
Extension 1: Literary Worlds 

Annotated Exemplar Discursive Response: The 
Translator's Paradox 
Question: Compose a discursive response in which you extend the ideas in Text 1. In your 
response, articulate your insights into how texts make meaning through the crafting of 
literary worlds. 

 

Overarching Structural Commentary 
The full text is at the bottom of this document. Before diving into line by line annotations, 
I want to explain how this discursive operates as a cohesive whole despite its fragmentary 
appearance. The piece is built on what Patricia Waugh calls "metafictional architecture," 
where the form itself becomes the argument. The fragmented structure (numbered 
fragments, dictionary entries, multiple versions, editorial intrusions) directly enacts Ken Liu's 
central claim that "every act of communication is a miracle of translation." By refusing linear 
narrative, I force the reader to translate between sections, thereby making them experience 
the very process the discursive describes. 

The macro structure follows a recursive spiral pattern rather than a linear argument: 

1.​ Opening: Establishes translation as the governing metaphor 
2.​ Fragment 67A: Grounds abstract theory in concrete Western Sydney geography 
3.​ Editorial Intrusion: First metaleptic break, destabilising narrative authority 
4.​ Ms Sweeties Variations: Demonstrates the impossibility of singular truth through 

versioning 
5.​ Dictionary: Formalises the lexicon of the literary world being constructed 
6.​ Narrator Attempts Honesty: Self reflexive turn that interrogates its own reliability 
7.​ Fragment 67C: The unreliable narrator confession creates temporal collapse 
8.​ The Paradox of Literary Worlds: Theoretical climax directly addressing the 

question 
9.​ Epilogue: Returns to translation, completing the recursive loop 

This structure mirrors what Lyotard identifies as the postmodern condition: an "incredulity 
toward metanarratives." Rather than building toward a single thesis, the discursive 
proliferates meaning through juxtaposition, asking the reader to construct coherence from 
fragments, which is precisely how literary worlds function. 

 



Line by Line Annotations 
 

Title: "The Translator's Paradox" 

The title operates on multiple registers simultaneously. On one level it references Ken Liu 
directly, who is himself a celebrated translator (of Liu Cixin's Three-Body Problem and 
others). But it also establishes the central paradox that will structure the entire piece: 
translation is both impossible (something always gets lost) and necessary (communication 
requires it). Patricia Waugh's definition of metafiction as writing that "explores a theory of 
writing through the practice of writing" is enacted here. The title itself is already a translation 
of Liu's ideas into my own conceptual framework, demonstrating the very process it names. 

 

Epigraph: "Every act of communication is a miracle of translation." 

I've lifted this directly from Text 1 (Ken Liu's essay) and positioned it as an epigraph, which is 
a deliberate formal choice. In academic terms, this is intertextual quotation, but structurally it 
functions as a kind of thesis statement that the discursive will simultaneously argue for and 
complicate. The word "miracle" is doing significant work here. Liu uses it without irony, 
suggesting that despite the impossibility of perfect communication, meaning somehow 
crosses the void between consciousnesses. My discursive will test this optimism against the 
reality of failed translations, half understandings, and the irreducible gap between self and 
other. 

 

Opening Paragraph 

"The text speaks to me in blue boxes, its highlighted fragments suspended like 
prayer flags across a page I cannot touch." 

The "blue boxes" refer directly to the physical appearance of Text 1 in the exam, where 
certain words appeared highlighted. But I'm also doing something metafictional here: I'm 
acknowledging the material conditions of my own reading, which is precisely what Liu argues 
for when he claims fiction "prizes the logic of metaphors over reality." The simile "like prayer 
flags" imports Buddhist imagery, suggesting texts carry sacred meaning while also being 
material objects subject to wind and decay. This connects to Liu's interest in translation 
across cultures (as a Chinese American writer). 

"Six words. Seven if you count the conjunction." 

This playful counting performs numerical precision while simultaneously undermining it (do 
we count the conjunction or not?). It enacts the arbitrariness of meaning making systems, 
where even something as "objective" as counting words becomes contested. The six/seven 
motif will recur throughout the discursive as a structural leitmotif, accumulating significance 
through repetition. 



"I am reading Ken Liu through a screen through someone else's camera through 
pixels that pretend to be paper, and already we are three translations deep 
before meaning even attempts to leap across the synapse gap between writer 
and reader." 

The cascading "through" clauses perform syntactically what they describe semantically: 
each "through" is another layer of mediation, another translation. The phrase "synapse gap" 
draws on Liu's own extended metaphor in Text 1, where he describes thought as "shifting 
action potentials" in neurons. By echoing his scientific vocabulary, I'm demonstrating how 
reading involves translating the author's conceptual frameworks into one's own. 

The word "pretend" is crucial. Pixels don't actually pretend anything, but my use of 
personification here suggests that all mediation involves a kind of mimicry or performance. 
This anticipates the discursive later claim that "every story we tell ourselves is both true and 
not true." 

