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Abstract:
This article analyses the definition of sovereignty that Bodin provides in his
1576 Six livres de la république, which outlines sovereignty using French, Greek,
Latin, Italian and Hebrew terms. It argues that, despite this attention to more
than one language, Bodin wishes to present sovereignty as an unbound ideality
beyond any and every language. Nevertheless, it is argued that Bodin in fact
privileges the French souveraineté as that which sets up the analogical continuity
between Greek, Latin, Italian and Hebrew. Accordingly, the article tracks the
importance of French for Bodin in the wake of the 1539 Ordinance of Villers-
Cotterêts, as well Bodin’s claim that one of the ‘true marks of sovereignty’
is the power of the sovereign to change the language of his subjects. It ends
by suggesting that the status of the exception in translation is not a species of
sovereign exception, as Jean-Luc Nancy proposes, but a matter of linguistic
justice.
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In ‘On a Divine Wink’, Jean-Luc Nancy discusses the difficulties
of translating the German word Wink into French and the decision
to keep, in French translations of Martin Heidegger, the word
untranslated. He argues that the decision to leave Wink untranslated
was nothing less than a sovereign gesture on the translator’s part, since
it was a decision about what constituted an exception to the regular
laws of translation. His analysis, accordingly, draws on the work of Carl
Schmitt and we discover that, for Nancy, the exception in translation
is analogous to the exception in jurisprudence, just as for Schmitt, the
exception in jurisprudence is analogous to the miracle in theology.1
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As Nancy proclaims: ‘The exception of the untranslatable constitutes
the law of translation. (. . . ) Where there is exception, there is
sovereignty. What is sovereign is the idiom that declares itself [se déclare]
to be untranslatable.’2 As well as discussing the sovereignty of idioms,
Nancy in this piece asserts that the translator is sovereign. He states this
to be the case whether the translator suspends the laws of translation
by leaving a given word untranslated (such as Wink), or whether they
choose to submit to the laws of translation and substitute the original
word — following the logic that ‘a sense can be said in multiple
languages [langues]’, even if ‘some sense, if not the sense, refuses or eludes
that possibility’.3 From this viewpoint, sovereignty is hence inescapable
in matters of translation — the translator is always sovereign. Nancy
thus not only adapts Schmitt’s notion of exception when thinking
about translation, but also dramatically increases its scope, so that
even following the laws of translation, let alone making an exception
to them, becomes a sovereign matter. As Nancy writes: ‘Sovereign
is the translator who decides to suspend the translation, leaving the
word in the original. Equally sovereign, moreover, is the translator
who, taking it to the next level, decides in favour of a solution by
“equivalence,” as we say, or by periphrasis, analogy, or some other
procedure.’4

According to this logic, the Dictionary of Untranslatables — which
Nancy briefly mentions in the preface to the English translation of
The Creation of the World or Globalization — is thus better entitled
a Dictionary of Sovereignties, a dictionary of sovereign translators and
idioms declaring themselves to be sovereign. Rather than evaluate
Nancy’s claims immediately, I want to examine how sovereignty was
treated by Jean Bodin, as well as what non-French terms Bodin
thought as relevant conceptual antecedents to sovereignty in his own
time, sovereign in all but name. I have chosen Bodin to be the focus of
this piece because, as Schmitt notes in his Political Theology: ‘Ever since
the sixteenth century, jurists who discuss the question of sovereignty
have derived their ideas from a catalogue of determining, decisive
marks of sovereignty that can in essence be traced to the points made
by Bodin’.5 And indeed Nancy himself in ‘Ex Nihilo Summum (Of
Sovereignty)’ positions Bodin as one of the founders of ‘sovereignty
as a modern concept’.6 Bodin’s Six livres de la république (henceforth
referred to simply as République) was published in 1576, and is itself
an example of an exception to the language norms of sixteenth-
century Europe — namely, that books of science, religion, law and
philosophy be written in Latin. For, as the title indicates, the book was
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first written in French, and its appearance in Latin would not occur
for another decade, in 1586, after Bodin translated it himself. One of
the apparent motivations for this self-translation was a visit to England
— we know he went at least once, in 1581 — where he discovered
that, while Cambridge scholars had been deliberating on his République
since its publication, they faced serious difficulties reading it due to the
lack of an authoritative Latin edition. Not that many scholars today,
in Cambridge or otherwise, even consult the Latin edition prepared
by Bodin,7 including Schmitt himself, who cites Bodin notably only
in French, thus eschewing not only Bodin’s Latin De Republica, but
German translations of Bodin, which had existed as early as 1591–2.
Which is to say that French has become the sovereign language when
we read Bodin, even when Bodin himself writes about sovereignty in
more than one language.8

