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Abstract:

In this essay, Kellman analyzes the linguistic particularities of the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, which bears equal force of law in each of its 466 distinct linguistic iterations, and which its
composers hoped would become the Magna Carta of the modern era. This unique historical occurrence
allows Kellman to explore the “theology of international governance” as it is transmitted through principles
of linguistic equivalence. The essay further brings the insights derived from its analyses to bear on other
historical instances of political translatability, including the 1889 Treaty of Friendship and Commerce
between Italy and Ethiopia and the United Nations Security Council Resolution 242 on the withdrawal of

Israeli troops from Palestine.
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In Book I of The Republic, Socrates makes a mockery of Thrasymachus’s cynical
contention that: “Justice is what is advantageous to the stronger.” However, history,
written by the conquerors, too often corroborates the claim. While the conclusion to
World War II did not necessarily demonstrate that might makes right, it did provide the
mighty an opportunity to make rights. The victorious powers that convened in San
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Francisco in 1945 to create the United Nations declared, in the Preamble to its Charter,
that one of the new organization’s principal objectives was “to reaffirm faith in
fundamental human rights, in the dignity and worth of the human person, in the equal
rights of men and women and of nations large and small.” It was not until more than three
years later, after painstaking deliberations and negotiations among its then 58 members,
that the UN got around to enumerating and defining those fundamental human rights, in a
document titled the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

The UDHR is, according to the Guinness Book of Records, “the most translated
document” in the world. It can be read in 466 distinct linguistic iterations, in languages
ranging from Abkhaz to Zulu. However, these versions are not conceived as translations
but rather as equivalences, alternate embodiments of identical tenets. The Bible has,
according to the Wycliffe Global Alliance, been translated in part into 2,932 languages,
as a whole into 554 (Wycliffe 2015). However, in the case of the Bible, unlike the
UDHR, it is meaningful to distinguish between the original and its derivatives. The
Hebrew and Greek texts possess authority that English, Bengali, and Xhosa
approximations do not. Nevertheless, although the Bible is translated, the UDHR is,
through the theology of international governance, transubstantiated into multiple tongues.
No version has priority; none is the Ur-text. In principle, each is equally valid,
transparent, and interchangeable. The utopian - and moot - premise is not only that all
humans possess inalienable rights but also that all languages are capable of expressing
the same set of fundamental propositions.

The Preamble to the UDHR proclaims that the Declaration provides “a common standard
of achievement for all peoples and all nations.” That standard is presumed to be the same
whether expressed in Igbo, Korean, Quechua, Sanskrit, Welsh, Yiddish, or any of 460
other languages. In its English form, Article 5 proclaims that: “No one shall be subjected
to torture, or to cruel, inhuman, degrading treatment or punishment.” But it is difficult
enough within an exclusively Anglophone legal system to define the term “torture” and
determine whether it applies, for example, to waterboarding. The difficulty is
compounded when torture, which is prohibited by Article 5 of the UDHR, competes with
torturas (Spanish), 2y (inuyim, Hebrew), Folter (German). neiTka (pytka, Russian),
cruciar (Latin), usmesanus (iztezaniya, Bulgarian), facaviotijoia (vasanistiria)
(Greek), and marteling (Afrikaans) as the common standard of cruelty for all peoples and
all nations. The UDHR was conceived and created in the aftermath of atrocity, when it
became urgent for people of good will to do something decisive to prevent the recurrence

Critical Multilingualism Studies 6



Kellman Omnilingual Aspirations

of genocide and global mayhem. The Preamble evokes the enormity of the horrors
perpetrated under the Nazi régime, the “barbarous acts which have outraged the
conscience of mankind,” as the motive for devising the Declaration. To the delegates of
the United Nations General Assembly meeting temporarily in 1948 in the Palais de
Chaillot in Paris—a city that had only three years earlier been liberated from German
occupation—the Rape of Nanking, the conscription of Korean “comfort women,” and the
brutal war in the Pacific seemed less compelling than the reversion of European
civilization to savagery. (A post-war consensus was also not as apparent in Tokyo as it
was in Nuremberg. One member of the International Military Tribunal for the Far East,
Indian jurist Radhabinod Pal, issued a scathing dissent from the verdict of his colleagues.
Pal voted to find each defendant not guilty, not because he denied that atrocities had been
committed but because he challenged the legitimacy of the tribunal as an instrument of
justice rather than retribution.) Whatever the impetus, when the leaders of the world met
in Paris, they found it imperative to enumerate and affirm the inalienable rights possessed
by all human beings of all eras and all cultures. Because uniformity of phrasing was less
crucial than universal promulgation, the United Nations insisted that “no distinction” be
made “between languages and dialects since all of them serve the purpose of global
dissemination.”

