only as a mode of domination over the former, but 

also as a threat to its own survival.

For Benjamin, life is characteristic of the original work of literature expressed as a 

pre-history of translation:

»Just as the manifestations of life are intimately connected with the phenomenon 

of life without being of importance to it, a translation issues from the original – 

not so much from its life as from its afterlife. For a translation comes later than the 

original, and since the important works of world literature never fi nd their chosen 

translators at the time of their origin, their translation marks their stage of contin ued 

life.« (: )

But if a translation is to »issue from the original«, the life of the original must have already 

been supplanted with its after-life. Th e work of literature and its translation, the text’s life 

and its after-life, are removed from each other in time, rendering the immediacy of life 
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absolutely untranslatable, since it occurs prior to translation, perhaps in a diff erent epoch. 

Nonetheless, translation saves the life of the original, as it »marks [the original’s] stage of 

continued life«.

In Marx’s text a similar necessity obtains for the sequence of production and circulation. 

If value is valorized in the process of production, it cannot be realized before it reaches the 

sphere of circulation. Even though capital tends toward the increase of turnover effi  ciency, 

speeding up its pace in a desire to reduce circulation time to zero (Marx : ), the 

unavoidable gap separates the two spheres. Th is gap demarcates the rugged edges of what 

is untranslatable within the temporal fabric of the capitalist text and joins the list of other 

use-value obstacles that

»remain the bearers of perennial and self-valorizing capital value only insofar as they 

are constantly renewed, are replaced by new use-values of the same or another kind. 

Th eir sale in their fi nished commodity form […] is however the constantly repea-

ted condition for their reproduction […]. It is only through this constant renewal 

of its body that the exchange value maintains itself.« (ibid.: )

Since the sale of the »fi nished commodity form« is the »constantly repeated condition for […] 

reproduction«, it signifi es a continuation of the life of value and is similar in its eff ects to 

the service rendered by translation to the original.

But the writing of labor always precedes value as »life« and as »the original«. In the 

process of production labor appears »on the side of the worker […] in the form of unrest 

[Unruhe]« before its objectifi cation »on the side of the product, in the form of being, as a 

fi xed, immobile characteristic« (Marx : ). Such unrest refers to the life of labor, as 

it is subjectively experienced by the worker. To the extent that we witness the emergence 

of a capitalistically produced commodity, however, living labor’s »unrest« is extinguished 

not only in the physical body of use-value, but also and in its soul made of value. 

Commenting on »Th e Task of the Translator«, Paul de Man observes that the disap-

pearance of unrest is already an aftereff ect of translation: »Th e translation canonizes, freezes, 

an original and shows in the original a mobility, an instability, which at fi rst one did not 

notice.« (: ) Withstanding the test of time in the course of its »survival«, the work 

of literature reaches »the age of its fame« (Benjamin : ). With the notion of survival, 

Benjamin’s language (German, in the original) becomes incredibly rich and nuanced, and 

here Jacques Derrida’s essay »Des Tours de Babel« performs the invaluable service of un-

earthing the variants of this term from the depths of Benjamin’s text. Derrida notices that 

after-life in the sense of survival appears in three distinct forms in »Th e Task of the Trans-

lator«. First, Überleben – literally over-life – indicates the literary work’s survival post mor-
tem, in the sense of the French sur-vie (Derrida : ). In Benjamin’s text Überleben 

is the temporality of the rupture that separates the original from its translation. Second, 

Benjamin refers to Fortleben as the continuation of life in survival (ibid). Here the after-life 

of the original appears as an extension ( fort) of, rather than a rupture with its life. Finally, 

survival becomes Aufl eben: »the infi nite re-birth, […] [the] perpetual reviviscence, […] 

[the] constant regeneration« (ibid.: ) by the means of translation. Th us, the rupture of 
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Überleben and the continuation of Fortleben are dialectically synthesized into a »ruptured 

continuation« of rebirth in Aufl eben.