 

"But let me tell you about a different kind of translation." 

This transitional sentence is doing several things. First, the direct address ("let me tell you") 
establishes an intimate second person relationship with the reader, which mirrors Liu's own 
direct address in Text 1 ("Who can say if the thoughts you have in your mind as you read 
these words are the same thoughts I had in my mind as I typed them?"). Second, the phrase 
"a different kind of translation" signals a shift from abstract theory to concrete narrative, from 
the discourse of literary criticism to the mode of storytelling. This generic hybridity (essay 
plus narrative plus creative nonfiction) is itself characteristic of postmodernist writing, which 
Linda Hutcheon notes tends to blur boundaries between genres. 

 

Fragment 67A: The Great Western Highway Codex 

The fragment numbering system ("67A") parodies academic apparatus and textual criticism, 
where ancient manuscripts are catalogued with alphanumeric codes. The word "codex" (an 
ancient book format) applied to a Maccas carpark creates bathos while also suggesting that 
everyday spaces can function as sacred texts requiring interpretation. This directly responds 
to the question's demand to discuss how texts make meaning: I'm arguing that "text" extends 
beyond written documents to encompass all signifying systems. 

"Josh's Honda Civic idles outside Wentworthville Maccas at 2:17 AM, its bonnet 
warm enough to sit on despite the September cold." 

The specificity of detail here (exact time, exact location, exact make of car, exact season) is 
performing what Roland Barthes calls "the reality effect." These details don't advance plot or 
argument; they signal "this is real" through their very superfluity. But of course, this is a 
constructed literary world, so the reality effect is itself a technique of fiction. The tension 
between the "real" Western Sydney geography and the literary construction of it enacts Liu's 



claim that "all fiction is about prizing the logic of metaphors over reality, which is irreducibly 
random and senseless." 

The choice of Western Sydney is deliberate and political. Most Australian literary fiction 
centres Sydney's inner suburbs or rural Australia. By locating the piece in Wentworthville, 
Greystanes, North Parramatta, I'm "world building" a literary geography that is rarely granted 
the dignity of philosophical reflection. This challenges the implicit hierarchies of what spaces 
deserve literary treatment. 

"six bodies arranged like a constellation nobody's named yet. Seven if you count 
the ghost of whoever we're waiting for" 

The constellation metaphor does several things. It suggests that the group forms a 
meaningful pattern, but one that exists outside official systems of knowledge ("nobody's 
named yet"). Constellations are themselves acts of meaning making: random stars arranged 
into narratives by human perception. The phrase "seven if you count the ghost" introduces 
the motif that will structure the entire piece: the uncertain presence/absence of a seventh 
person. This creates narrative instability that mirrors the epistemological uncertainty at the 
discursive’s philosophical core. 

 

[Editor's note: The following section appears to be graffitied directly 
onto the original manuscript in purple Posca pen] 

This editorial intrusion is what Gerard Genette calls a "paratextual" element, material that 
frames the main text (like prefaces, footnotes, covers). By inventing a fictional editor 
commenting on a fictional manuscript, I'm creating what postmodernist theory calls a "mise 
en abyme," a text within a text within a text. The purple Posca pen is a specific brand of art 
marker popular among graffiti artists and zine makers, grounding the metafictional play in 
material culture. 

The convention of editorial notes typically signals scholarly authority and authenticity. By 
using this convention to introduce "graffiti," I'm inverting the hierarchy: the marginal (literally, 
written in margins) intrudes upon and disrupts the central text. This enacts a deconstructive 
reversal of centre and margin, which is precisely what Derrida argues happens in all texts 
when read closely. 

"HERE'S WHAT THE NARRATOR WON'T TELL YOU" 

The use of capitals performs typographically the act of shouting or breaking through. The 
"graffiti" voice promises access to truth the narrator withholds, but this itself is a narrative 
strategy. We have no way of knowing if the "graffiti" is more truthful than the main text. The 
multiplication of narrative voices creates what Bakhtin calls "heteroglossia," the coexistence 
of multiple voices and perspectives within a single text. 

"Every Maccas carpark after midnight becomes a portal." 



The word "portal" imports fantasy/SF vocabulary into a realist setting, which is precisely what 
Liu advocates when he says he enjoys "fiction that literalises aspects of reality we typically 
experience as metaphor." The fast food carpark as liminal space (threshold, in between 
zone) is being literalised as magical doorway. This is world building: I'm establishing the 
rules of the literary world where Maccas carparks function as portals. 

"Your ordinary Wednesday night self becomes something liminal, something that 
exists only between the heat of factory farmed nuggets and the cold of an early 
Spring that Western Sydney wears like borrowed clothes." 

The juxtaposition of "factory farmed nuggets" (industrial, unromantic) with discussions of 
liminality (anthropological, theoretical) creates tonal incongruity that is characteristic of 
postmodernist writing. Fredric Jameson identifies this as "pastiche," the blank parody that 
mixes high and low registers without the satirical purpose of traditional parody. 

