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Abstract

The main goal of the present paper was to exp|ore the influence of
the sociopolitical context of post-revolutionary Iran on the production of the
English info Persian translations of popular science books. It particularly
aimed to reveal the resisted themes, and to detect and classify the
translators’ applied forms of engagement in the translations. A Brief History
of Time: From the Big Bang to Black Holes was selected for doing the study.
The whole text, footnotes, and the appended paper were examined. The
research was carried within Tymoczko's theoretical framework (2010q;
2010c; 2010d) that conceptualizes political and ideological agency and
activism in translation by using two metaphors of resistance and
engagement, and classifies different forms of engagement in translation.
The results showed that the translator had tried to provide an almost exact
translation of the original scientific text. Nevertheless, he had encoded
activism in both forms of resistance and engagement through selection of
the text for translation, and commentary on translation in the form of
footnotes and a paper appended to the end of the book. He had tried to
maintain timeless religious, and cultural beliefs by using ideological
agendas as the basis for presenting Western scientific ideas and comments
to the Iranian target audience.

Keywords: Activism, Resistance, Engagement, Popular science books, A
Brief History of Time: From the Big Bang to Black Holes, Stephen Hawking

1. This paper was received on 12.02.2021 and approved on 12.04.2021.

2. Corresponding Author: Ph.D. Candidate of Translation Studies, Department of English
Translation Studies, Faculty of Persian Literature and Foreign Languages, Allameh
Tabataba'i University, Tehran, Iran; email: maddahi_mar@yahoo.com

3. Associate Professor, Department of English Translation Studies, Faculty of Persian
Literature and Foreign Languages, Allameh Tabataba’i University, Tehran, Iran; email:
mollanazar@atu.ac.ir



52

Translation Studies, Vol. 19, No. 73, Spring 2021

1. Introduction

In recent years, a considerable literature has grown up around the topic of
translation activism, and key terms like intervention and resistance have gained
significance in Translation Studies research arena (Wolf, 2013). The researchers’
prevailing view is that translation is “a mode of counterespionage, resistance, and
rebellion” (Tymoczko, 2010d, p. 16). Adopting a similar approach, this study also
surveys activism (resistance and engagement), in the translations of popular science
books done in Iran after the Islamic Revolution of 1979. Since its establishment after
the cultural and ideological Islamic Revolution, the state has principally defined its
role in a religious and cultural framework (Nakanishi & Mousavi, 2017, p. 2), and
has maintained a unique resistant, official “anti-Western/anti-American ideological
stance” (Golmohammadi, 2019, p. 94) affecting translation practices.

A Brief History of Time: From the Big Bang to Black Holes was selected as the
corpus of the study. It is a Stephen Hawking book, the world-famous English
theoretical physicist, cosmologist, and author whose books are famous for both
English and Persian readers. It has been translated from English into Persian by

Mohammad Reza Mahjoub in 1384 [2005]. In this genre-defining book (the first

science book written for non-specialists, i.e. laymen), Hawking addresses
fascinating subjects like the nature of space and time, the role of God in creation,
and the history and future of the universe with an engaging voice and tries to make
them accessible to the non-specialist readers. As such, the mere selection of the
book for translation has been an activist decision, in line with the publisher’s
(Sahami-e-Enteshar Publishing Company) belief in polyphony and aim of enhancing
awareness among Iranians of recent, impressive scientific ideas (Razavi, 13 March,
2021). Besides, it could also be expected that Hawking’s famous controversial ideas
on these subjects have made it a site of translation activism (resistance and
engagement) in post-revolutionary Iran. So, the study aimed to answer the following

questions regarding the aforementioned book based on the conceptual framework
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developed by Tymoczko (2010a; 2010c; 2010d): (1) what is resisted in the Persian
translation of A Brief History of Time: From the Big Bang to Black Holes? and (2)

what forms of engagement can be discerned in it2

2. Review of Literature
2.1. Theoretical Framework

The study was carried out within the conceptual framework developed by
Tymoczko (2010a; 2010c; 2010d), who conceptualizes political and ideological
agency and activism in translation by using two metaphors of resistance and
engagement. While resistance is reactive (it refers to an act of opposition to a force
or power) and restrictive, and limits “the translator to a more passive role than is
required or desirable,” engagement is proactive, entails commitment and suggests
actions that might “involve solidarity with other people” and goes beyond “reactions
or oppositions to an external powerful force” (Tymoczko, 2010d, p. 11). Her
proposed forms of engagement in translation are rousing, inspiring, mobilizing,

witnessing, or inciting fo rebellion and so forth (Tymoczko, 2010q, p. 213).