Nonetheless, what was fame in the Benjaminian scheme of things is economic tyr-

anny and domination in Marxian political economy. In order to illustrate this point, I 

will examine the ways in which various signifi cations of survival reverberate in Marx’s eco-

nomic theory. First, Überleben characterizes capitalist relations of production and appears 

as dead labor in the guise of constant capital, purchased by the means of previously val-

orized (already »translated«) surplus value. Dead labor is resurrected post mortem and em-

ployed in the exploitation of living labor, setting it in motion. As Marx put it: »Capital is 

the dead labor which, vampire-like, lives only by sucking living labor, and lives the more, 
the more labor its sucks.« (: ) Th us, capital sur-vives within the donor-vampire 

relation of production.

Second, in Fortleben the »social process of production is at the same time a process of 

reproduction« (ibid.: ). Th e continuity of Fortleben in capitalism implies the survival – 

physical and sexual reproduction – of the worker as a wage laborer, but only as the means 

for the survival of value advanced as capital. By perpetually recreating (and augmenting) 

the individual and productive consumption funds, the worker extends his life as a living-

breathing body and as a classed subject, at the same time producing the means for the 

future exploitation of labor. Strangely enough, the worker’s survival translates labor into 

value in such a way that the working class as a whole is increasingly divested of its vitality, 

stifl ed, robbed of the product of its labor, and reifi ed, becoming »as much an appendage 

of capital as the lifeless instruments of labor are« (ibid.: ).

Th ird, Aufl eben combines the fi rst two meanings of »survival« insofar as it designates 

the movement of capital in its totality based upon the continuous re-enactment of the re-

lations of production, in which dead labor dominates living labor. Th e perpetual »rebirth« 

of capital occurs both within and outside of the sphere of circulation (ibid.: ), with the 

essential, though contradictory, complementarity of production and circulation mirror-

ing Benjaminian ruptured continuation. Th e value valorized in the process of production 

by the means of the »labor power […] [that] […] not only reproduces its own value, but 

produced value over and above this« (ibid.: ) is realized in circulation with the sale of 

the commodity, after which it returns to the capitalist along with surplus-value. Th e circle 

of translation attains closure only to be recommenced over and over again.

But capital’s survival implies more than the mere exploitation of labor. According 

to Marx, the longer capital survives, the more it undermines living labor’s access to the 

means of survival, as well as its own capacity to survive. Th is tendency is enunciated in 

the discovery of the falling rate of profi t and its fl ip side – the rise in the organic compo-

sition of capital. As living labor is gradually replaced by dead labor in the drive to maxi-

mize turnover effi  ciency, an increasing number of workers fi nd themselves unemployed 

or semi-employed:

»Th e working population therefore produces both the accumulation of capital and 

the means by which it is itself made relatively superfl uous; and it does this to an ex-
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tent which is always increasing. Th is is a law of population peculiar to the capitalist 

mode of production.« (ibid.:  f.)

Concomitantly with the decline in the mass of living labor, »surplus-value must also stand 

in an ever-decreasing ratio to the value of the total capital applied« (Marx : ), and 

the rate of profi t must similarly fall.

What does the tendential fall in the rate of profi t signify in the context of the three 

meanings of survival discussed above? First, at the level of Überleben, the vampire pro-

claims its self-suffi  ciency. Sucking proportionally less blood out of the body of living labor, 

it comforts itself with a delusion that it can revive itself with its own blood and fare much 

better than in the relation of dependence on its donor. But in the context of Fortleben, it 

becomes increasingly diffi  cult to reproduce capital, since reproduction depends on the 

perpetual reinvestment of surplus value. Th e short-term solutions are: either speeding up 

the pace of production (increasing relative surplus-value) and circulation, or stretching the 

absolute surplus value – both of which meet the limits of untranslatability in the form of 

use-value obstacles (such as the length of the working day). Finally, at the level of Aufl eben, 

the valorized value that the capitalist draws from the sale of her product is not suffi  cient 

enough to motivate further reinvestment, signaling the inability of the capitalist mode of 

production to self-resuscitate. Th us, Marx concludes that »[t]he true barrier to capitalist 

production is capital itself« (ibid.: ).