Upon reading the famous opening sentence of the Eighth Chapter
of Book One of République, it is easy at first glance to imagine
that Bodin proceeds as if he were writing an entry on sovereignty
commissioned by one of the editors of the Dictionary of Untranslatables.
For Bodin assembles in the opening lines no less than four languages
(Latin, Greek, Italian and Hebrew) in order to define sovereignty.
As he writes: ‘Sovereignty is the absolute and perpetual power of
a commonwealth [République], which the Latins call maiestas; the
Greeks akra exousia, kurion arche, and kurion politeuma; and the Italians
segnoria (. . . ) while the Hebrews call it tomech shévet — that is,
the highest power of command’.9 But this was not the first time
that Bodin defined sovereignty in more than one language, for as
he put it in an earlier Latin work published in 1566, Methodus ad
facilem historiarum cognitionem (Method for the Easy Comprehension
of History), ‘Aristotle calls it kurion politeuma or kurion arche; the
Italians, signoria; we, sovereignty; the Latins, summa rerum and summum
imperium’.10 However, one soon realizes that Bodin has very different
goals than those of the Dictionary of Untranslatables, for even though
the Latin terms used to define sovereignty from Methodus (1566) to
République (1576) and De Republica (1586) vary, the words he mentions
in Latin, Greek, Italian and Hebrew are not assembled so as to
highlight differences — be they linguistic, historical, social, political or
conceptual differences — but to quash them. He defines sovereignty in
more than one language, in other words, to demonstrate the analogical
continuity of sovereignty not only in inter-lingual terms (for example,
akra exousia, segnoria, tomech shévet), but in intra-lingual terms (for
example, summa rerum, summum imperium, summa potestas, maiestas).
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Which is to say that, although Bodin refers to more than one
language, he does this not to expose sovereignty to more than one
language, but to underscore that sovereignty is for him an absolutely
unbound ideality — something absolutus in a linguistic as well as
political sense — one that is beyond any and every language, in contrast
to words for sovereignty. This unbound status is underscored by the
sequence of languages that Bodin provides in his République: Latin,
Greek, Italian and Hebrew, which does not follow the chronological
order of when these languages developed, nor of their historico-
linguistic influence on one another.

According to Nancy’s logic, Bodin, in including untranslated words,
would be performing the very theory of sovereignty that Bodin, on
Schmitt’s reading, describes. Bodin would be exemplifying the very
logic that he speaks of, that of sovereign exception, by leaving words —
and not just any words, but sovereign words, words for sovereignty in
more than one language — untranslated. But the question of language
in Bodin is even more complex. For while Bodin in his definition
of sovereignty aims to neutralize the linguistic element necessary for
sovereignty, not all languages are equally sovereign in his presentation.
In the 1576 edition, for instance, French has the privilege of naming
the thing called sovereignty, and the other languages have the function
of naming sovereignty across other locales and other time periods.
What Bodin hopes to achieve, in other words, is something more
than exemplifying the logic of sovereignty; he wishes to provide the
conditions for sovereignty to appear throughout the ages for the first
time. The becoming-visible of sovereignty being in this case none
other than the marks of sovereignty, names of sovereignty, in other
languages. Bodin’s enumeration of sovereign words in several languages
is thus what Plato’s sun-analogy is to the Good (agathon): it is supposed
to make the invisible at last visible. This pairing of Bodin and Plato
on my part is no accident. For Jacques Derrida has twice highlighted
how the language of Plato’s Republic draws on the logic and language of
the ‘super’ and of the ‘hyper’ when speaking of the Good (agathon), the
Good which ‘transcends [hyperekhontos] beings and essence in antiquity,
dignity [presbeia] and surpassing power’ (Republic 509b).11 Moreover,
in Rogues, Derrida signals his agreement with those translators that use
the word ‘sovereignty’ when translating Plato into French and indeed
praises the translation — made by Emile Chambry — of presbeia as
majesté. As Derrida remarks, his own use of the word ‘sovereign’ in
his reading of Plato in Rogues is justified, on the one hand, by Plato’s
identification of the sun as a king (basileus), and on the other, ‘by the
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fact that Plato actually qualifies as kurion (508a) this Sun and this Good
(. . . ). But it is also, and especially, justified by the fact that, at the
moment of defining the idea of the Good in a literally hyperbolic
fashion as epekeina tēs ousias (beyond being or beingness), Plato couches
this idea in the language of power, or rather, superpower.’12