The phrase "borrowed clothes" applied to weather personifies Western Sydney as someone 
who doesn't quite fit their outfit, suggesting a place that wears its seasons awkwardly, 
perhaps because its climate doesn't match the European seasonal divisions we've inherited. 
This is subtle postcolonial critique embedded in a throwaway simile. 

 

"You know what's fucked?" she says, though none of us asked. "In Mandarin, 
the word for 'world' literally means 'under heaven.' But in English, it comes from 
'were ald,' the age of man. Same reality, completely different metaphor." 

Chloe's interjection introduces linguistic evidence for the Sapir Whorf hypothesis (the theory 
that language shapes perception of reality). This directly addresses the question about how 
"texts make meaning through the crafting of literary worlds." The Chinese cosmology implicit 
in "under heaven" (天下, tiānxià) centres the cosmos and positions humanity beneath it. The 
Old English "were ald" (age of man) centres human experience and history. These aren't just 
different words for "world"; they're different ontologies. 

The phrase "Same reality, completely different metaphor" seems to assert that reality exists 
independently of our descriptions. But the discursive will progressively undermine this 
position, suggesting that what we call "reality" is itself constructed through metaphor. This is 
the Derridean insight: "there is nothing outside the text," meaning all experience is mediated 
through signifying systems. 

"its painted lines forming a barcode that, if scanned, would probably ring up as 
$6.70 worth of existential dread at any cosmic 7 Eleven or Costco." 

This extended metaphor takes a banal road marking and transforms it into a cosmic symbol. 
The specific price ("$6.70") echoes the six/seven motif while grounding metaphysical 
speculation in consumerism. The inclusion of both "7 Eleven" (Asian originated convenience 
chain, numbers significant) and "Costco" (American bulk retailer) reflects the hybrid 
commercial landscape of contemporary Australia, a small piece of world building that locates 
the piece in specific economic geography. 



The "existential dread" being sold at a convenience store creates absurdist bathos, but it's 
also commenting on the commodification of experience in late capitalism. Anxiety becomes 
product, meaning becomes transaction. 

 

The Author Interjects 

The section heading explicitly announces a metaleptic transgression. Metalepsis is the 
rhetorical term for when narrative levels are violated, when an author or narrator breaks 
through to address the reader directly, or when characters seem to become aware of their 
fictional status. Gerard Genette theorised this extensively. 

"You're thinking I'm reaching with the metaphors." 

This anticipates reader objection (a classical rhetorical technique called prolepsis) while also 
acknowledging the deliberate excess of the metaphorical language. The self awareness 
doesn't cancel the reaching; it brackets it ironically. This is what Hutcheon calls "complicit 
critique": the text participates in the conventions it questions. 

"Liu is right, it is science fiction, this whole enterprise of consciousness brushing 
against consciousness through squiggles on screens." 

I'm explicitly aligning with Liu's claim in Text 1 that "all fiction is about prizing the logic of 
metaphors" and that the system of communication itself "seems fragile, preposterous, 
science fictional." By calling consciousness "squiggles on screens," I'm defamiliarising the 
reading process itself, making strange what is ordinarily invisible. 

"When I was sixteen, or seventeen, I wrote 'TRANSLATE THIS' on the bathroom 
stall door at Hurstville Library." 

The autobiographical turn (real or fabricated, the text doesn't let us know) grounds the 
philosophical discussion in specific place and time. The age uncertainty ("sixteen, or 
seventeen") performs the unreliability of memory, which is itself a form of failed translation 
(translating past experience into present narrative). 

"Someone wrote underneath: 'Into what?' Someone else: 'It already is.'" 

This imagined/remembered dialogue encapsulates the entire problematic. "Into what?" asks 
about target language, destination, purpose. "It already is" suggests that everything is 
always already translated, that there is no original before translation. This is the Derridean 
position: there is no pure origin or presence; everything arrives already mediated. 

 

Fragment 67B: The Ms Sweeties Variations 

"Ms Sweeties" is a real açaí bowl chain in Western Sydney. The fragment offers four 
versions of the "same" event, which directly enacts the problematic of translation and 



memory. Patricia Waugh notes that metafiction often "explore[s] a theory of writing fiction 
through the practice of writing fiction." Here I'm exploring a theory of memory through the 
practice of remembering differently. 

Version 1 (as remembered): Literary, metaphorical ("mandala," grandmother's wrist). This 
is memory processed through narrative desire, shaped by the impulse to find meaning. 

Version 2 (as recorded): Raw, fragmentary, incomplete. The phone recording captures 
surfaces without depth. But is this more "true"? 

Version 3 (as it actually happened): [This page has been torn out] 

The torn page is crucial. It asserts that what "actually happened" is inaccessible, lost, 
destroyed. This is the traumatic kernel of the text: something has been lost (a person? a 
moment? truth itself?) and cannot be recovered. The square brackets and the physical 
metaphor of tearing perform the absence typographically. 