2.2. Review of the Related Literature

Regarding the issue of resistance in Translation Studies, there exist at least
three major collections of essays: Translation, Resistance, Activism (2010c), edited
by Maria Tymoczko, and Translation and Opposition (2011), edited by
Asimakoulas Dimitris and Margaret Rogers, and The Routledge Handbook of
Translation and Activism (2020), edited by Rebecca Ruth Gould and Kayvan
Tahmasebian. All these three collections view translation as a potential site of
empowerment, and try to show how the agency of translators can take an activist
form such as resisting/opposing or supporting political or moral positions. Aiming
at illuminating specific historical examples, they discuss the pragmatic and

theoretical issues such as translators’ choices, the partial nature of resistant
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translations, and the roles of resistant translations in the target culture. Similarly, few
Iranian researchers have dealt with the Iranian context (e.g. Farahzad, 2013;
Ghaderi, 2018). However, the notion of cultural resistance to the ideological

imports in the Iranian context seems to be still under-researched.

3. Methodology

This research was a descriptive, exploratory corpus-based study. The data
came from the whole Persian text of “A Brief History of Time: From the Big Bang to
Black Holes,” and its English source text as well as all the translator’s footnotes, and
the paper added to the Persian translation (paratextual elements). The study
examined translations in the light of Tymoczko's (2010a; 2010c; 2010d) definition
of translation as both forms of resistance and engagement. It aimed to reveal what
was resisted in the translation, and detect and classify the engagement forms used
by the Iranian translator.

First, the whole English book was read, examined, and compared with the
Persian translation to detect the textual alterations that could be attributed to the
ideological resistance and engagement, and if so, provide a descriptive discussion
of such alterations with respect to the main themes they presented, and classify
different forms of engagement.

Then, the translator’s footnotes were examined. Mahjoub, the translator, had
revealed his resistant, critical position by accompanying three extracts of the text
with a similar activist footnote: “Since the publication of the book in Europe and the

United States, such issues have been criticized and answered, a sample of which

has been translated and published at the end of the book.” (1384 [2005], pp. 172,

179, & 216). So, the researchers examined the topics presented in these extracts of
the text with reference to the paper “The Big Bang, Stephen Hawking, and God,”
the transcription of a public lecture (paper) given by Schaefer (1994) added to the

end of the Persian text by the translator, o reveal how resistance was manifested in
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the translation. Then, the whole confent of the paper was examined and
descriptively discussed, with respect to the main themes it presented, and classified

based on different forms of engagement.

4. Data Analysis, Results, and Discussion
As it was previously mentioned, the study was done in the light of

Tymoczko’s (2010a; 2010c; 2010d) definition of translation as both forms of

resistance and engagement.

Resistance
The activist footnotes guided the readers to the paper “The Big Bang,

Stephen Hawking, and God"’. According to the translator’s footnotes (Mahjoub,
1384 [2005], p. 233), the paper is a rewriting of the major parts of Fritz Schaefer’s

lecture given at the University of Colorado in the spring of 1994 at the invitation of
a Christian leader and other university officials. More than 500 students and
professors had attended the lecture. Schaefer is the Graham Perdue Professor of
Chemistry and Director of the Center for Computational Chemistry at the University
of Georgia. He has defined his goal as finding a part of God's plans, and found the
joy of scientific research in discovering new things, wondering how God did his
creation (Schaefer, 1994, p. 233).

Appended to the end of the book, the paper apparently functioned as an
afterthought or comment for the readers who had already formed their own
schema. In the following section, those fext extracts related to the footnotes will be
presented along with their Persian translations. Then, the most related parts of the
paper which show resistance to the ideas presented in the text extracts will be
discussed. This helps to highlight the resisted themes and the way resistance has
been manifested (It is noteworthy that presenting the whole scientific discussion is

beyond the limits and scope of this study):
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1. ST. If Euclidean space-time stretches back to infinite imaginary time, or else starts at a
singularity in imaginary time, we have the same problem as in the classical theory of
specifying the initial state of the universe: God may know how the universe began, but we
cannot give any particular reason for thinking it began one way rather than another. On
the other hand, the quantum theory of gravity has opened up a new possibility, in which
there would be no boundary to space-time and so there would be no need to specify the
behavior at the boundary. There would be no singularities at which the laws of science
broke down, and no edge of space-time at which one would have to appeal to God or
some new law to set the boundary conditions for space-time. One could say: “The
boundary condition of the universe is that it has no boundary.” The universe would be
completely self-contained and not affected by anything outside itself. It would neither be
created nor destroyed. It would just BE (Hawking, 1988, p. 134).