In what follows, I will show a similar structure at work in Bodin,
namely, that while sovereignty is held to be beyond language, language
is not held to be beyond sovereignty. I will hence argue that this act of
assembling Latin, Greek, Italian and Hebrew words was by no means
without import. Its significance lies in the fact that Bodin’s definition
of sovereignty in more than one language is not merely stating that
souveraineté has been used, or can be used, to translate several Latin,
Greek, Italian and Hebrew terms, but that the analogical continuity of
these disparate words is revealed for the very first time by souveraineté.
In sum, the internal unity of these terms is only revealed by, and
inaugurated by, the French term souveraineté, which is deployed as a
hypernym. The significance of Bodin’s act in 1576 is thus threefold:
first, he gathers a number of competing and distinct political and legal
terms in one language — for instance, the Latin lexicon of Roman
law — second, he discusses them using a different language, namely,
French, and third, he only uses one term in that language, souveraineté,
to set up the analogical continuity between Latin, Greek, Italian and
Hebrew.

I highlight this because scholars of sovereignty have paid very little
attention, if any, to this assemblage of Latin, Greek, Italian and Hebrew
words and the ramifications for Bodin’s grouping of these various
terms under the single heading of souveraineté. One likely explanation
for this surprising neglect is the influence of Schmitt’s reading of
Bodin. For Schmitt claimed that the definition of sovereignty that
Bodin provides in Chapter Eight, where he defines sovereignty in
more than one language, pales in significance compared to the true
marks of sovereignty that Bodin later describes in Chapter Ten. In
addition, and even more crucially for Schmitt, Bodin ushers in nothing
less than a new age of politics — as Schmitt writes: ‘[Bodin] stands
at the beginning of the modern theory of the state’.13 Schmitt thus
ignores Bodin’s attempt to identify pre-modern forms of sovereignty,
ones operating in different places at different times. As Etienne Balibar
observes, ‘According to Schmitt, the modernity of Bodin (. . . ) is
located precisely in this doctrine [of the marks of sovereignty], in
opposition to everything else in his work that is a simple continuation
of the mediaeval heritage’.14 Schmitt hence disregards Bodin’s act of
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defining sovereignty in more than one language and his assembling
of maiestas, akra exousia, kurion arche, kurion politeuma, segnoria and
tomech shévet under the heading of souveraineté, which indicates both
a continuation of the medieval heritage (‘these are the antecedents of
souveraineté’) and a rupture of it (‘nevertheless, souveraineté best names
what this heritage was trying, but failed, to fully describe’).15 Insisting
solely on the rupture misses the fact that, for Bodin, sovereignty
as a hypernym inherits and assimilates maiestas, akra exousia, kurion
arche, kurion politeuma, segnoria and tomech shévet as hyponyms. These
terms become, on the one hand, failed attempts to properly name
sovereignty, and on the other, something which legitimizes the French
term souveraineté.

But this inattention by numerous scholars to the multiple languages
found in Bodin’s work is perhaps no surprise, since Bodin himself is
not frank about the import of his translation strategy. For this listing
of lexicographical equivalents for sovereignty, or rather, souveraineté,
in Latin, Greek, Italian and Hebrew, poses, inadvertently we might
say, one of the most fundamental problems of sovereignty. It indicates
that the multiplicity of languages is both a resource and a scandal
for Bodin’s account of sovereignty. Resource because there is no
sovereignty completely outside of the language(s) needed to proclaim
the law — hence the mark of sovereignty, which we will examine
later, that makes language policy a sovereign matter — scandal because
sovereignty should be, in Bodin’s words from Book Two, Chapter
Seven of République, ‘indivisible and incommunicable’, making it,
in principle, indifferent to Babel and the division of tongues.16 The
translation of sovereignty thus poses a necessity and a problem for
sovereignty.