Version 4 (as translated through metaphor): "We eat purple snow in September while the 
Southern Cross rotates above Greystanes, and every spoonful tastes like a different future 
we're probably not going to have." 

This version is the most overtly literary, with its impossible image ("purple snow"), cosmic 
framing ("Southern Cross"), and prospective nostalgia ("futures we're probably not going to 
have"). The phrase "probably not going to have" is doing important affective work, 
introducing loss and foreclosed possibility. 

The four versions coexisting without hierarchy suggests that memory itself is a form of 
translation, each version a rendering that emphasises different aspects. This responds to the 
question about how texts make meaning: meaning is not singular but multiple, produced 
through selection, emphasis, and framing. 

 

A Brief Dictionary of Western Sydney Midnight 

The dictionary form is what David Shields calls a "hermit crab essay," nonfiction that inhabits 
borrowed forms (in this case, the dictionary or glossary). By defining "Bonnet" as "a 
confession booth made of still warm metal" rather than "front part of a car," I'm 
demonstrating how literary worlds construct alternative lexicons that transform the meaning 
of everyday objects. 

This is directly world building. I'm establishing the rules and vocabulary of a specific literary 
world (Western Sydney midnight) where objects signify differently than in "ordinary" usage. 
Ken Liu argues that "when I write a story or a novel, I'm really constructing a very large 
house with many different rooms." The dictionary is building rooms in this house. 

"Translation (n.): What happens when her hand finds yours reaching for the 
same chip" 



This definition literalises metaphor in a different direction. Rather than defining translation as 
linguistic conversion, I define it as physical contact, the touch between bodies. This connects 
to Levinas's ethics of the "face to face encounter," where meaning emerges in the encounter 
with the Other's embodied presence. The "chip" (as in hot chip, the food) grounds this in the 
material world of the Maccas carpark. 

"World building (v.): What six [or seven] people do in a Maccas carpark when 
they can't afford anywhere else" 

This definition directly engages the question's concern with "literary worlds." I'm suggesting 
that world building is not only something authors do but something all people do when they 
create meaning together. The economic note ("can't afford anywhere else") adds class 
awareness. The literary world of this discursive is not the privileged space of cafés or bars 
but the carpark, the affordable gathering point. The square brackets "[or seven]" maintain the 
numerical instability that structures the piece. 

 

The Narrator Attempts Honesty 

The section title itself is ironic because any "attempt" at honesty is already a performance. 
The postmodernist position (which the discursive both inhabits and critiques) is that 
authenticity is impossible because all communication is mediation. 

"Derrida said 'there is nothing outside the text,' but he never sat in a Civic 
outside Maccas watching someone's breath fog the window while Common 
Gathering plays through blown speakers." 

This juxtaposes high theory (Derrida) with low culture (a Honda Civic, Maccas, Common 
Gathering, which is a Christian worship band). The rhetorical move seems to critique 
Derrida's abstraction, but the discursive doesn't actually reject his position. Rather, it tests it 
against lived experience. The blown speakers are a detail that suggests economic limitation, 
broken things still functioning. 

Importantly, Derrida's phrase "there is nothing outside the text" (il n'y a pas de hors texte) is 
often misunderstood as denying physical reality. Later scholarship translates it as "there is 
no outside of context," meaning all experience is mediated by interpretation. My invocation of 
Derrida here is both critique and enactment: even this critique of Derrida happens through 
text. 

"the miracle isn't that translation happens, it's that we keep attempting it, keep 
building these bridges of meaning across the void, even knowing that something 
always gets lost in the crossing." 

This is the affirmative core of the discursive, aligned with Liu's optimism in Text 1: "whatever 
has been lost in translation in the long journey of my thoughts through the maze of 
civilisation to your mind, I think you do understand me and you think you do understand me. 
Our minds managed to touch, if but briefly and imperfectly." 



The bridge metaphor literalises connection across void while acknowledging that bridges 
don't eliminate the void, they span it. Something always gets lost; the crossing is never 
complete. But we build bridges anyway. This is the ethical position of the discursive. 

"Augustine knew this: 'What then is time? If no one asks me, I know; if I want to 
explain it to a questioner, I do not know.'" 

The invocation of Augustine's Confessions (Book XI) adds historical depth to the 
philosophical discussion. Augustine's famous paradox about time (we understand it until we 
try to explain it) parallels the paradox of translation. Both involve knowledge that cannot be 
adequately transferred. The choice of Augustine is also strategic: his Confessions is one of 
the earliest autobiographical texts in Western literature, an act of translating lived experience 
into narrative. 

 

"In quantum physics, particles don't have positions until they're observed. So 
this moment doesn't exist until someone tells it." 