Benjamin correctly points out that »[t]ranslation is a mode« (: ). More precisely, 

it represents three economic »modes« at once, including the mode of production, the mode 

of circulation, and the overall mode of production-circulation. Benjamin maintains, how-

ever, that translation is not the only way of relating to the original in its after-life. In addi-

tion to reading and translating a work of literature, one can engage in literary criticism – 

»another, if a lesser, factor in the continued life of literary works« (ibid.: ).

Literary criticism fi nds a unique parallel in the economic world of capital, particu-

larly, in the concepts of productive and unproductive labor. From the standpoint of the 

capitalist, labor is productive not if it creates a product, even though such a »creation« is 

the requisite material precondition of valorization, but »if it directly valorizes capital, or 

creates surplus-value« (Marx :  f.). Th e certitude as to whether or not the invest-

ment has been productive of surplus-value, whether or not the literary work still sounds 

»fresh« in its after-life (Benjamin : ), is achieved only after the fi nal realization of 

value and surplus-value in sale, that is, at the very end of the series of translations. If the 

capital advanced was in fact unproductive, this knowledge in its unambiguous certainty 

comes to the capitalist as a shock, since his very raison d’être – valorization – does not 

endure beyond production, and is already dead in circulation. Not unlike the criticism 

that evaluates the aesthetic value of a literary work, a confi dent judgment concerning the 

worthiness (profi tability) of a capitalist investment is possible in hindsight alone. In other 

words, the attainment of the »critical« distance presupposes temporal distance from the 

time of literary or economic production, rendering the latter nothing but a gamble, as far 

as the capitalist is concerned.
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. Translation and Intentionality

In »Th e Task of the Translator«, Benjamin argues that a single language cannot realize its 

»intended eff ect«, and hence the role of translation is to supplement the intentio (the pur-

pose) of the original (ibid.: , ). Translation shows that the domesticated coziness of 

the original meaning has always been illusory, that one must come »to terms with the 

foreign ness of languages« (ibid.: ), including one’s native language. But this function 

of translation requires a translator because languages are unable to relate to each other on 

their own. Th us, the translator’s role is rather passive; in it he assumes the task not of his 

own choosing.

It is now clear that the process of exchange in a capitalist society mimics that of trans-

lation. Not unlike languages that cannot self-translate, »[c]ommodities cannot themselves 

go to market and perform exchanges in their own right« (Marx : ). Consequently, 

the »guardian« of the commodity serves as its »conscious bearer [Träger]« (ibid.: ), who 

becomes instrumental in the initiation of the intercourse between the commodities. As 

passive bearers of their economic roles, the parties in a capitalist exchange are translators 

of the languages belonging to their various commodities: German Träger, bearer, connotes 

Latin translatio, to carry over.

Th e conception of intentionality that operates in Capital and in »Th e Task of the 

Trans lator« is in no way to be associated with the subjectivity of (a free) will. Despite the 

un desirability of the translator’s fi delity to the letter of the text, Benjamin requires that she 

remain faithful to its spirit, or »the mode of intention« (Benjamin : ). Th e transpo-

sition of the original’s mode of intention onto translation is the true task of the transla-

tor, in which freedom exists side-by-side with unfreedom. Similarly in the ideal version of 

capitalism, workers have the choice of diff erent employers before them, while capitalists 

are free to hire and fi re at will. But capitalists must hire and exploit their labor force if 

they are to remain capitalists, while the workers are not free not to sell their labor power 

if they are to physically survive (Albritton : ). Neither will capitalists benefi t from 

their right to translate freely, attaching any price whatsoever to their products in a market 

open to competition, since that market will objectively correct various price estimations, 

forcing them to conform to a »blindly operating« average (Marx : ).

