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“May the Best Translation Win”: Translation, Race, and the Myth of Meritocracy
Corine Tachtiris

With the institutionalization of values of diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI), translation institutions have also increasingly acknowledged the issue of racial inequity within translation as a profession. Efforts to address this inequity have largely focused on establishing equality of opportunity—removing barriers toward accessing opportunities like translation degrees or job or publication prospects—and rooting out implicit bias, subconsciously held racial stereotypes. As long as the number of translators is racially diverse and evaluation criteria like rubrics are established to counteract implicit bias, the logic goes, the “best” translations and translators will rise to the top in the many instances in which they are evaluated. In the world of literary translation, the latter include university assessments, publication acceptances, reviews of published work, and translation prizes, as well as, at the most fundamental level, readers evaluating the translations they read and translators themselves evaluating their own work as they make translation choices.
While such approaches can be beneficial, they often fail to take into account the way that racist logics also play a role in evaluation criteria for translations. That is, it is not enough for people of color to have access to opportunities to do “good” translation work or for white people to confront their implicit biases about who they think is capable of doing “good” translation work; the very notion of what counts as “good” translation work is itself a racial project that both partially derives from and perpetuates white supremacy. This talk exposes the myth of meritocracy in regard to racialized aspects of evaluating literary translations and offers critical approaches to counteract racial inequity and racism in the evaluation of literary translation work.
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