Chloe's second interjection introduces quantum mechanics, specifically the observer effect 
and wave function collapse. This is a common (and often misused) trope in postmodern 
fiction. I'm using it here somewhat ironically, aware of the cliché, but also sincerely: the 
analogy between quantum observation and narrative construction is apt. Events become 
stories only through the act of telling; before that, they are superpositions of possibility. 

"The way she tilts her head when she says this. The particular quality of 
streetlight through her hair. These details matter more than they should." 

This moment breaks from the philosophical register into something more lyrical and intimate. 
The phrase "matter more than they should" acknowledges excess, the way certain details 
become charged with significance beyond their apparent importance. This is what Barthes 
calls "the punctum," the detail in a photograph that "pricks" the viewer, that escapes 
systematic reading. 

The shift to second person address ("The way she tilts her head") invites the reader to 
imagine the scene, to participate in constructing the image. This is co creation of meaning, 
which is central to how literary worlds function. 

 

Fragment 67C: The Unreliable Narrator Admits Something 

"I've been lying. There were only five of us that night." 

The confession of lying retroactively destabilises everything that came before. This is a 
classic unreliable narrator technique, but I'm using it specifically to address the question of 
how texts make meaning. If the narrator is lying, which parts are lies? The reader cannot 
know. Meaning becomes unstable, requiring the reader to hold multiple possibilities 
simultaneously. 



"The sixth person died two years before on the M4, somewhere between 
Prospect and nowhere." 

The death revelation reframes the entire piece as elegy. The "ghost" mentioned earlier 
becomes literal. The phrase "somewhere between Prospect and nowhere" is doing multiple 
things: Prospect is a real Western Sydney suburb, but it also means "possibility" or "hope." 
So the person died between hope and nowhere, between possibility and void. The 
geographical becomes metaphysical. 

"But we still set aside space, still order an extra soft serve that melts untouched, 
still translate absence into presence." 

The ritual of ordering food for the dead is a concrete practice of world building, creating a 
space where the absent person remains present. "Translate absence into presence" directly 
engages the discursive’s central concern: translation not just between languages but 
between states of being. 

"Or maybe that's a lie too. Maybe there were seven. Maybe you're the seventh, 
reading this now, completing the circuit." 

This turn directly addresses the reader, breaking the fourth wall to include them in the count. 
The reader becomes implicated in the world of the text, becomes one of its characters. This 
is what Hutcheon identifies as a key feature of postmodernist fiction: collapsing the boundary 
between text and world, fiction and reality. 

"Borges wrote about labyrinths where all paths lead to the same center." 

Jorge Luis Borges is the patron saint of metafiction. His story "The Garden of Forking Paths" 
imagines a labyrinth that is actually a book, where all possible outcomes exist 
simultaneously. By invoking Borges, I'm placing the discursive in a tradition of self reflexive, 
world building fiction. 

 

The Paradox of Literary Worlds 

This section most directly addresses the question and synthesises the discursive’s 
argument. 

"Liu's text suggests fiction 'prizes the logic of metaphors over reality.' But sitting 
on the bonnet at 2 something AM, watching Parramatta skyscraper lights pulse 
like synapses, I realise we're already living in that metaphor." 

The key move here is collapsing the distinction between fiction and reality. If we're "already 
living in that metaphor," then the opposition between metaphor and reality breaks down. The 
Parramatta skyline becomes a neural network; urban geography becomes cognition. 

"The M4 isn't asphalt. It's a sentence that won't end. The acai isn't just food. It's 
the Amazon translated for Western Sydney." 



These assertions literalise the logic of metaphor. By claiming the M4 "is" a sentence rather 
than comparing it to one, I'm enacting the very process of world building. In this literary 
world, roads are sentences, food is translation. The phrase "the Amazon translated for 
Western Sydney" acknowledges the globalised food system while also suggesting that açaí 
(Brazilian origin) undergoes transformation when it arrives in Greater Sydney. 

"There's a moment when Chloe's shoulder touches mine and suddenly I 
understand what Levinas meant by 'the face of the other,' that ethics begins in 
the encounter with another consciousness, untranslatable yet demanding 
translation." 

Emmanuel Levinas argued that ethics begins in the face to face encounter with the Other, 
whose radical alterity (otherness) cannot be reduced to the categories of the self. The 
Other's face "speaks" before any language, calling us to responsibility. I'm suggesting that 
this physical touch (shoulder to shoulder) is a form of translation, a communication that 
precedes and exceeds language. 

The phrase "untranslatable yet demanding translation" captures the paradox that structures 
the entire discursive. We cannot fully communicate, yet we must try. 

"Every text makes meaning by acknowledging that meaning is made, not found." 

This is the closest thing to a thesis statement. Meaning is constructed, not discovered. 
Literary worlds don't represent pre existing realities; they create realities through the act of 
representation. This is the constructivist position, aligned with Waugh's definition of 
metafiction as writing that "draws attention to its status as an artifact in order to pose 
questions about the relationship between fiction and reality." 