Th e key distinction between Benjaminian translation and capitalist exchange is that 

in the former the original is always recuperable from the language-to-language relation-

ship, whereas in the latter, the commodity is alienated without a trace. Benjamin argues 

that translation intends to raise the original into a »higher […] linguistic air«; it lovingly 

glues the diverse fragments (languages) together to reestablish the wholeness of the vessel 

(: , ). Th erefore, the intention of translation is to recuperate to the greatest extent 

possible the pre-Babelian linguistic unity. In exchange, things are radically diff erent. Money 

as the means of exchange homogenizes commodities, producing sameness that has absorbed 

all fragmentary diff erence. Once exchanged, the commodity departs from its owner forever, 

for it has always been foreign, always intended for exchange, rather than for use. Although 

value returns to the capitalist who advanced it at the end of a series of exchanges, it does 
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so as an undiff erentiated mass in which value and surplus-value are qualitatively indistin-

guishable from one other (Marx : ).

In addition to its failure to preserve the original’s mode of intention within the trans-

lated version, capitalist economic writing mystifi es the original in the mistranslation from 

value into price. Th e closer Marx advances toward the plane of circulation, the more »trans-

formed forms« he encounters on his path. To equate production prices with transformed 

forms of value, and profi ts with transformed forms of surplus-value (Marx : ) is 

to maintain that the language of price distorts and mistranslates the language of value, or 

to employ Benjamin’s terminology, »blocks the light of the original« (Benjamin : ). 

Such a mistranslation works in the interest of the capitalist and his ideologue, the bourgeois 

political economist, because in collapsing the fundamental distinctions between produc-

tion and circulation, it conceals the reality of profi t derived from the exploitation of labor 

and subsumes the language of value underneath the language of price.

Whether generated in a conscious eff ort, or by the way of a structural limitation of 

»the economic imagination«, mistranslation understood as a transformed form of the origi-

nal languages of labor and value betrays the true intention of the capitalist class. Likewise, 

the sphere of capitalist production harbors two diff erent intentionalities that correspond 

to the two major classes: the abstractly universal labor process brought into eff ect by the 

workers and the historically specifi c valorization process. In the labor process, the purpose 

of humanity is realized in »the purposeful activity, that is work itself« (Marx : ), 

producing the original text of labor in the form of use-values. Use-values are the expres-

sive manifestations of the working class’s lived intentionality, for

»[a]ll purposeful manifestations of life, including their very purposefulness […] have 

their end not in life, but in the expression of its nature, in the representation of its 

signifi cance« (Benjamin : ).

Conversely, in the valorization process, the particular purposes of the laboring activity are 

lost. Instead, the capitalist views the concrete forms of human labor on the plane of undiff er-

entiated »expenditure of labor-power in general […] in so far as it creates value« (Marx : 

). From the stance of cold indiff erence toward the material expression of labor, transla-

tion into value (valorization) proceeds by way of abstraction from use-values, producing a 

»sterile equation of […] dead languages« (Benjamin : ) far removed from a proper 

translation. Subjugating the lived intentionality of labor to the indiff erent intentionality of 

valorization, the capitalist does not do justice to the original, failing the task of the translator.

In an interpretive essay Paul de Man writes that for Benjamin

»the translator, per defi nition, fails. Th e translator can never do what the original 

text did […]. If [Benjamin’s] text is called ›Die Aufgabe des Übersetzers‹, we have 

to read this title more or less as a tautology: Aufgabe, task, can also mean the one 

who has to give up.« (: )

Th e translation of labor into value fails not because it is impossible to abstract from use-

values their universal character, but rather because such a translation refuses to preserve the 
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material untranslatability of the original within it. Consequently, the translation of value 

into price is doubly problematic, for () value has already mistranslated the original in its 

transition from labor, and () translations

»prove to be untranslatable not because of any inherent diffi  culty, but because of the 

looseness with which meaning attaches to them« (Benjamin : ).