The UN actively encourages the creation of additional linguistic versions of the UDHR:
“to the end that every individual and every organ of society, keeping this Declaration
constantly in mind, shall strive by teaching and education to promote respect for these
rights and freedoms.” In its English, French, and Spanish incarnations, the UDHR was
adopted as Resolution 217 A (III) by unanimous vote (with eight abstentions, by five
Soviet bloc nations plus Saudi Arabia and South Africa) on December 10, 1948. It
immediately began proliferating throughout the planet—not only in the other official UN
languages (Chinese and Russian), but also in Arabic, which became an official UN
language in 1973, and in other widely spoken, government-sanctioned languages such as
Bengali, Hindi, Japanese, and Portuguese. It appeared also in stateless minority languages
such as Aymara, Frisian, Hawaiian, Hmong, Mayan, Ojibwe, and Romani. The UDHR
has been invoked explicitly in dozens of national constitutions adopted since 1948, as
well as in hundreds of international treaties and conventions. It has also inspired the
creation and continuing vigilance of such non-governmental organizations as Amnesty
International and Human Rights Watch. Implicitly, and often explicitly, it has haunted the
war crimes trial of Serbian leader Slobodan MiloSevi¢, the extended house arrest of
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Burmese dissident Aung San Suu Kyi, the persecution by the Chinese government of
practitioners of Falun Gong, and the use of “extraordinary rendition” by US American
authorities against suspected terrorists.

But the exceptionally wide diffusion of the UDHR challenges the document’s ability to
function as a common standard of achievement for all peoples and all nations. According
to Talmudic legend, the Septuagint came into existence in the 3™ century BCE when
King Ptolemy II placed 72 scholars in 72 separate rooms and instructed them to produce
a translation of the Hebrew Bible into Koine Greek. All 72 translations commissioned by
Ptolemy were said to have been identical. An infinite number of monkeys with an infinite
number of keyboards might eventually have tapped out those 72 identical iterations, but
the Talmudic account (Tractate Megillah 9A) of the origins of the Septuagint seems as
miraculous as the parting of the Red Sea. It is likely that even two translators working
independently of each other would arrive at two distinct variants. The 466 versions of the
UDHR have more in common with the childhood game of Telephone, in which a
message is passed down a line of participants and changes dramatically during
transmission.

When a text asserts authority, we naturally seek to identify the author. The United
Nations is the collective author of the UDHR, and the individuals who rendered the text
into each language have, for the most part, vanished into that invisibility that is
traditionally the goal—or at least the fate—of the translator. In his history of translation,
Lawrence Venuti identifies a spectrum between “domesticating” and “foreignizing”
translations; and domesticating translations, those that do not call attention to their
derivative status because their translators become invisible, are more common (Venuti
1995, 21). For all their labor, few translators ever achieve fame or fortune. In only a very
few instances does the Web site for the UDHR, which provides links, in impartial
alphabetical order, to each of the 466 versions, credit an individual translator. Philippe
Blanchet, for one, is listed as responsible for putting the UDHR into Provencal. Asked
which text he used as his source, he replied: “Both English and French, I also had a look
at the Italian version for some details” (Blanchet 2011, personal communication). Pamela
Munro is credited with both the Chickasaw and the San Lucas Quiavini Zapoteco texts,
both of which she reports were derived from the English version. About the
interchangeability of her translations with their source, she warns: “...there are different
cultural conceptions of human rights. The UDHR is very much culturally anchored in
Western postwar idealism” (Munro 2011, personal communication).
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Aside from a few examples such as those, almost all the other versions of the UDHR are
attributed to organizations rather than individuals. The Wolof text is credited to the
United Nations Information Centre, Senegal; the Urdu to the United Nations Information
Centre, Pakistan; the Catalan to the United Nations Information Centre, Spain; and the
Sanskrit to the United Nations Information Centre, India. Several other texts, including
those in Albanian, Arabic, Armenian, Dutch, Filipino, Hindi, Sudanese, Telugu, and Tiv,
are listed as having been supplied by the United Nations Information Centre, New York.
Amnesty International UK is credited with creating versions of the UDHR in Chinanteco,
Even, Gagauz, Sardinian, and Scots, while responsibility for the Esperanto version is
assigned to Universala Esperanto Asocio in Rotterdam. The effect of these corporate
attributions is to emphasize that the document was created by agencies and to deflect
attention from the personal agency involved in choosing words from one language to
substitute for those of another language. The institutional generation of the UDHR’s
multiple versions is a form of self-translation similar to what happens when translingual
authors such as Samuel Beckett, André Brink, Isak Dinesen, Ariel Dorfman, and
Vladimir Nabokov transpose their own writings into another language. And it reinforces
the illusion that the UDHR is spread impartially and equally across 466 languages, as if
the echte Declaration exists not in any single version but rather in the entirety of its
iterations. We are led to believe that the sum total of this Babel is the consummate
articulation of human rights. However, despite the institutional claims for parity, all the
versions of the UDHR except those in the official UN languages (and probably even a
few of those) are translations. And the existence of translations and sources, derivatives
and originals, implies a hierarchy of authenticity and authority.