"The world building happens in the gap between what's said and what's meant, 
between the me writing this and the you reading it, between the M4 at 2 AM and 
the M4 at 2 AM." 

The repetition of "the M4 at 2 AM" seems like an error, but it's deliberate. The M4 at 2 AM as 
experienced and the M4 at 2 AM as written are not identical. The gap between them, 
between experience and text, between the real and the represented, is where meaning gets 
made. 

 

Epilogue: North Parramatta, 2:67 AM 

The time "2:67 AM" is impossible (there are only 60 minutes in an hour). This temporal 
impossibility signals that we've entered fully into the literary world's own logic, where time 
moves differently. It also recalls Augustine's paradox about time. 

"The sermon ends where it began: with translation." 



Calling the discursive a "sermon" adds religious register. The recursive structure (ending 
where it began) is characteristic of postmodernist form, which often resists narrative closure 
and teleology. 

"Josh's Honda finally gives up the ghost near North Parramatta, that liminal 
zone where the city forgets what it's supposed to be." 

The car "giving up the ghost" is a common idiom meaning to break down, but in context it 
gains resonance with the ghost/absent person thread. North Parramatta is described as 
liminal, a threshold space between identities. 

"'Tell me something true,' Chloe says to no one in particular. / 'Every story is a 
ghost story,' I reply, though I'm not sure why. / 'That's not true.' / 'Exactly.'" 

This dialogue exchange encapsulates the paradox. "Every story is a ghost story" suggests 
that all narratives are haunted by what they cannot say, by absences and losses. When 
Chloe says "that's not true" and the narrator replies "exactly," the contradiction is embraced. 
The statement is not true, which proves its point, because every statement (including "every 
story is a ghost story") fails to capture full truth. 

"Walter Benjamin wrote that 'every image of the past that is not recognised by 
the present as one of its own concerns threatens to disappear irretrievably.'" 

Benjamin's Theses on the Philosophy of History argues that the past is not fixed but 
continuously reconstructed by the present. Images of the past that don't seem relevant to 
current concerns are lost. By invoking Benjamin, I'm suggesting that the act of writing this 
discursive (recognising this night, these people, this place) is an act of rescue, preventing 
disappearance. 

"here the past and present collapse into something neither memory nor 
experience." 

This describes temporal collapse, the dissolution of clear boundaries between past and 
present that Benjamin theorises and that trauma studies have extensively analysed. The 
moment is neither memory (past) nor experience (present) but something else. 

"Above us, a billboard advertises something in a language I don't recognise. Or 
maybe I do. Maybe it's the same language we've been speaking all night. The 
dialect of liminality, the grammar of spaces between." 

The billboard's unrecognised/recognised language brings the discursive back to translation. 
But now translation has expanded beyond linguistic conversion to include the "dialect of 
liminality," a language of threshold states. This is invented terminology, but it follows from the 
discursive’s logic. 

"Every word is a translation of silence. Every silence is a translation of what 
we're too young to say." 



This chiasmic structure (ABBA) creates formal balance while suggesting reciprocity between 
word and silence. The phrase "too young to say" introduces developmental limitation: there 
are things that require experience or maturity to articulate. 

"The text makes meaning the way we make meaning: provisional, fragmented, 
stubbornly attempting connection despite the impossibility of it all." 

This directly addresses the question. Textual meaning making mirrors human meaning 
making: both are provisional (temporary, subject to revision), fragmented (incomplete, 
partial), and stubbornly persistent despite acknowledged failure. 

"We build our literary worlds from the debris of the real one, then insist they're 
more true than truth." 

"Debris" suggests destruction and aftermath, implying that literary creation involves salvage. 
The paradox of literary worlds being "more true than truth" echoes Liu's claim about 
metaphor taking precedence over reality. Literary worlds can articulate truths that empirical 
reality resists. 

"Sixty seven minutes until sunrise. Or was it six? Seven? / The translation 
continues." 

The final lines return to the numerical motif, now indeterminate between different values. The 
discursive doesn't resolve the count; it leaves multiplicity intact. "The translation continues" 
refuses closure, suggesting that meaning making is ongoing, never complete. The present 
tense "continues" extends beyond the discursive’s ending into the reader's present. 

 

Macro Techniques Summary 
1.​ Fragmented/Non linear structure: Enacts the fragmentary nature of memory and 

translation 
2.​ Multiple narrative voices: Creates Bakhtinian heteroglossia 
3.​ Metalepsis: Breaking narrative levels (editor's note, author interjection) 
4.​ Mise en abyme: Text within text within text 
5.​ Recursive structure: Ending returns to beginning 
6.​ Generic hybridity: Essay plus narrative plus dictionary plus dialogue 
7.​ Unreliable narration: Retroactive destabilisation of truth claims 
8.​ Numerical motif (6/7): Creates structural coherence across fragments 
9.​ Colour motif (purple): From acai to graffiti pen, unifying disparate elements 
10.​Temporal distortion: Impossible time (2:67 AM) signals literary world logic 

Micro Techniques Summary 
1.​ Cascading prepositions: "through a screen through someone else's camera 

through pixels" 
2.​ Chiasmus: "Every word is a translation of silence. Every silence is a translation..." 