Putting aside a wide range of more or less successful Marxist attempts to solve the trans-

formation problem that ensues from this complication, I consider its root, its radicalism, 

to be the extreme and irrecoverable loss of the original-labor determination in the sphere 

of circulation. Th us, Benjamin’s discovery of the paralysis inherent in the translation of 

translation coincides with the cul-de-sac of the transition toward prices in which »any ra-

tional basis for political economy would fall away« (Marx : ).

. Toward Pure Language

Benjamin’s essay culminates with the emergence of pure language (reine Sprache) as »that 

which seeks to represent, to produce itself in the evolving of languages« (: ). For 

Der rida, pure language is

»the being-language of the language, tongue or language as such, that unity with -

out self-identity, which makes for the fact that there are languages and that they are 

languages« (: ).

From the defi nitions off ered above, it follows that pure language is not merely an obscure 

and mystical concept, but a real, though invisible, force underlying the very possibility of 

eff ectuating, having, and employing a language that simultaneously transcends any par-

ticular language. Nonetheless, in his interpretation of Benjamin, Derrida reifi es this force, 

picturing it as a thing (»the being-language of the language«, and »that unity«), and mis-

representing Benjamin’s specifi cation of pure language as a process, producing itself »in the 

evolving of languages«. Not coincidentally, Marx repeatedly criticizes vulgar political eco-

nomists for committing a similar fateful blunder in their treatment of capital as a thing, 

rather than a social process. 

Applying the concept of pure language to capital, one would make an unforgivable 

mistake if one substitutes pure language with money. Although money is the universal 

equivalent form by the means of which commodities enter into relations with one another, 

in itself it is not the motivating force that drives capital accumulation. Th e closest approxi-

mation to pure language in Marx’s theory is not a specifi c incarnation of value, be it the 

isolated language of money or that of commodities, but value-in-process, in other words, 

capital itself, as money begetting money (Marx : ). Th e site of pure language is 

in the survival (Aufl eben) of capital both within and outside of the sphere of circulation, 

whereas its mode of intending is the automatic valorization of value.
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With this level of abstraction transferred onto the circuits of capital, the pure language 

of capital may be understood as

»the real connection between the metamorphoses of the various individual capital, in 

fact the connection between the circuits of individual capitals as partial movements 

of the reproduction process of the total social capital« (Marx : ).

In the context of such a total(izing) movement, every circuit already presupposes the other 

two circuits and, indeed, requires them in order to fulfi ll its own function. Correspondingly, 

Benjamin suggests that every language is incomplete in and of itself. As a result, it a priori 
compensates for this essential incompletion with containing the seeds, the conditions of 

possibility, of its own translation into all the other languages (Benjamin : ). While 

each of capital’s circuits conditions the continuity of the entire process of valorization, 

every human language properly realizes the purpose of language as such only by relating 

to another language with the assistance and mediation of a translator.

Nonetheless, the assumption that Benjamin’s pure language and the movement of 

capital are procedurally and functionally identical is unwarranted. First, for Benjamin, pure 

language corresponds to the eschatological vision of the language of truth or the true lan-

guage (: ). Although in actual translations languages will never achieve the status 

of the pure language of truth, translated originals attain a certain degree of completion 

and realization of their purpose. In fact, they are nothing but miniature reversals of the 

destruction of the Tower of Babel. Conversely, the motions of the value-in-process are 

never completed, as long as surplus value is perpetually reinvested, recommencing the cir-

cuitry of economic mistranslations. Th e only certainty and »truth« familiar to the capitalist 

investor is the »eternal return« of value along with surplus-value to her pocket, and back 

into capital’s reproduction again. Th erefore, capital’s Tower of Babel is doomed to chronic 

collapse within permanent incompletion.