Defining and proclaiming inalienable rights was one of the first priorities of the nascent
United Nations after its founding late in 1945. The task was delegated to committees set
up by the UN Human Rights Commission, an agency of the UN Economic and Social
Council. During most of the painstaking deliberations that consumed two years, the
working title for the project was the International Declaration of Human Rights. That
name eventually morphed into the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights.
However, during the final stage of drafting, the French delegation, preferring to deflect
attention from the sponsors of the Declaration to its beneficiaries, convinced their
colleagues to change the document’s title again, to what it has been known as since
(Morsink 1999, 33). The Universal Declaration of Human Rights might seem a solecism,

an instance of misplaced modification. Surely, it is human rights that are universal, not
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the Declaration. Yet, even before the drafting process was complete, the United Nations
Human Rights Commission was forced to defend its premise that certain rights are valid
everywhere, independently of the milieux in which they are embedded.

In June, 1947, the executive board of the American Anthropological Association sent a
preemptive letter to the Commission warning about ethnocentric presumptions in “a
statement of rights conceived only in terms of the values prevalent in the countries of
Western Europe and America” (Glendon 2001, 222). While the drafting committee was
wrestling with the wording of the UDHR, another UN agency, UNESCO, queried 150
prominent thinkers about whether it is indeed possible to identify any core values shared
by all cultures. Among the respondents, who also included Benedetto Croce, Aldous
Huxley, Richard McKeon, Salvador de Madariaga, and Pierre Teilhard de Chardin,
Jacques Maritain was skeptical about finding common ground among widely diverse
world views, noting that: "the ideological contrast is irreducible and no theoretical
reconciliation is possible" (Normand and Zaidi 2008, 183). More interested in
responsibilities than rights, Mohandas Gandhi stated: "I learned from my illiterate but
very wise mother that all rights to be deserved came from duty well done" (ibid. 184).
Nevertheless, the UNESCO study concluded that, despite the fact that fundamental
convictions throughout the world "are stated in terms of different philosophic principles
and on the background of divergent political and economic systems" (Glendon 2001,
222), for practical purposes it is in fact possible to identify certain practices that are
intolerably abhorrent in all human societies and others that elicit unanimous approbation.

Urging adoption of the document that she and others had been laboring over during more
than eighty meetings in Europe and the United States, Eleanor Roosevelt, who chaired
the UN Human Rights Commission, told the General Assembly that: “This Declaration
may well become the international Magna Carta of all men everywhere. We hope its
proclamation by the General Assembly will be an event comparable to the proclamation
of the Declaration of the Rights of Man by the French people in 1789, the adoption of the
Bill of Rights by the people of the United States, and the adoption of comparable
declarations at different times in other countries” (Glendon 2001, 166). However, the
Magna Carta, the Déclaration des droits de 'Homme et du Citoyen, and the Bill of Rights
form part of a very specific Western political tradition, one that the framers of the UDHR
consciously tried, with varying degrees of success, to enlarge. They were sensitive to the
accusation of slighting values from other cultures and assuming the universality of their

own. They pointed to the fact that the drafting committee consisted of delegates from
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eight farflung nations— Australia, Chile, China, France, Lebanon, the Soviet Union,
United Kingdom, and United States—and that many of the 50 other nations that in 1948
constituted the United Nations provided significant input into the 30 articles adopted as
the final document. In 1993, forty-five years after its adoption, when 171 nations met in
Vienna to reaffirm their commitment to the core principles of the UDHR, their official
communiqué proclaimed: “The universal nature of these rights and freedoms is beyond
question" (Vienna Declaration). Yet questions have in fact been raised from the very
beginning, despite conscientious attempts to paper over political and linguistic
discrepancies. The question of whether there are indeed cultural universals parallels the
question of whether there are linguistic ones. A belief that human rights transcend the
attitudes and mores of specific societies is not dissimilar from a Chomskyan conviction
that deep structures common to all human languages are more significant than superficial
differences in morphology, syntax, and phonology. Universal, the floating modifier in the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, points to its premise that both rights and writing
transcend place and time. Though rational human beings might agree on some broad
propositions, that premise is a mirage in both law and linguistics.

Intent on demonstrating how international and conscientious the project of creating the
UDHR was, Charles Habib Malik, the delegate from Lebanon and a key figure during the
drafting process, observed that: "It may be that no other document in history, of the
importance of the Universal Declaration, received the same world-wide, sustained
consideration and scrutiny that this document did" (Malik 1978, 19). Elsewhere, he
recalled that "...every word and comma and semicolon was gone over most carefully
several times by the chancelleries and representatives of some fifty-eight governments..."
(Malik 1951, 275). However, precision in punctuation could not guarantee linguistic
homology. English and French were the working languages of the committees that
hammered out the wording of the UDHR, though Chinese, Russian, and Spanish were
also at the time official languages of the UN. A month before the Declaration—in
English, French, and Spanish texts—was submitted to a vote of the General Assembly, a
subcommittee appointed at Malik's initiative was established “to ensure exact
correspondence of the text in the five official languages of the UN” (Alfredsson and Eide
1999, 163). Of course, there can be no exact correspondence between Chinese and
Russian or even between French and Spanish, and adding languages beyond those five
has meant multiplying discrepancies. As Christopher Kuner notes, “The presumption of

similar meaning is nothing more than a rule of convenience designed to reconcile the
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practice of providing authentic versions of treaties in as many as five or six languages
with the general unwillingness to interpret treaties in a truly multilingual fashion” (Kuner
1991, 962).