5 slaband )0 aSTL ey (oS (oliol sosmge (loj 5 LoansidS slosl &y (cwslBl (loj-Lad 5008 ST iaer 5
(=5 ol Sl 08 ettt gay SedS 4k IS plen 008 Sl (SuSS S L sesme ol
S s @l (pols Lo g il oos Lo Lol sl T ez 905 (S8 5l aiglas 205 oo J18 Lo ()l
03555 1, (6,500 el (1S (ogilsS anyll GR00 a3l ST S0 IS a &g 55 (al @ (55
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Explanation: The lecturer (Schaefer, 1994, pp. 247-248) levels criticism at

Hawking’s no-boundary proposal, i.e. the universe as a wave function, popping
into existence 15-20 billion years ago: He first admits that the notion of imaginary
time is a powerful mathematical trick (tool) that is used on occasion by theoretical
chemists and physicists. But, then, he puts that in Hawking and Hartle’s No-
Boundary Proposal, the notion that the universe has neither beginning nor end is
something that exists in mathematical terms only. Doing so, he refers to Hawking’s
(1988) two contradictory statements: “When one goes back to the real time in
which we live, however, there will still appear to be singularities (p. 138),” and “in
real time, the universe has a beginning and an end at singularities that form a
boundary to space-time and at which the laws of science breaks down” (p. 139).

He adds that science is primarily concerned with facts, not motive, and thus a
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complete scientific description of the creation does not rule out a providential

account at the same time.

2. ST. The idea that space and time may form a closed surface without boundary also has
profound implications for the role of God in the affairs of the universe. With the success of
scientific theories in describing events, most people have come to believe that God allows
the universe to evolve according to a set of laws and does not intervene in the universe to
break these laws. However, the laws do not tell us what the universe should have looked
like when it started—it would still be up to God to wind up the clockwork and choose how
fo start it off. So long as the universe had a beginning, we could suppose it had a creator.
But if the universe is really completely self-contained, having n n r it woul

have neither inning nor end: it would simpl hat pl then, for reator?

(Hawking, 1988, p. 141)
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Explanation: As previously mentioned, the lecturer levels criticism at Hawking’s no-

boundary proposal and hence this argument. He also reminds the reader that
Hawking is not an atheist, but an agnostic or deist or something more along those

lines, but he is uncertain about his belief in a god of his own creation (Shaffer,

1994, p. 245).

3. ST: However, if we do discover a complete theory, it should in time be understandable in
broad principle by everyone, not just a few scientists. Then we shall all, philosophers,
scientists, and just ordinary people, be able to take part in the discussion of the question of
why it is that we and the universe exist. If we find the answer to that, it would be the

ultimate triumph of human reason—for then we would know the mind of God (Hawking,
1988, p. 175).
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Explanation: The lecturer (Schaefer, 1994, p. 245) is sympathetic to this statement

but thinks that Hawking is claiming a bit much. He would modify it to say that “if we
had a unified, complete theory, we would know a lot more about the mind of God.”
On the whole, the lecturer believes that science has limits; it knows nothing of God
and eternity. But, Hawking is in search of a complete understanding of the events,

and of our own existence (Schaefer, 1994, p. 250).

To conclude, the lecturer treats the book with respect, and believes that
Hawking's success as a popularizer of science, is due to his way of addressing the
problems of meaning and purpose, that concern all thinking people. He believes
that the book overlaps with Christian belief and it does so deliberately, but
graciously, and without rancor (Schaefer, 1994, p. 243). However, he does not
totally agree with its whole content. Some of the scientific ideas and themes
presented in the book especially those questioning the existence of God and His role
in creation of the universe, and His infinite unique attributes have faced his strong

criticism and resistance.

Engagement
A combination of different forms of engagement have been used in the

paper that value the significance of Hawking’s book and scientific achievements but
present different narrations or (philosophical) interpretations of the scientific
achievements, or deal with different standpoint of the lecturer from Hawking's (and
hence the translator’s as he has selected and included the paper at the end of the
book), and refer to limits of science or address cases of sensitive religious and

ideological matters. They will be discussed in detail as follows:

Rousing
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Using this form of engagement, the lecturer, either consciously or
subconsciously challenges the authors’ position. The issue has been too important to
him that he aims fo stress his position, even ridiculing the author’s opposing points
of view which he believes have not well supported by facts. He wants others to
follow his dictates, rouse the same negative attitudes and feelings such as anger,
hatred, efc. This form has been rarely used, however, only in dealing with sensitive
ideological matters such as the existence of God or the value of human beings in the

universe.