Second, whereas in Benjamin’s text pure language overcomes the untranslatable, in the 

Marxian theory of capitalism the irreducible contradiction between the two persists and 

intensifi es. On one hand, as I have mentioned in the beginning of this paper, the capi talist 

dream of either totally subsuming the untranslatable use-value under the pure language 

of value, or completely excluding the former from the latter, exemplifi es a poor translation, 

whose failure results in ever-deepening economic crises. At very the height of the eco nomic 

cycle, when it seems that the delusion of absolute translatability has become part of the 

empirical reality, use-value obstacles reaffi  rm themselves with a renewed forcefulness that 

disrupts the calculations, intentions, and purposes of capital’s »conscious bearers«. Trans-

lation irretrievably misplaces that which it planned to translate.

On the other hand, Benjamin’s theory welcomes a situation where the untranslatable 

seems to have yielded to the true (pure) language under the infl uence of which the text 

appears in the literalness and immediacy of the »unconditionally translatable« (Benja min 

: ). Th is situation need not imply, however, a realization of capital’s vision in the 

linguistic realm, guaranteeing a hitherto unimaginable destruction of use-value. Rather, 

one ought to read the concluding sentences of »Th e Task of the Translator« as the most 
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powerful avowal of use-value and the untranslatable, for in the absoluteness of pure lan-

guage, translation becomes »one with the original«, while »literalness and freedom are unit-

ed« (ibid). Signifying frankly and straightforwardly, a text written in the language of truth 

(the Holy Writ, for Benjamin) abolishes the equivocality of the language of value and the 

mistranslations that emanate from it. Th us, Benjamin’s pure language is the language of 

use-value rescued from the status of untranslatability assigned to it by the linguistic regime 

subordinated to the law of value.

Yet, in both Marx’s and Benjamin’s versions of pure language a common danger awaits 

the translator – the fantastic  /phantasmal possibility of madness. Th e mad fantasies, the 

»grotesque ideas« that evolve out of its »wooden brain«, loom on the horizon of capital 

every time self-valorization of value comes to its fruition, divorcing the language of capital 

from the core functionality of language in general to such an extent that this language falls 

out of touch with its referent. As the rhythm and pace of turnovers increase, the monoto-

nous chatter of capital’s circuits grows louder without communicating anything qualita-

tively new or diff erent. To paraphrase Marshall McLuhan – capital’s medium becomes its 

message; capital is transformed into an »automatic Subject« (Marx : ), that is to say, 

an economic system existing for its own sake. Th us, the two chief sources of madness en-

suing from the pure language of value are: () its delusion that there is nothing out side of 

it – the delusion that parallels the thesis of self-refentiality all-too familiar in the circles 

of post-modernist semiotics, and () the extreme reifi cation of all social relations, stand-

ing for the systems of inter- and intra-class communication that animate capital, with the 

subsequent apparition of

»the bewitched, distorted, upside-down world haunted by Monsieur le Capital and 

Madame la Terre, who are at the same time social characters and mere things« (Marx 

: ).

According to Benjamin, translation is an aporia that may lead not only to pure language, 

but also to the vertigo of madness and to the terrifying silence. Whereas in the vertigo of 

madness »meaning plunges from abyss to abyss until it threatens to become lost in the 

bottomless depths of language« (Benjamin : ), the terrifying silence warns that »the 

gates of language thus expanded and modifi ed may slam shut and enclose the translator« 

(ibid.: ). Th at the gates of language slam shut is attributable to the radical impossibility 

(failure) of ever achieving what the original has done, which may lead to despair and resig-

nation. Silence here signifi es the limit of translation, the utter and impenetrable untranslat-

ability of a literary work, and the total negation of the task of the translator. It announces 

bad news: the translator has entered Minos’ Labyrinth – a veritable linguistic trap – from 

which only the select few will escape alive.