3.​ Bathos: Juxtaposing high theory with low culture 
4.​ Defamiliarisation: Making strange the familiar (reading as "squiggles on screens") 
5.​ Extended metaphor: M4 as sentence, carpark as portal 
6.​ Direct address: "You're thinking I'm reaching" 
7.​ Prolepsis: Anticipating reader objection 
8.​ Intertextual quotation: Liu, Derrida, Augustine, Benjamin, Borges, Levinas 
9.​ Typographical play: Capitals, square brackets, torn page 
10.​Semantic density: Words operating on multiple registers simultaneously 

Connection to Question and Text 1 
The question asks how "texts make meaning through the crafting of literary worlds." My 
response argues that: 

1.​ Literary worlds are constructed through translation (between writer and reader, 
experience and text, metaphor and reality) 

2.​ Meaning is made provisionally and collaboratively, not found 
3.​ The form of a text (its fragmentation, its self reflexivity) is part of its meaning 
4.​ Literary worlds can articulate truths that exceed empirical reality 
5.​ World building is not only something authors do but something all humans do when 

they create meaning together 

Ken Liu's Text 1 provides the conceptual framework (translation, metaphor, the "miracle" of 
communication). My extension translates his ideas into a specific literary world (Western 
Sydney midnight) while also enacting his claims through form (the fragmented, self aware, 
multiply translated structure of the discursive itself). 

The final synthesis is that texts make meaning not despite but through their inadequacy: 
every translation fails, but in that failure, meaning emerges. The gap between what we want 
to say and what we can say is where literature lives. 

 

Full Text 
 
 
The Translator’s Paradox 
 
“Every act of communication is a miracle of translation.” 
 
The text speaks to me in blue boxes, its highlighted fragments suspended like prayer flags 
across a page I cannot touch. Six words. Seven if you count the conjunction. I am reading 
Ken Liu through a screen through someone else’s camera through pixels that pretend to be 
paper, and already we are three translations deep before meaning even attempts to leap 
across the synapse-gap between writer and reader. 
 
But let me tell you about a different kind of translation. 



 
Fragment 67A: The Great Western Highway Codex 
 
Josh’s Honda Civic idles outside Wentworthville Maccas at 2:17 AM, its bonnet warm 
enough to sit on despite the September cold. The metal dimples slightly under our weight, 
six bodies arranged like a constellation nobody’s named yet. Seven if you count the ghost of 
whoever we’re waiting for, that perpetual maybe-person who might still show up, might still 
change everything. 
 
[Editor’s note: The following section appears to be graffitied directly onto the original 
manuscript in purple Posca pen] 
 
HERE’S WHAT THE NARRATOR WON’T TELL YOU: Every Maccas carpark after midnight 
becomes a portal. The fluorescent arch translates. Your ordinary Wednesday-night-self 
becomes something liminal, something that exists only between the heat of factory-farmed 
nuggets and the cold of an early Spring that Western Sydney wears like borrowed clothes. 
 
[End graffiti] 
 
Chloe balances her acai bowl on her knee, the purple flesh of it looking suspiciously like the 
universe between stars.”You know what’s fucked?” she says, though none of us asked. “In 
Mandarin, the word for ‘world’ literally means ‘under heaven.’ But in English, it comes from 
‘were-ald’ – the age of man. Same reality, completely different metaphor.” 
 
I think about this as I watch the Great Western Highway stretch into darkness, its painted 
lines forming a barcode that, if scanned, would probably ring up as $6.70 worth of existential 
dread at any cosmic 7-Eleven or Costco.  
 
The Author Interjects 
You’re thinking I’m reaching with the metaphors. Fair. But right now, your neurons are 
translating these symbols into meaning, these meanings into images, these images into 
something that feels like memory but isn’t. Liu is right, it is science fiction, this whole 
enterprise of consciousness brushing against consciousness through squiggles on screens. 
​
When I was sixteen, or seventeen, I wrote “TRANSLATE THIS” on the bathroom stall door at 
Hurstville Library. Someone wrote underneath: “Into what?” Someone else: “It already is.” 
 
Fragmented 67B: The Ms Sweeties Variations 
 
Version 1 (as remembered): The Lebanese man at Ms Sweeties in Greystanes doesn’t look 
up when we order. His hands know the choreography of acai preparation by touch alone. 
The purple-pink swirl becomes a mandala, becoming the exact shade of my grandmother’s 
wrist the week before she forgot my name. 
 
Version 2 (as recorded on Chloe’s phone): “Bro did you see how much Biscoff he put on 
yours?” Laughter. The scrape of plastic spoons. Someone humming what might be Surely 
Worthy by Common Gathering.  
 