To consider this, let us recall that Bodin’s République was published
first in French in an age when scientific, legal, religious and
philosophical discourse were dominated by Latin. This is important
because the competition between Latin and French is not one of
only external circumstance for this text, but is inscribed into the very
text itself, as is evident in a chapter entitled ‘On the True Marks
of Sovereignty’ (in French, Des vraies marques de souveraineté, and in
Latin, Quaenam propria sunt iura maiestatis).17 In this chapter, Bodin
enumerates what are identified as the true marks of sovereignty — the
power (i) to legislate, (ii) to declare war and make peace, (iii) to appoint
higher magistrates, (iv) to hear final appeals, and (v) to grant pardons.
These five true marks of sovereignty cannot be, according to Bodin,
divided or shared, they are indivisible, as Bodin puts it: the mark of
all true marks of sovereignty is that they ‘are properties not shared by
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subjects’.18 However, in addition to these five marks of sovereignty that
have long been discussed since Schmitt, there are, near the end of the
chapter, some supplementary marks, which have nearly been entirely
ignored by commentators,19 including Schmitt, Nancy, Derrida and
Balibar. Foremost among these supplementary marks is the ability of
a sovereign to force his subjects to change their language. As Bodin
states, it is a ‘true mark of sovereignty to compel subjects to change
their language [contraindre les subjects à changer de langue]’.20 Or, as the
Knolles translation renders it: ‘But much more it belongeth unto the
royaltie of soveraigne majestie, to be able to compel the subjects to use
the language and speech of him that ruleth over them’.21 The change
in question is thus explicitly phrased as one in which languages are
replaced, not supplemented — the mark of linguistic sovereignty is the
monopoly on the legitimate use of force to change the language of one’s
subjects, not to add to the language(s) of one’s subjects. The logic of
this stipulation is thus one of subtractive bilingualism (one language for
another), rather than additive bilingualism (one language with another).
In addition, this force is for Bodin entirely cogent, on the side of
reason, for it is a force, like the sovereign, that unifies, as is signalled in
his Latin translation of 1586, where Bodin renders contraindre as cogere
(from co- ‘together’ and agere ‘drive’). This sovereign act is both a force
and a gathering, a gathering of force; it gathers languages, and it does
so using force, but this force is on the side of reason, reason as logos
(and one might recall here the many senses of logos, including ‘reason’
as well as ‘collecting’, ‘gathering’ and ‘assembling’).

The fact that the chapter explicitly mentions the 1539 Ordinance of
Villers-Cotterêts, which made French the administrative language of
the kingdom and compelled the subjects of François I to use French as
the language of the law, reinforces the logic of this remark, especially
since Bodin — one of the very subjects that he speaks of — uses French
in 1576 to define sovereignty. There is thus an autological structure at
work. Bodin uses the very language that the courts of France have
been compelled to use since 1539 to describe the sovereign power
to compel others to change their language. In sum, Bodin’s choice
of French to write about sovereignty rather than Latin confirms the
very mark of sovereignty he describes. Not that Latin is completely
dismissed. Latin’s position is, we might say, first and second. It is, in
the 1576 edition, the first non-French language to be mentioned,
before Greek, Italian and Hebrew, but it is, all the same, second to
French, the language of Bodin’s République. The master language of
sovereignty will, accordingly, be French, while the first example of a
given groups of speakers will be Latin speakers. Latin will then return



252 Paragraph

in the years that follow to being first, be restored to the master language
of sovereignty, when Bodin completes De Republica in 1586. Let us
examine this logic in more detail. In the preface to the French edition,
written by Bodin to Du Faur de Pibrac, Bodin states that:

For my part, having nothing better to offer, I present here my discourse on the
République, in the popular language [langue populaire]. I do so in part because the
wellsprings [sources] of the Latin language, already nearly exhausted, will dry up
completely, if the barbarism of the civil wars continues; in part, so as to be better
understood by all natural Frenchmen [de tous François naturels], that is, by those
who have the desire and will to see this Kingdom restored to its original splendour,
flourishing again in arms and in its laws.22

In this passage, Bodin depicts Latin as a natural phenomenon, a
spring or well, une source, which has nearly been used up, due to the
‘barbarism of the civil wars’. These civil wars, as a result, are registered
as something that can negatively impact language and, indeed, wipe it
out. By threatening the existence of Latin they also threaten to turn
us into barbarians — those who cannot speak this higher tongue, the
language of culture. But a second reason is given, that Bodin wishes
to be understood by all, or rather, by tous François naturels, by all
natural Frenchmen, Frenchmen named after François. This sentence
thus turns a proper name, a sovereign name, one belonging to a
king, into another kind of proper name, one belonging to a group
and the name of a whole people. Accordingly, we have here not a
scene of Babelian confusion, but of sovereign fusion — the fusion
of the name of a king with the name of those whom he rules over.
The French, according to Bodin, have thus achieved what the people
of Shem in Genesis wanted, they have made a name for themselves,
become united, by taking on the name ‘François’, the same François
that enacted the 1539 Ordinance of Villers-Cotterêts. Bodin’s way of
partaking of this act is to write in the langue populaire, which is decreed
to be both popular and natural. The République is thus a text on French
no less than in French. Moreover, these natural Frenchman are further
defined as loyal to their country, this devotion leading to not only
better defences against war, but to a strengthening of the law, and they
thus defend the first two marks of sovereignty that Bodin describes —
(i) the power to legislate, and (ii) the power to declare war and make
peace.