In international relations as in poetry, translation is indeed betrayal, if unavoidable. The
initial draft of the UDHR was prepared by John Peters Humphrey, a legal scholar from
Canada who served as head of the UN Secretariat on Human Rights. Though bilingual in
English and French, he worked primarily in English. Humphrey's draft was revised by
René Cassin, a prominent French jurist whose command of English was shaky. He
confessed in his memoir that, confused over what was being said during one meeting, he
inadvertently voted in favor of a measure he actually opposed: "I failed to understand,
and thus let pass, proposals and resolutions that did not correspond to my own views"
(Normand and Zaidi 2008, 196).

Neither English nor French was a problem for the Lebanese Malik, a philosopher who
had written his doctoral dissertation under Alfred North Whitehead at Harvard University
and later taught at the American University of Beirut. Nor was it for the drafting
committee's vice chairman, Peng-chun Chang, the Chinese delegate who had earned his
Ph.D. under John Dewey at Columbia University. The Indian delegate, Hansa Mehta, had
translated Hamlet, The Merchant of Venice, and Gulliver's Travels, as well as Le
Bourgeois Gentilhomme and Tartuffe, into Gujarati. Carlos P. Rémulo, the delegate from
the Philippines, had earned an M.A. from Columbia University, served as chairman of the
Department of English at the University of the Philippines, and received a Pulitzer Prize
for his English-language journalism. Eleanor Roosevelt, who patiently and deftly guided
the UDHR from conception to adoption, was of course, like William Hodgson of
Australia and Charles Dukes of the United Kingdom, an Anglophone. However, she was
fluent enough in French that once, when Cassin spoke so long without pausing for
translation that the interpreter left the room in tears, she was able to provide an English
summary of his speech (Glendon 2001, 31). Of the core members of the drafting team,
only Herndn Santa Cruz, of Chile, and Alexei Pavlov, of the Soviet Union, might have
had to rely on translators to understand and be understood during the course of the
proceedings.

The specific choice of words in a UN text is a matter of more than merely stylistic
interest. A statement on human rights created and endorsed by the world body has real-
life implications and consequences. Nevertheless, anxious not to get bogged down further
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in disputes over definition and jurisdiction, the framers of the UDHR agreed to defer
questions of implementation and enforcement. The visionary document that the UN
adopted in 1948 was designed to provide a set of guiding principles for all people for all
time. It is not legally binding the way that the UN Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
and the UN Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights, both ratified in 1976,
are, but it has had a wider influence through its moral force, as "a common standard of
achievement for all peoples and all nations.” Beyond its widespread incorporation into
subsequent national and international law, the UDHR has inspired millions throughout
this imperfect world with a forthright statement of how things ought to be. The framers
aimed for lucidity and economy, and most accounts of the drafting of the UDHR discuss
the language of the document not in terms of the incommensurability of Italian, Persian,
and Thai but rather in terms of how, aiming for precision, concision, and simplicity,
delegates fretted over their choice of words, subjecting parts of the document to 1400
separate committee votes before the General Assembly finally adopted it in toto. Alert to
redundancies, the architects of the UDHR pared the 49 articles in Humphrey’s first draft
down to 30 in the final version. Most agreed with Chang that the Declaration “should be
as simple as possible and in a form which was easy to grasp” (Morsink 1999. 34).
Though Article 46 in the Humphrey draft, which guaranteed the right to expression,
education, and litigation in an individual’s own language, disappeared from later
versions, its principle of linguistic equality was assumed to be implicit in the rest of the
document. And language as the medium of the UDHR itself was never far from the
deliberations.

Some friction among the drafters over the wording of rights was ideological rather than
linguistic, though the English word right does not translate perfectly into the Russian
npaso (prava) the Chinese # (qudn), or the Hindi &gt (sah1). The Greek word dikaidporo;
(dikaiomata) and n1M>1 (zkhuyot), the Hebrew word, lack any authoritative association
with the dominant right hand found in the words rights, droits, derechos, Rechte. Western
delegates, heirs to an Enlightenment emphasis on the individual as an independent moral
agent, were most intent on affirming civil and political principles (freedom of speech,
assembly, and belief, presumption of innocence), while delegates from the Soviet bloc
and Latin America emphasized economic and social ones (the right to employment,
education, health care, and housing). Franklin D. Roosevelt’s 1941 “Four Freedoms”
speech, proclaiming freedom of expression and belief as well as freedom from want and
fear, provided a basis for consensus, and the UDHR ended up accommodating both
libertarian and communitarian orientations toward rights. Disagreement over the wording
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of religious rights focused on the possibility of conversion. To the Muslim member of the
commitee, Article 18’s guarantee of the freedom to switch religions translated into
Arabic not as a freedom but as 8>, (murtad), apostasy. That and Article 16’s guarantee of
equal rights in marriage led Saudi Arabia to abstain on the final vote to adopt the
document.

