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Or: What Is a “Centre for Cultural Practices of
Reparation”?
What is a Centre for Cultural Practices of Reparation? Beyond a question of definition,
for those of us collaborating in Saarbrücken this also became a question of translation
as we began our work in April 2024. We asked ourselves: What should we be called in
English and in French? How should we translate Käte Hamburger Kolleg für kulturelle
Praktiken der Reparation? Returning to this question, this glossary entry asks what
translating our name says about the work we do and – picking up the same questions
addressed by my colleagues Albrecht Buschmann and Slaven Waelti in German and
French – what translation might mean today for practices of reparation and repair.

In one sense, our name in English was institutionally set: our peer institutions, funded
through the same programme of the German federal government, are all called Käte
Hamburger Centres of one kind or another. But in our case, the term “centre” is
especially charged, because the question of what constitutes a centre touches directly
on cultural practices of reparation. First, it risks reinstating a centre-periphery divide,
reproducing, for example, colonial injustices that caused many of the harms now
prompting calls for reparation and repair. Shifting from Kolleg to centre also
foregrounds the growing hegemony of English as a linguistic centre of discourse across
so many fields, not least science and scholarship.1 And it raises the question of
academic self-centredness: the epistemological pre-eminence that research
institutions and practices often claim in producing, theorising, and adjudicating
knowledge by their own formalised epistemic criteria. Calling ourselves a centre thus
immediately posed the question of how our work relates to the communities and
individuals for whom cultural practices of reparation matter most immediately.

This ethical stance became especially pointed in deciding what exactly would be
attached to this centre in our name: Would we be a “centre for cultural practices of
reparation”? Or a “research centre for cultural practices of reparation,” meaning a
centre for the study of cultural practices of reparation? A Kolleg – our name in German
– is clearly marked as an academic institution; the word signifies a body whose
members are institutionally constituted and legitimised as discursive peers. But

https://cure.uni-saarland.de/mediathek/glossar/uebersetzen/
https://cure.uni-saarland.de/fr/mediatheque/glossaire/traduction/


without this academic emphasis, a “centre” seems to promise more, perhaps
suggesting that our primary work lies in politics or activism. Many of the centre’s
scholars and artists are directly engaged in efforts toward reparation and repair, just
as scholarship on practices of cultural reparation always entails ethical and political
responsibility. Part of our mandate, moreover, is to engage with publics beyond
academia. But we remain an academic centre; it would be misleading to claim that our
work lies mainly in practices of cultural reparation. Calling ourselves a research centre
for cultural reparation, by contrast, would have shifted the balance too far in the other
direction – toward a position too abstract, too removed from the world. Ultimately, our
choice was for the more directly worded, less restrictive “centre”, leaving space for the
institution to be more than a site for study. So while the act of translating our name
forced us to articulate what we do and who we do it for, the answer – in three
languages – could at best capture the tensions inherent in the ethical stance of our
position and practice.

Such semantic openness and incongruence are inherent to translation, which always
exists between languages. Practices and theories of translation, especially over the
past several decades, have accordingly foregrounded how translation can decentre
meaning, language, and power. Attentive to the ways colonialism has wielded
language as a weapon, and to the homogenising effects of global media and
globalisation, writers and scholars have turned to translation as a site of resistance to
monolingual national traditions and cultural hegemony.2 Others have argued that the
decentring effects of translation are at work within cultures or societies, declaring
translation to be a “key social practice” that fosters difference in mediating between
semantic contexts, geographies and temporalities, and even boundaries between the
non-human and human.3 As a practice that is always relational and situational, never
complete or whole, translation offers ways of thinking that apply directly to the
approach taken by many of our scholars and artists. Confronting harms that cannot be
undone, their work explores what reparation can mean apart from restoring some kind
of lost integrity. What matters is rather the cracks and fragments, the elements that
cannot be reassembled or reconstituted – and what they tell us about the structures of
power and discourse.

This perspective is vital: it cultivates cultural and linguistic difference and opens new
avenues for critique and expression, for speaking and thinking otherwise in the face of
discursive power. But for all its fragmentary openness, translation remains a double-
edged sword. It grants access even as it overwrites its source. It offers transcultural
and intercultural spaces beyond or between dominant discourses, while lessening the
need to learn other languages and engage new cultural contexts. It also creates a
structural imbalance, in which the agent of translation necessarily knows more than
both the author of a communication and the target audience – otherwise, no



translation would be necessary. And, one could argue, it is these dynamics of
translation that are most relevant today for the question of reparation and repair,
because they go to the heart of how translation is now increasingly taking place – and
changing at breakneck pace – and that is through AI.