Th e madness of meaning that »plunges from abyss to abyss« may, on the contrary, 

facilitate translation. In the course of this uncontrollable movement, symbolic meanings, 

linguistic styles, and unconscious associations run wild, manipulating the translator. Th e 

madness of meaning becomes synonymous with Marx’s defi nition of capital as an automatic 

Subject. Yet, however paradoxical this may seem, such linguistic ec-stasy – the translator’s 
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stance outside of herself – may cunningly lead her toward the light of a good translation 

and of freedom, as it allows the otherness of the foreign tongue coupled with the ineradi-

cable foreignness of the »native« tongue to touch and to transform that, which she judges 

to be »her own«, bringing it a step closer to pure language. Th erefore, welcoming and ad-

mitting the Other as pure diff erence before its congealment into a system (of meanings, 

languages, texts, etc.), the madness of meaning in translation is fundamentally diff erent 

from the ecstasy of a capitalist »possessed of money« (Marx : ) that serves to homog-

enize, standardize, and banish all otherness from its path.

. Conclusion: Th e Ethical Practice of Translation

At a recent conference Susan Sontag stated that translation is and has always been an ethi-

cal task »invested with dignity and utmost moral importance« (Sontag ). Th is im-

plies that a systematic mistranslation, such as the one Marx alludes to in the third volume 

of Capital, is not only inaccurate, but also unethical, doing tremendous violence to the 

original. But a more serious dilemma rears its head when de Man proclaims that the task 

of the translator is always already her failure. In light of de Man’s remark, one discovers 

that the human spirit’s thrust toward freedom (cf. the epigraph) and ethics through trans-

lation is already doomed before its commencement. Where does one turn next: toward 

the Scylla of inescapable mistranslation and actions always falling short of ethics, or to-

ward the Charybdes of melancholic inaction and resignation punctuated with a cynical 

and mistrustful attitude to ethics?

Yet the picture is not as bleak as it fi rst appears. For Levinas, for instance, the failure 

of completion is transformed into the very positivity of ethics:

»[t]he infi nity of responsibility denotes […] a responsibility increasing in the measure 
that it is assumed; duties become greater in the measure that they are accomplished« 

(Levinas : ).

Ethical actions, like the acts of translation, always fall short of perfection, but in their fail ure 

to measure up against the incommensurable both are instigated to persist, to do more, to 

surpass themselves in a never-ending ascent toward the Other and pure language. Marxian 

political economy is ethical theorizing, because translating the economic, it »carries over« 

the weight of the untranslatability of use-value. Th e untranslatable in Capital disrupts the 

smooth monotony of value’s self-expansion, prompting periodic crises; it glows with 

the light of messianic justice in what is singular and unexchangeable; it sets the limit to 

the indiff erent acceleration of capital’s turnovers. But none of this is enough. For with a 

stronger emphasis placed on the economy of the untranslatable arises a greater realization 

of the radical incompletion at the heart of Marxian »theory« of use-value and perhaps of 

theory in general.

Th e untranslatable enters the economic scene as a strain of resistance that traverses 

capital’s mistranslations aiming toward the pure language of value. But it is also a strain 
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enmeshed with capital in the very notion of survival, a strain whose intentionality is both 

hijacked and fashioned by that of valorization, a strain whose right to have languages of 

its own – the languages of use-value – is usurped by the standardizing and homogeniz-

ing language of value. Th e infi nite, ethical responsibility lies in a practice of reading the 

margins and the interstices of political economy: the practice of reading that is unfaithful 

to the orthodox protocols of translation, yet utterly devoted, despite and because of the 

failure inherent in its task, to the untranslatable that predicates these and other protocols. 

To »capitalize« on the ineff aceable-eff aced diff erence within value and outside of it! Th is 

responsibility is the true task of the translator instantiating the rise of the original »into a 

higher […] linguistic air« (Benjamin : ).
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