During discussion of Article 2’s insistence that everyone, without distinction, is entitled
to the rights set forth in the Declaration, M. H. Klevkovkin, the Ukrainian delegate,
recommended specifying that those rights apply regardless of social status. He suggested
inserting the term cocnosue (sosloviye), a Ukrainian and Russian word meaning, roughly,
“estate.” However, because historical Eastern European social categories do not translate
easily into other languages, cociosue did not make it into the final English draft, which
guarantees human rights regardless of “race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or
other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status.” A variant of

cocnosue does show up in the Russian version, but not in the Ukrainian.

Article 4, which prohibits slavery, originally stated that: “No one shall be held in slavery
or involuntary servitude,” though the French version simply stated: “Nul ne sera... tenu
en servitude,” omitting the adjective “involontaire” (Verdoodt 1963, 103). When A. F.
Canas, the delegate from Costa Rica, pointed out the discrepancy, Cassin—ignoring a
landmark in French political theory, Etienne de la Boétie’s Discours de la servitude
volontaire (1549)—observed that in French all servitude is involuntary. Though in
English it is possible to describe certain military and occupational commitments as
“voluntary servitude,” the phrase “involuntary servitude,” Cassin insisted, does not have
any meaning in French. To repair this disparity between the English and French texts, the
committee voted 17-15, with 4 abstentions, to delete the word “involuntary” from the
final English text.

The English version of Article 12, guaranteeing that: “No one shall be subjected to
arbitrary interference with his privacy,” was rendered into French as “Nul ne sera 1'objet
d'immixtions arbitraires dans sa vie privée,” into Spanish as “Nadie serd objeto de
injerencias arbitrarias en su vida privada,” and into German as “Niemand darf
willkiirlichen Eingriffen in sein Privatleben [...] ausgesetzt werden.” However, some
communal cultures do not valorize or even recognize privacy, and their languages lack a
term to denote it. Russian lacks a satisfactory equivalent for privacy, vie privée, vida

privada, or Privatleben, and its version of Article 12, “HukTo He MoXeT mojBepraTbcst
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NPOU3BOJILHOMY BMEUIATENILCTBY B €ro JMYHyto...,” instead affirms the protection of the
personal (muunyto, lichnuyu), which is not quite the same as privacy.

It is possible to go through the entirety of the Declaration, from the Preamble to the
conclusion of Article 30, noting divergences created by the fact that no two languages are
identical. However, a glance at Article 1, a statement of the fundamental premises on
which the entire document is based, might suffice for a sense of how cacophonous is the
polyglot polytext that the United Nations sent off into the world. The draft that Cassin
submitted in June, 1947 begins: “Tous les hommes sont fréres. Comme étres doués de
raison et membres d’une seule famille, ils sont libres et sont égaux en dignité et en
droits.” He was clearly borrowing from the 1789 Déclaration des droits de ’Homme et
du Citoyen, whose first article begins: “Les hommes naissent et demeurent libres et égaux
en droits* (“Men are born and remain free and equal in rights”). The English rendition of
Cassin’s text submitted to the committee was: “All men, being members of one family
are free, possess equal dignity and rights, and shall regard each other as brothers”). In
French, English, Spanish, and many other European languages, “men” can function as
synecdoche for “human beings,” though since 1948 it has grown increasingly suspect as
sexist. However, a Soviet delegate, Vladimir Koretzsky, objected, contending that the
phrase “All men” is one of those “historical atavisms which preclude us from an
understanding that we men are only one-half of the human species” (Glendon 2001, 68).
Although she called herself a feminist, Roosevelt defended the commonplace conflation
of “men” with “human beings.” After considerable discussion, the drafting committee
eliminated the masculine subject, making the opening of Article 1 read: “Tous les étres
humains naissent libres et égaux en dignité et en droits”/ “All human beings are born free
and equal in dignity and rights.” Nevertheless, in Basque, it is necessary to distinguish
between male and female, and, instead of making the subject of the sentence in Article 1
generic, the Basque version of the UDHR had to substitute a compound subject: “Gizon-
emakume guztiak aske jaiotzen dira” (““All men and women are born free”). The second
sentence of Article 1 still calls for “a spirit of brotherhood,” and the French version,
echoing the revolutionary call for liberté, égalité, et fraternité, similarly demands a spirit
of fraternité. The German version likewise refers to Geiste der Briiderlichkeit and the
Hebrew to X 5w mn

Again avoiding a masculine bias, the Basque version calls for all human beings to behave
toward one another artean senide—as if within the family. One hopes that Basque
families are not abusive. The name of the entire document—in English, the Universal
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Declaration of Human Rights; in Spanish, la Declaraciéon Universal de Derechos
Humanos; in Russian, BceoGasi neknapanus npaB desoBeka; in Chinese, t#5F AT 5
and in Arabic .Y Gsial dldl e is generic, but the French version, la
Déclaration universelle des droits de I’homme, is not; it declares the rights of man, not
humans. It echoes the hallowed Déclaration des droits de 'Homme et du Citoyen and
demonstrates how, even if their syntax and vocabularies are similar, languages bear
different historical freight.