The importance of François I reappears in the chapter on the ‘True
Marks of Sovereignty’ when Bodin is discussing the domination of
Latin across Europe:
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This [linguistic domination] is something that the Romans did so much better
than any prince or people since, they still seem to be dominant throughout the
greater part of Europe (. . . ) And since the Gauls had so many Roman citizens and
colonies among them, they more or less changed the language of the country into
something nearly Latin, which they called Roman, and issued all of their court
decrees (arrests) in Latin up until the ordinance of François I.23

Or, as the 1606 Knolles translation renders it:

But France for that it swarmed as it were with citizens of Rome, did so confound
the Latine tongue, with the naturall countrey speech, as the ancient writers called
our country men Romans; yea the judgements and decrees of the higher court
of Parliament, viz. of Paris were set downe in Latine (which the presidents and
governors were commanded to doe) until that Francis the first had given order
that they should use their owne country language.24

One can thus interpret Bodin’s emphasis on the French term
souveraineté in 1576 to be the political extension of the 1539 Ordinance
of Villers-Cotterêts. Jurists in France had before this decree mostly
fought over how to interpret Roman legal terminology — for instance,
terms such as imperium and dominium, to name only two25 — but
Bodin’s gesture is to respond to the fact that the law in France
must itself now be decreed in French, by promoting a French term
to rule supreme above such terms as imperium and dominium. The
disambiguation or debabelization of sovereignty hence becomes an act
of sovereignty. On this analysis, a sovereign should not be beholden to
past sovereign power or its expressions for sovereign power.

To illuminate this further, I will now discuss one of the non-French
words that Bodin uses in his definition of sovereignty, namely, kurion,
especially since its use will in fact reinforce and not negate the privilege
of French. The Greek word kurion appears three times in the Dictionary
of Untranslatables (545, 802, 1141), exousia twice (250, 254), politeuma
three times (418, 802, 1143), while maiestas, segnoria and tomech shévet
do not appear at all.26 The word ‘sovereignty’ itself has no dedicated
entry in the Dictionary of Untranslatables, though the word itself is
used frequently and intriguingly in many entries. The Greek kurion
is in fact mentioned in the Dictionary of Untranslatables in relation to
two separate, but nevertheless intertwined, issues — first, there is the
linguistic dimension of kurion, this is the one underscored in the entry
on LANGUAGE and in the entry TO TRANSLATE in a box entitled
‘What is a Barbarian for a Greek?’, and second, there is the political
dimension of kurion, and this is the one underscored in the entry
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on POLIS. This already reveals to us the high stakes of kurion — in
discussing it, one cannot fully separate language and polis.

The word kurion has also, notably, long interested Derrida, from
‘White Mythology’ to Rogues. In ‘White Mythology’, Derrida centres
his interest upon the two related words, kurion and idion, which are
translated in the translation that Derrida uses by the same French word,
that is, propre. He notes that Aristotle never properly treats these terms,
but that one can observe that kurion is resorted to more than idion
both in the Poetics and the Rhetoric, and that kurion ‘designates the
propriety (propriété) of a name utilized in its dominant master, capital
sense. Let us not forget [Derrida adds] that this sense of sovereignty
is also the tutelary sense [le sens tuteur] of kurion’.27 In sum, Derrida
reminds his readers that the word kurion that appears in the Poetics
and the Rhetoric is also used in the Politics — as is testified by the
Dictionary of Untranslatables, where Aristotle’s use of kurion in his Politics
is rendered as ‘supreme authority’.28 One thus encounters in ‘White
Mythology’ one of the main concepts that will preoccupy Derrida for
much of his life, becoming increasingly visible in his work, namely,
sovereignty.