Example:
Iy St ST5lo 5w Gl ol s S5 ey S50 [ KeTglo 10 1Kl adslie G G Sl )Y
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Hawking’s ideas about God and human beings have been ridiculed and

considered as silly, aiming apparently fo rouse the same feelings in the audience.

Inspiring
In some cases, where the information or statements deemed harmful or in

contrast with the vast public’s beliefs and ideologies, the lecturer seemingly aims to
take the opportunity to constructively address them by bringing counter examples of
the prominent and influential figures or evidence that reject them. Perhaps, he thinks
it is the easiest way to inspire the readers with faith, and make people accompany

him in his religious faith and avoid atheism.

Example:
(Freeman Dyson) Ol o p8 Fas] iz [ o ail Wiglts Koo v, 40 4S5 GUIUSG 18 ol Lo
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He claims that physical scientists are rarely atheist. He maintains that some

of them express surprise at so many accidental occurrences. However, that
astonishment quickly disappears when they see divine purpose instead of
arbitrariness in the laws of nature. As such, he aims to inspire hope and faith in the

audience.

Mobilizing
In one occasion, the lecturer emphasizes complete harmony with the author,

calling the buyers of the book to take action and actually read the book which, in
his view, is worth reading. He seems reasonable enough to acknowledge the value
of the book, and his author and his significant scientific achievements. He tries to
mobilize them to read the book and get familiar with the latest scientific
achievements, and different ways of interpreting them and prepares the ground for

judging its content. He seems fo aim at enhancing public awareness.

Example:
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As discussed above, the lecturer encourages the audience to take action and
read the book, not only to buy it! However, he argues that there is no reason to
agree with everything put forth in it, as he, himself, has some areas of

disagreement.

Witnessing
It seems that the lecturer has aimed to base his speech on mutual respect; he

frequently provides evidence for his sayings and criticism in forms of the well-

distinguished scholars’ anecdotes and quotations or scientific facts or events. Thus,
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witnessing is usually used for the cases where he agrees with a part of the original
authors’ idea about or interpretation of the event but tries to give new information or

interpretation about that same event.

Example:
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The lecturer claims that there are many prominent counter-examples to
Stephen Hawking that believe in God and a need for some religious or

metaphysical explanation, and tries to prove it by anecdotes and statistical data that

prove and witness his (i.e. the lecturer’s) claim.

Publicizing
In his speech, the lecturer widely refers to influential figures, books, scientific

organizations and achievements. Hence, publicizing was added to Tymoczko's
introduced forms of engagement to refer to this feature. Perhaps this feature could
be well explained by the fact that the lecturer, who is a well distinguished scholar,
has no personal conflict with the author. He is only in search of new knowledge,
himself, and desires to help the public improve its understanding of the world and

its obtained knowledge. He tries to obey the rules of scientific speaking and writing.
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Example:
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He introduces Hawking as a prominent figure, probably the most famous

living scientist, and publicizes his book, A Brief History of Time: From the Big Bang
to Black Holes, which has sold more than any book in the history of science writing
and recommends its reading.

Finally, no engagement in the form of inciting to rebellion was observed,

which seems quite logical. None of the translator has had such a goal in mind.

4. Conclusion

By linking textual and paratextual study of the translated text and the
relevant political context of post-revolutionary Iran, the study aimed to explore the
influence of the sociopolitical context of post-revolutionary Iran on the production of
Persian translation of popular science books, and reveal what is resisted in the
translations and detect and classify the forms of engagement in translation used by
Iranian translators. A Brief History of Time: From the Big Bang to Black Holes was
selected as the corpus of the study.

The results showed that the content of the book has been remained more or
less unaltered in the translation, specifically the scientific ideas. That is, the book’s
controversial ideas about sensitive ideological and religious matters, such as God
and his role in the creation of the universe, which seem not to fit the post-
revolutionary Iran’s religious and ideological framework, have been almost exactly
presented in the translation.

Nevertheless, the translator has clarified his ideological stance regarding the
contents of the book. Through the selection of the text for translation, and

commentary on translation in the form of footnotes, and the appended paper at the



Popular Science Books as a Site of Translational Activism ... 63

end of the book, the translator has encoded activism in both forms of resistance and
engagement.

The credible paper that the translator has added to the Persian translation to
encode his activism, belongs to Fritz Schaefer, a prominent, religious scholar. It acts
as an afterthought or comment for the readers. This has undoubtedly been a clever
decision as it has made the book publishable in Iran, and has let the Iranian
readers be aware of the recent scientific achievements and thoughts.

On the whole, the translator has tried to maintain the concepts of timeless
religious beliefs and culture by using ideological agendas as the basis for

presenting Western scientific ideas and comments to the Iranian target audience.
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