Similarly, inclusion of the word dignity in the English version of Article 1 is a legacy of
the European Enlightenment, during which Immanuel Kant insisted that rational human
beings are ends in themselves, not means toward an end, that they possessed an inherent
dignity—what in his Kritik der praktischen Vernunft (1788), he called Wiirde. While
Kant’s French contemporaries were still using dignité to refer to the respect and privilege
claimed by persons of high position, the French text of the UDHR leveled the meaning of
dignité, to proclaim that all human beings possess inherent value. The English version of
Article 1 might have done better to assert that all human beings are equal in worth or
value, since the word dignity in English evokes the fusty image of starched collars and
walking sticks. Surely the UDHR is not intended as an accessory to vanity or as a
prohibition against satirists such as Jon Stewart deflating the self-esteem of the
sanctimonious and the hypocritical. Nor is dignity exactly commensurate with
a&lompémelo. (axioprépeia), dignidade, T21J (kavod), waardigheid, or mOCTOMHCTBO
(dostoinstva).

Chang, the vice chairman of the drafting committee, suggested inserting the Chinese
word 1= (rén) into Article 1. He explained that, as a combination of the characters A
(man) and — (two), it meant something like “two man-mindedness” (Glendon 67). Its
English equivalent might be empathy. However, the commission instead ended up
asserting that human beings are endowed not with {Z, but with reason and conscience,
terms that are themselves each problematic in English and possess imprecise equivalents
in other languages. The French text also employs the word conscience (just as the
Spanish text uses conciencia and the Italian coscienza), but the meaning is somewhat
different in the Romance languages, closer to consciousness. Nor did {Z (rén) make it
into the final Chinese version, which employs the term R 1> (lidngxin) instead. B 10»

(liangxin) is usually rendered in English as conscience.
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While it is the most ambitious, the UDHR is certainly not the earliest instance of a
transnational plurilingual text. Versions of a peace treaty that ended hostilities between
the Egyptian Pharoah Ramesses II and the Hittite King Hattusili§ III in 1271 BCE. have
been preserved in both Egyptian hieroglyphics and Hittite cuneiform (Saréevi¢ 1997, 23).
According to the Book of Esther (3:12), when Haman determined to exterminate all the
Jews in the polyglot Persian empire, he prepared an edict in the name of King Ahasuerus
and dispatched it “to the rulers of every people of every province, according to the
writing thereof, and to every people after their language” (Book of Esther 257).
Ahasuerus rescinded the death decree by sending out countermanding orders in each of
those same languages (8:9). The Treaty of Versailles that concluded World War I was
drafted simultaneously in French and English and taken to possess primary and equal
authority in each. In 1969, as linguistically parallel versions of international agreements
were multiplying, the Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties attempted to codify
their status in international law. Article 1 of the Vienna Convention states that: “When a
treaty has been authenticated in two or more languages, the text is equally authoritative in
each language, unless the treaty provides or the parties agree that, in case of divergence, a
particular text shall prevail” (Kuner 1991, 454 n.5). That has not silenced controversy
among legal scholars about whether, in applying plurilingual documents to particular
situations, one text is sufficient or it is necessary to consider all authoritative linguistic
versions. Furthermore, ascribing authority is one thing, but Article 3 of the Vienna
Convention goes on to make the linguistically absurd claim that: “The terms of the treaty
are presumed to have the same meaning in each authentic text.” The Unnamable (1958)
could not possibly have the same meaning as L’Innomable (1953), even if Beckett had
attempted to make his English text a perfect facsimile of his French novel. It is as naive
to assume perfect congruence between the English and Russian texts of the Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty (“the English, Russian, French, Spanish, and Chinese texts of
which,”“ according to its Article XI, “are equally authentic”) as between Lolita and
Jloauma, even if Nabokov had not consciously reconceived his novel between its
publication in English in 1955 and in Russian in 1967.

When they were signed in Uccialli in 1889, it was agreed that the Amharic and Italian
versions of the Treaty of Friendship and Commerce between Italy and Ethiopia possessed
equal authority (Tabory 1980, 5). In Amharic, Article 17 stated that Emperor Menelik II
was permitted to use the services of the Italian government to conduct foreign relations.

However, when the emperor discovered that the Italian text stated that he was obliged to
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use the services of the Italian government to conduct foreign relations, he was furious at
the attempt to erase Ethiopia’s sovereignty through linguistic legerdemain. By 1896, the
discrepancy between the two texts had led to a war in which Italian troops suffered more
than 5,000 casualties. Because the Italian and Ambharic texts were incompatible, Italy was
eventually forced to pay an indemnity of 10 million lire and to renounce, in no uncertain
terms, any claims to Ethiopian territory. Similarly, many years after the conclusion of the
1967 Six Day War, contemporary tensions in the Middle East remain exacerbated by the
fact that the two authoritative versions of United Nations Security Council Resolution
242 do not say quite the same thing. Israel has accepted the English wording of Article 1,
which calls for: “Withdrawal of Israeli armed forces from territories occupied in the
recent conflict.” However, the government of the state of Israel rejects the French text,
which calls for “retrait des forces armées israéliennes des territoires occupés lors du
récent conflit” (withdrawal of Israeli armed forces from the territories occupied in the
recent conflict). Because French, unlike English, requires an article or a partitive before a
noun, it was impossible to use the phrase “retrait des forces armées israéliennes de
territoires occupés lors du récent conflit.” But because “retrait des forces armées
israéliennes des territoires” could mean withdrawal from the (i.e. all the) territories,
Israeli officials found the resolution acceptable only in its vaguer English wording.