But Derrida also notes that kurion, by extension, had come by the
time of Aristotle to be ‘interpreted as the primitive (as opposed to
the derivative [dérivé]) sense, and sometimes is used as the equivalent
of the usual, literal, familiar sense’.29 In other words, one sense of
kurion is sense itself, the origin of sense, a species of sense that reflects
the community at large. It is the first sense, the one that comes to
mind before all others, the original bond. It is Plato’s notion of presbeia
— the dignity of the archaic and the archontic — reconfigured into
sense itself. Once again, one is reminded of one of Bodin’s locutions
of sovereignty, kurion arche — the dominant arche, the arche that is
both commencement and commandment. Derrida subsequently cites
Aristotle: ‘By the ordinary word (kurion) I mean that in general use in a
country’.30 In opposition to the kurion, to this general or common use,
the one which sets itself up as the standard, the language of authority,
Aristotle puts forward ‘the unusual, rare, idiomatic word (glotta)’ as well
as ‘metaphor’.31 The word glotta used here is significant: coming from
the Attic dialect, it is an equivalent of glôssa, tongue, indicating the
organ of speech. Words which are glotta are without the sovereignty of
a kurion word; they often are obsolete or foreign words — we might
add untranslated words — and do not speak the language of the master
or of the capital, they are, rather, on the margins, liminal, non-standard
and frequently metaphorical.
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As the co-authored entry on ‘LANGUAGE’ in the Dictionary of
Untranslatables puts it, ‘Glôssa in the sense “tongue” is distinct from the
universality of the logos defining the humanity of humankind, in that it
is linked to the difference between languages, and to human diversity.
We tend to reserve “language” (langage) for logos, and “tongue” (langue)
for glôssa’.32 The fact that Bodin uses kurion highlights that he is
generalizing what is defined in the first place as the general use of a
word, he is finding kurion to be, in all senses, commonplace, common
to a series of languages. Bodin thus reaffirms the common nature of
sovereignty, even when sovereignty goes by other names, by finding
other standard words for kurion. The lesson Bodin seeks to impart is
thus that sovereignty does not belong to glotta; rather, sovereignty is
associated with logos, for sovereignty is not limited to the tongues of
men and women. However, at the same time, Bodin avails himself of
the fact that French was in the process of becoming, or had become,
kurion, in what the Ordinance of Villers-Cotterêts calls the ‘sovereign
courts [cours souveraines]’ of France, and that the word kurion could no
longer itself be truly kurion because the Greek word had become, in
the context of sixteenth-century France, obsolete or glotta.33 The word
that best embodies the kurion is thus no longer kurion but souveraineté,
since it sets itself up as the (new) standard — the (new) language
of authority. La souveraineté therefore not only sets up the analogical
continuity between kurion and other terms by becoming the standard
that links them all, but it also becomes an example of itself, an example
of something positioning itself as the master word.

I want to conclude by returning to Nancy, and offering some
objections to his proposal that we should understand the untranslatable
as the sovereign exception and the translator as sovereign. One of the
most serious problems with this view I want to suggest is its formalism
and lack of historical specificity.34 By making every translator sovereign
and every untranslatable sovereign by means of a Schmittean notion of
the exception, Nancy does not highlight the politics of translation, but
in fact obscures it. My work on Bodin in this paper does the opposite;
it shows that thinking about sovereignty in relation to translation
necessitates a detailed study of language politics, situating a given claim
about sovereignty in a historical and geopolitical context. This neglect
of history by Nancy, especially when discussing translators as sovereign
individuals, is all the more problematic since he eschews the fact that
translators are often themselves caught in networks of decision-making
not of their own doing. Indeed, translators in the course of history have
had different amounts of autonomy and power, hence stating that the
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translator is sovereign without specifying some historical context is an
empty formula and obscures the political conditions of translation.

Another considerable problem for Nancy is that by stating that the
translator is equally sovereign no matter whether he or she leaves
the word untranslated, one in fact loses sight of the exception,
since every action by the translator becomes an exception. But
this hyperbolic intensification of the exception undoes what the
exception was supposed to highlight — the decision whether something
is an exception. This decision is what, for Schmitt, ensured that
the sovereign was sovereign. By making every act of the translator
sovereign, Nancy has eradicated the decision. The translator no longer
has to make a decision on what is an exception, since everything is an
exception.

Keeping in mind the obligation to retain a capacity for formalization
while being attentive to the historical specificity of what one is
discussing, I want to advocate another model by which to think
about translation, namely, linguistic justice. The translator would not
be a sovereign in the Schmittean–Nancian sense, one capable of
suspending the law, but a judge and a witness (terstis–testis) deciding
the most reasonable negotiation between competing demands, trying
to achieve the best negotiation between the non-calculable (singularity,
non-substitution, the irreplaceable, the idiom, the untranslatable,
justice) and the calculable (the general, substitutable, the replaceable,
communication, the translatable, law). This is I believe a better formal
and historical model than the sovereign. Indeed, one should recall that
Bodin himself argues, in Book Four, Chapter Six of his République,
that the sovereign should not serve as a judge in his kingdom, and thus
that the sovereign is barred from the courtroom of his realm.35

