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A Space for Translation: Thresholds of Interpretation 
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Abstract: 

This presentation examines a particular spatial metaphor: frontier. Today this popular 

metaphor usually refers to a place that is about to be transformed because of an expansive force 

from the outside. The force in question could be anything so long as it is commonly understood to 

be expanding in a rapid and overwhelming manner; it could be science, technology, urbanization, 

democracy, terrorism, or empire. As a spatial metaphor “frontier” is unusual in that it carries a 

temporal sense, implying a process of transformation. This metaphor derives from the historical 

narrative of the United States, originally presented by Fredrick Turner at the end of the nineteenth 

century. As a metaphor “frontier” implicitly evokes the expansiveness of the United States as an 

imperial power. Ironically, while the Turnerian narrative has been disputed and rejected as a 

distorting myth by countless historians, the metaphor itself has travelled widely and captured 

popular imaginations even outside the United States of America. Databases of English-language 

news articles show that around the world “frontier” is used almost exclusively in this American 

metaphorical sense. In this presentation, I examine how and why the “frontier” metaphor has 

spread very widely around the world.   
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