Belgium, Canada, India, South Africa, and Switzerland are among contemporary nations
that recognize multiple official languages and generate legally binding, parallel texts in
each. But the closest analogy to the linguistic pluralism of the UDHR is probably found
in the Official Journal of the European Union. Published every working day at
considerable expense, the Journal appears in identical formats in each of the official
languages of the European Union. At present, the EU certifies 24 languages as “official
and working” (English, French, and German are the “procedural languages” of the
European Commission), with more likely to come as its membership expands to include
such nations as Albania, Iceland, and Turkey. However, even if the EU ends up having to
employ translators to cover as many as 30 languages, its purposes would still seem
modest in comparison to those of the UDHR, which aspires to speak about essential
things to everyone everywhere.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights imagines an ideal planet in which hunger,
torture, homelessness, unemployment, arbitrary arrest, exploitation, and tyranny do not
exist. It projects a utopian vision of the best of all possible worlds created in reaction to a
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global crisis in which the worst were filled with passionate intensity and the best
floundered in the absence of an international mechanism to prevent unprecedented
carnage. Of necessity, as a proclamation of general principles, the UDHR abounds with
abstract terms such as freedom, liberty, dignity, justice, equality, and rights, all of which
are problematic within just English and impossible to find exact equivalents of in other
languages. Philippe Blanchet, who struggled to translate the lofty French and English of
the document into Provencal, a language that he insists favors concreteness, noted that:
“...we don't express things in abstract terms in Provencal and ... I had to try and find a
way to turn it into a more pragmatic and familiar way of saying it, which is very
important in the Provencal culture and sociolinguistics rules.” Not only did he find it
difficult to represent the abstractions in the Declaration, but he reports that Provencal
concepts such as lou parage, which means the condition of living together as equal
beings, simply have no equivalent in French and English (Blanchet 2011, personal

communication).

Moreover, the UDHR adopts the European Enlightenment model of personhood, of the
individual human being as a rational, sovereign moral agent. Rights do not exist unless
they can be asserted, and they cannot be asserted if they are not articulated. Using the
tools of distinct first-, second-, and third-person pronouns as well as the ascription of
causality through subject-verb agreement, English and French are efficient mechanisms
for delineating the kinds of human rights that did not exist under fascism. Might different
linguistic systems in the Amazon rain forest and Papua New Guinea express human
relationships very differently? Of course, it is a truism of anthropology that human
relationships vary considerably from culture to culture, and a key to all cultures might
seem chimerical, attained not empirically but mystically. However, in the first chapter of
De Interpretatione, Aristotle contends that “affections in the soul” (Aristotle 16*3, 43) are
universal, though expressed differently in different languages. For Roosevelt and the
other members of the committee convened by the UN after World War II, human rights
were indeed “affections of the soul,” and if a common language does not exist in which
to express them, we must stretch all the languages we have to accommodate discourse
about rights. An opponent of essentialism, John Rawls would use the term “overlapping
consensus” (Rawls 1999, 421) to avoid assumptions about universality. The strategy
might seem useful for discussions of human rights. However, in order to understand the

overlap, we still need a shared language. And if there is indeed an overlap, we might as
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well call it universal. The cosmopolis of perfect communication in which every human

being is accorded respect persists as a fond fantasy.

In practice, we as social creatures inhabit interpretive communities, in which we are
forever negotiating meanings among complementary and colliding texts. Translingual
treaties are collective fictions that derive their authority from the premise that we can
make languages work for us interchangeably. Like literary criticism, legal hermeneutics
is a matter of floating consensus. However, when we decide to accept Stephen Mitchell’s
“We cannot know his legendary head/with eyes like ripening fruit” instead of — or in
addition to - Robert Bly’s “We have no idea what his fantastic head/ was like, where the
eyeballs were slowly swelling” —as a substitute for Rainer Maria Rilke’s “Wir kannten
nicht sein unerhortes Haupt,/ darin die Augenéapfel reiften” (the opening of “Archaischer
Torso Apollos”)—it is ultimately a matter of taste. But how we decide to translate and
apply “Everyone has the right to an education,” in Article 26 of the UDHR, has very
practical consequences. Linguistic communities often readjust their reading of education
— as well as right and everyone.

The task of the translator is, according to Walter Benjamin’s famous essay by that name,
to aim to attain the impossible, a pure language that is the consummation of the thousands
of actual human tongues. “It is the task of the translator,” he wrote, “to release in his own
language that pure language which is exiled among alien tongues, to liberate the language
imprisoned in a work in his re-creation of that work. For the sake of the pure language, he
breaks through decayed barriers of his own language” (Benjamin 1996, 261). There may
or may not be a Universal Grammar—of human rights or of human language, but each of
the 466 versions of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights aspires to that ideal
language and ideal human condition for which we still lack perfect words.
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Appendix

Universal Declaration of Human Rights

okl 3 sl salladl B V)

BERANES

La Déclaration universelle des droits de I’homme

BceoO1as gekiapanusi mpaB yesjoBeKa

La Declaracion Universal de Derechos Humanos

Article 1:

English: All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are
endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of
brotherhood.