The translator would not be the sovereign who combines absolute
power and excess over legality, as Nancy would have it, but the
judge who combines a respect for the singularity of idioms with a
respect for the general laws of translation. The untranslatable then
would be an exception to this notion of the sovereign exception
— it would be a species of non-sovereign exception. This position
would therefore agree that there is something before and beyond the
laws of translation, but what we might call the anomos quality of
untranslatable would not constitute a sovereign exception, it would be
the exceptional appeal to justice. Accordingly, while the untranslatable
cannot in principle be completely subordinated or disciplined by a set
of translation norms and procedures, neither does the anomos quality
of the untranslatable reveal an essence more profound than the general
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norm. Translation would consequently be the reasonable transaction
between two obligations — respecting the generality of the law (the
translatable) and the singularity of justice (the untranslatable). From this
vantage point, the Dictionary of Untranslatables is not best thought of as a
Dictionary of Sovereignties, but a Dictionary of Cases, with each case being
at once an occurrence and a chance, for better or for worse — or, as
is so often the case, both for better and for worse. It would hence not
be a book governed by sovereign exceptions to the laws of translation,
written by sovereign translators, but a book of occasions and chance
meetings, trials and risky crossings. Ones where future revisions are
part of the norm, not the exception, sovereign or otherwise.

NOTES

1 Specifically, Schmitt’s book Political Theology, which opens with the famous
statement ‘Sovereign is he who decides on the exception [Souverän ist, wer
über den Ausnahmezustand entscheidet]’. Carl Schmitt, Political Theology: Four
Chapters on the Concept of Sovereignty, translated by George Schwab (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2006), 5. Jacques Derrida has discussed how
this sentence has been translated into French, and why he prefers certain
translations to others in the first volume of The Death Penalty. See Jacques
Derrida, The Death Penalty, translated by Peggy Kamuf (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 2014), 83–4.

2 Jean-Luc Nancy, Dis-enclosure: The Deconstruction of Christianity, translated by
Bettina Bergo, Gabriel Malefant and Michael B. Smith (New York: Fordham
University Press, 2008), 106. French insertion is my own.

3 Nancy, Dis-enclosure, 106. Italicization in the original.
4 Nancy, Dis-enclosure, 107.
5 Schmitt, Political Theology, 10. Translation modified. Other thinkers believe

that Bodin’s importance has been inflated. Kenneth Pennington, for instance,
argues that Bodin ‘exaggerated the novelty of his analysis of political power,
and historians have exaggerated the novelty of his exaggeration’. See Kenneth
Pennington, The Prince and the Law, 1200–1600: Sovereignty and Rights in the
Western Legal Tradition (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California
Press, 1993), 8.

6 Jean-Luc Nancy, The Creation of the World or Globalization, translated by
François Raffoul and David Pettigrew (Albany: State University of New York
Press, 2007), 99. Nancy also discusses Schmitt on 103–4.

7 As Mario Turchetti notes, ‘virtually all research on this work [by Bodin]
has been confined to the original French edition’. Mario Turchetti, ‘Bodin
as a Self-Translator of his République’ in Why Concepts Matter: Translating
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Social and Political Thought, edited by Martin J. Burke and Melvin Richter
(Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2012), 109. Turchetti’s own work examines the
differences between the French and Latin editions (such as Bodin’s avoidance
in the Latin edition of politicus in its substantive or adjectival forms). In 2013
Turchetti published a critical edition of the first book of the French text of
La République with a parallel Latin edition of De Republica (Paris: Classiques
Garnier, 2013). It is the first of a projected six-volume edition.

8 In English, different difficulties arise, for despite the huge fame of Bodin’s
text, the only complete English translation is one that is in fact a composite
of both the French and Latin editions, dating from 1606. Jean Bodin, The Six
Books of a Commonweale: A Facsimile Reprint of the English Translation of 1606,
Corrected and Supplemented in the Light of a New Comparison with the French and
Latin texts, edited by K. D. MacRae (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1962).

9 Jean Bodin, On Sovereignty, edited and translated by Julian H. Franklin
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 1. Jean Bodin, Les six
livres de la République: Livre premier, edited by Christiane Frémont, Marie-
Dominique Couzinet and Henri Rochais (Paris: Fayard, 1986), 179. In his
1586 Latin edition, Bodin rendered this as: ‘Maiestas est summa in cives ac
subditos legibusque soluta potestas’ (Les six livres de la République/De Republica
libri sex, Livre premier — Liber I (Paris: Classiques Garnier, 2013), 445).