Version 3 (as it actually happened): [This page has been torn out] 
 
Version 4 (as translated through metaphor): We eat purple snow in September while the 
Southern Cross rotates above Greystanes, and every spoonful tastes like a different future 
we’re probably not going to have. 
 
A Brief Dictionary of Western Sydney Midnight 
 
Bonnet (n.): A confession booth made of still-warm metal 
Sixty-seven dollars (n.): The exact price of staying out past when the T1 stops. 
Translation (n.): What happens when her hand finds yours reaching for the same chip 
World-building (v.): What six [or seven] people do in a Maccas carpark when they can’t afford 
anywhere else 
 
The Narrator Attempts Honesty 
 
Derrida said “there is nothing outside the text,” but he never sat in a Civic outside Maccas 
watching someone’s breath fog the window while Common Gathering plays through blown 
speakers. Here’s what TEXT 1 doesn’t say but implies: every story we tell ourselves is both 
true and not true, the same way Schrodinger’s cat is both alive and dead until observed. The 
miracle isn’t that translation happens, it’s that we keep attempting it, keep building these 
bridges of meaning across the void, even knowing that something always gets lost in the 
crossing. 
 
Josh plays at Hardstyle track again, the one that sounds like anxiety through a blender. But 
at this hour, in this specific geography of Greater Western Sydney, it becomes something 
else. A map to somewhere that doesn’t exist yet. 
 
“You know what’s fucked?” Chloe says again, though sixty-seven minutes have passed. 
Time moves differently in carparks. Augustine knew this – “What then is time? If no one asks 
me, I know; if I want to explain it to a questioner, I do not know.” 
 
She continues: “In quantum physics, particles don’t have positions until they’re observed. So 
this moment doesn’t exist until someone tells it.”  
 
The way she tilts her head when she says this. The particular quality of streetlight through 
her hair. These details matter more than they should. 
 
Fragment 67C: The Unreliable Narrator Admits Something 
 
I’ve been lying. There were only five of us that night. The sixth person died two years before 
on the M4, somewhere between Prospect and nowhere. But we still set aside space, still 
order an extra soft-serve that melts untouched, still translate absence into presence. 
 
Or maybe that’s a lie too. Maybe there were seven. Maybe you’re the seventh, reading this 
now, completing the circuit. 
 



Borges wrote about labyrinths where all paths lead to the same center. The M4 at night is 
like that. Every exit promises difference but delivers the same servo, same neighbourhood, 
the same hope that this time will be different. 
 
The Paradox of Literary Worlds 
 
Liu’s text suggests fiction “prizes the logic of metaphors over reality.” But sitting on the 
bonnet at 2-something AM, watching Parramatta skyscraper lights pulse like synapses, I 
realise we’re already living in that metaphor. The M4 isn’t asphalt. It’s a sentence that won’t 
end. The acai isn’t just food. It’s the Amazon translated for Western Sydney. We aren’t just 
six kids (or seven, or five) killing time. We’re characters in a story simultaneously writing and 
reading. 
 
There’s a moment when Chloe’s shoulder touches mine and suddenly I understand what 
Levinas meant by “the face of the other” – that ethics begins in the encounter with another 
consciousness, untranslatable yet demanding translation. 
 
Every text makes meaning by acknowledging that meaning is made, not found. The 
world-building happens in the gap between what’s said and what’s meant, between the me 
writing this and the you reading it, between the M4 at 2 AM and the M4 at 2 AM. 
 
Epilogue. North Parramatta, 2:67 AM 
 
The sermon ends where it began: with translation. Josh’s Honda finally gives up the ghost 
near North Parramatta, that liminal zone where the city forgets what it’s supposed to be. We 
sit on the curb waiting for the NRMA, watching the traffic lights perform their colour-changes 
for no one. 
 
“Tell me something true,” Chloe says to no one in particular. 
 
“Every story is a ghost story,” I reply, though I’m not sure why. 
 
“That’s not true,”​
​
“Exactly.” 
 
Walter Benjamin wrote that “every image of the past that is not recognised by the present as 
one of its own concerns threatens to disappear irretrievably.” But here, now, with the taste of 
artificial acai still purple on our tongues, with the specific weight of her hand finding my 
shoulder, with the night refusing to end nor begin – here the past and present collapse into 
something neither memory nor experience. 
 
Above us, a billboard advertises something in a language I don’t recognise. Or maybe I do. 
Maybe it’s the same language we’ve been speaking all night. The dialect of liminality, the 
grammar of spaces between. Every word is a translation of silence. Every silence is a 
translation of what we’re too young to say. 
 



The text makes meaning the way we make meaning: provisional, fragmented, stubbornly 
attempting connection despite the impossibility of it all. We build our literary worlds from the 
debris of the real one, then insist they’re more true than truth. 
 
Sixty-seven minutes until sunrise. Or was it six? Seven? 
 
The translation continues. 
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