Arabic: ppdgizeg il 8wVl clacl gios (59 @loliall @ol,SIL BlacVI
ol (s pMoadly Jaslly &yl Gulwl 98 aulil dugluwioll

Basque: Gizon-emakume guztiak aske jaiotzen dira, duintasun eta eskubide berberak
dituztela; eta ezaguera et a kontzientzia dutenez gero, elkarren artean senide legez jokatu
beharra dute. [artean senide=within the family gizon=men emakume=women]

Chinese A\ AN EMBBEZE™MNNMNE—FFEE, MR AEE4EN
B, FMNLURBXRNE®MENF
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Esperanto: Ciuj homoj estas denaske liberaj kaj egalaj laii digno kaj rajtoj. Ili posedas
racion kaj konsciencon, kaj devus konduti unu al alia en spirito de frateco.

Finnish: Kaikki ihmiset syntyvit vapaina ja tasavertaisina arvoltaan ja oikeuksiltaan.
Heille on annettu jirki ja omatunto, ja heiddn on toimittava toisiaan kohtaan veljeyden
hengessi.

French: Tous les étres humains naissent libres et égaux en dignité et en droits. Ils sont
doués de raison et de conscience et doivent agir les uns envers les autres dans un esprit de
fraternité.

German: Alle Menschen sind frei und gleich an Wiirde und Rechten geboren. Sie sind
mit Vernunft und Gewissen begabt und sollen einander im Geiste der Briiderlichkeit
begegnen.

Greek: 'OLoL oL dvBowioL yevviouvtal eheBeQoL nal (0OL 0TV OELOTTQETELDL KOl TO
duwanmporto. Etvor moowmiopévol pe Aoyurt xan ouveidnon, xou opeilovv va
OV ITEQLPEQOVTOL LETOED TOVG UE TTVED UL AdEAPOOVVIG.

Hebrew: 75°5% ;1193121 711202 11107 0213 .0°N1"19121 2792 211 1P 232 17211 37X 212 93
NR W M2 MY WOR A0 oy aan

Hungarian: Minden. emberi [ény szabadon sziiletik és egyenld méltdsdga és joga van.
Az emberek, ésszel €s lelkiismerettel birvan, egymdssal szemben testvéri szellemben kell
hogy viseltessenek.

Latin: Omnes homines liberi aequique dignitate atque juribus nascuntur. Ratione
conscientiaque praediti sunt et alii erga alios cum fraternitate se gerere debent.

Malay: Semua manusia dilahirkan bebas dan samarata dari segi kemuliaan dan hak-hak.
Mereka mempunyai pemikiran dan perasaan hati dan hendaklah bertindak di antara satu
sama lain dengan semangat persaudaraan.

Maori: Ko te katoa o nga tangata i te whanaungatanga mai e watea ana i nga here katoa;
e tauriterite ana hoki nga mana me nga tika. E whakawhiwhia ana hoki ki a ratou te
ngakau whai whakaaro me te hinengaro mohio ki te tika me te he, a e tika ana kia meinga
te mahi a tetahi ki tetahi me ma roto atu i te wairua o te noho tahi, ano he teina he tuakana
i ringa i te whakaaro kotahi.
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Nahautl: Nochi tlakamej uan siuamej kipiaj manoj kuali tlakatisej, nochi san se
totlatechpouiltilis uan titlatepanitalojkej, yeka moneki kuali ma timouikakaj, ma
timoiknelikaj, ma timotlasojtlakaj uan ma timotlepanitaka;.

Norwegian: Alle mennesker er fgdt frie og med samme menneskeverd og
menneskerettigheter. De er utstyrt med fornuft og samvittighet og bgr handle mot
hverandre i brorskapets and.

Russian: Bce moau poskpiarorcsi cBOOOHBIMU U PABHBIMU B CBOEM JIOCTOMHCTBE U MPaBax.
OHu HasiesieHbl pa3yMOM U COBECTBIO U JIOJKHBI IOCTYNATh B OTHOLIEHNUH JIPYT Apyra B
nyxe OpaTcTBa.

Spanish: Todos los seres humanos nacen libres e iguales en dignidad y derechos y,
dotados como estdn de razén y conciencia, deben comportarse fraternalmente los unos
con los otros.

Turkish: Biitiin insanlar hiir, haysiyet ve haklar bakimindan esit dogarlar. Akil ve
vicdana sahiptirler ve birbirlerine kars1 kardeslik zihniyeti ile hareket etmelidirler.

Zulu: Bonke abantu bazalwa bekhululekile belingana ngesithunzi nangamalungelo.
Bahlanganiswe wumcabango nangunembeza futhi kufanele baphathane ngomoya
wobunye.
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