10 Jean Bodin, Method for the Easy Comprehension of History, translated by
B. Reynolds (New York: Columbia University Press, 1945), 172.

11 The two places that Derrida discusses this are ‘How to Avoid Speaking:
Denials’ in Psyche, vol. 1, translated by Ken Frieden and Elizabeth Rottenberg
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2008), 169, and Rogues, translated by
Pascale-Anne Brault and Michael Naas (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
2005), 139. The translation of Plato that I use is adapted from both texts.
Derrida also looks at how Aristotle draws on kurios in The Beast and the
Sovereign, vol. 1, translated by Geoffrey Bennington (Chicago: Chicago
University Press, 2009), 343.

12 Derrida, Rogues, 138.
13 Schmitt, Political Theology, 8.
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Reflections on Transnational Europe, translated by James Swenson (Princeton
and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2004), 141.

15 In fact, one could say Schmitt assiduously avoids the part of the sentence that
defines sovereignty in more than one language, for he cites in French in his
Political Theology — as he did the year previously in his 1921 work, Dictatorship
— only the first half of the sentence: La souveraineté est la puissance absolue et
perpétuelle d’une République, cutting off the rest. Carl Schmitt, Dictatorship,
translated by Michael Holzel and Graham Ward (Cambridge and Malden:
Polity Press, 2014).
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16 Jean Bodin, The Six Books of a Commonweale, 250.
17 The competition between French and Latin is in fact recorded in an earlier

address, delivered in Latin, by Bodin at Toulouse in 1559. As Ferdinand
Brunot observes, ‘the first protest which is raised, to my knowledge, against
this domination of Latin in schools is that of Jean Bodin [in his 1559 address at
Toulouse]’. Ferdinand Brunot, Histoire de la langue française, vol. 1: Le seizième
siècle (Paris: Armand Colin, 1906), 11. Bodin, while recognizing the benefits
of Latin in an address delivered in Latin, suggests that, in the absence of a
truly universal language, the arts and sciences be taught in the ‘lingua vernacula’
(cited by Brunot on the same page as above).

18 Bodin, On Sovereignty, 46.
19 One rare exception is Paul Cohen, who analyses how the aims of the

Ordinance of Villers-Cotterêts were turned into what he calls a myth within
a generation of François I’s death. See Paul Cohen, ‘L’imaginaire d’une
langue nationale: l’État, les langues et l’invention du mythe de l’Ordonnance
de Villers-Cotterêts à l’époque moderne en France’, Histoire Epistémologie
Langage 25:1 (2003), 19–69.

20 Bodin, Les six livres de la République, 339; Garnier edition, 760. My
translation.

21 Bodin, The Six Books of a Commonweale, 181.
22 Bodin, Les six livres de la République, 10; Garnier edition, 120. Translated

adapted from one supplied by Turchetti in his ‘Bodin as a Self-Translator of
his République’, 110.

23 Bodin, Les six livres de la République, 339–40; Garnier edition, 760. My
translation.

24 Bodin, The Six Books of a Commonweale, 181.
25 See Daniel Lee, ‘Sources of Sovereignty: Roman Imperium and Dominium in

Civilian Theories of Sovereignty’, Politica Antica 2:1 (2012), 79–95.
26 Dictionary of Untranslatables: A Philosophical Lexicon, edited by Barbara Cassin,

Emily Apter, Michael Lezra and Michael Wood (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2014).

27 Jacques Derrida, ‘White Mythology’ in Margins of Philosophy, translated
by Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), 247. French
insertion is my own.

28 Dictionary of Untranslatables, 802.
29 Derrida, ‘White Mythology’, 247. French insertion is my own.
30 Derrida, ‘White Mythology’, 247. Derrida is citing from Aristotle’s Poetics

1475b3–4.
31 Derrida, ‘White Mythology’, 247.
32 Entry on LANGUAGE by Irène Rosier-Catach, Barbara Cassin, Pierre
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34 With regard to the question of historical specificity, one may contrast Schmitt
with Nancy. For while Schmitt’s thesis about the sovereign exception in
matters of law may be historically inaccurate, Nancy’s thesis about the
sovereign exception in matters of translation is not historically grounded
at all.

35 Pennington notes that this restriction, barring the sovereign from the
courtroom of his realm, and not Bodin’s general account of sovereignty, is
what is truly novel in Bodin’s theory, because ‘Bodin limited his prince much
more than any medieval jurist would have thought possible’ (The Prince and
the Law, 280).