Today’s large language models have extraordinary real-world consequences for
translation, making language accessible in ways we know only from science fiction. In
my experience, the business of translation has radically shifted, with almost all
commercial texts not containing sensitive information translated through post-editing,
in which machine output is checked and rewritten by a human editor, and I cannot
foresee a future in which this trend does not continue as these tools grow more
powerful. Of course, the significance of AI goes far beyond its use for translation, just
as translation is only a subset of what these systems are being used for.4 And it seems
obvious that applications of AI centred on language use itself – such as writing, editing,
or translating – will generate far less economic value or even knowledge than applying
AI’s capacity for pattern recognition to other problems or questions. Nevertheless,
what makes the technology so consequential is precisely that these capacities are
based on, accessed through and manipulated by human language: language is both
the input interface and operating medium. And it is precisely because of this
imbalance, between language and its effects, that translation offers a powerful use
case for thinking about large language models, with implications beyond its own
practices, because it also compels us to ask where responsibility lies for speech.

When it comes to the business and ethics of authorship, publishers, academic
institutions, and author organisations are now addressing issues of disclosure,
copyright, and attribution. Some decry AI as an existential threat to thought and
creativity; others see writing with AI as a radicalisation of the idea that language itself
is a tool – a system of possibilities and constraints, of discursive affordances – that a
speaker inherits but does not create. “Generative AI,” as one recent paper argues,
“exposes the historical fragility of Romantic myths of the sovereign, self-transparent
writer” – but it does so, the authors add, “without inaugurating a crisis of authorship
itself.”5 Retracing how “computational and posthuman accounts decenter the
sovereign subject while leaving intact the need for accountable agents”, it contends
that the very notion of “AI authorship” is a category mistake, as “statistical systems
cannot occupy positions of accountability, vulnerability, and justificatory dialogue.”6

Translators, in any case, always occupy a hybrid position that decentres authorship
without questioning the category itself; they always inhabit a “third” position between
author and meaning, between text and translation, constructed through the
technologies of language and writing. AI radicalises this position: translators become
cyborgs in a newly explicit sense of the term.7 One consequence is that the translator



– as a single human agent – cannot be seen as the locus of discourse.8 Yet this has
always been true. As a tool for translation, generative AI brings into sharp relief a fear
that has haunted speech and writing for millennia: when it comes to thought, bright
lines between technology and human creativity are hard to draw. Or more radically:
drawing them makes little sense, since human creativity is always expressed,
practised, and embedded in and through technologies, including techniques du corps
 and discursive technologies, with the consequence that technologies are practices of
“world-building” or “world-making” whose material effects must be interrogated to
understand how they construct meaning and exercise power.9

The ethical question that translation poses in this context is not: Did I – as author or
translator – produce these words? But: Do I take responsibility for what they say, for 
using them. The question is: How does one take responsibility for speech when words
are not fully my own? This means asking what language does, and with what effects –
beginning with the idea that language use implicates a search for a speaker, or that it
refers to the world rather than internally to itself as a system of signs. These issues
arise through the intentional use of language, but they do not exhaust what language
is. Leif Weatherby has recently argued that large language models, as a form of AI, do
not simulate cognition but in fact create culture – that they generate meaning from the
semiotic systems on which they have been trained.10 For this reason, they also show
why language does not fully coincide with cognition or subjectivity, by demonstrating
that language can generate meaning without human understanding, intention, or
consciousness. Conversely, they offer insight into our semiotic surrounds and the
media in which they are constructed. In this sense, he concludes, LLMs are essentially
“literary” – and that the challenges they pose call for well-established tools and
approaches for reading texts and cultural artefacts, starting with literary criticism but
extending to structuralist approaches to language that have fallen out of favour over
the last decades.

Of course, these are also the tools of a translator, who is not just a writer of words but
a reader of the text, working between semiotic systems that extend beyond the
written page into the cultural worlds in which it claims meaning. Taking responsibility
for speech in this situation requires articulating practices and norms for what it means
to use language with care, to be attentive to intent and effects and context, to address
issues of power and inequality – not within the text itself, as an ethics of fidelity to the
source or the author, but in the world, through an awareness of what language does
and how it operates. Most importantly, such questions cannot be posed – or answered
– on an individual level. They are necessarily pluralistic and collective; they must
consider multiple contexts, languages, speakers, and readers. Translation in this sense
is marginal, but in a powerful way: it is systemic, structural, and intersubjective, a
decentring of agency as communicative practice. This is also what it means to a



Centre, Centre, and Kolleg for Cultural Practices of Reparation.
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Taylor, Michael Thomas. “Translation”. Repair: A Glossary of Cultural
Practices of Reparation, 11. September 2026. https://cure.uni-
saarland.de/en/?p=32439.

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-025-59906-9

