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Abstract

The intensity of translation flows between national literatures is defined not only by symbolic
value, but by politics as well. State censorship is the most obvious limiting factor for the
incoming translations. In this paper, I propose a method to estimate the strength of the negative
effect of censorship on translation flow using bibliographic data on published translations. The
foundational idea of the suggested measurement is that engagement with a foreign literary field
is reflected in the publication of works by contemporary writers. Higher political pressure
would mean less publications of contemporary works. 1 argue that vitality coefficient — a
proportion of works by authors who were alive at the time of publication of the translation —
is indicative of the strength of the political censorship. Translations of children’s books into
Russian in the USSR during the period of the Cold War will serve as a case study. Quantitative
analysis is enabled by the availability of comprehensive bibliographic data. The effect of
the censorial barriers associated with the country of provenance on the share of works by
living authors in the translation flow was estimated with the help of a Bayesian generalized
additive model. Results show that vitality coefficient responded to the political alliances and
hostility dynamics during the period in the predicted way: higher levels of confrontation led
to lower share of the contemporary works in the translation flow. This fact helps realize a
side effect of the political censorship barriers that is not much talked about: by hindering
the publication of current authors, censorship reinforces the position in the book market of
the already well-established and familiar authors. If we assume that reprints contribute to the
canonical status of a writer, censorship is then an indirect but real factor for canon consolidation.
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1 Introduction

Flow is a key conceptual metaphor in the history and sociology of literary translations. It visualizes
the idea of movement of texts on the international scale, while implying that this movement has a
quantitative dimension to it.

Using the intensity of translation flows to discern the power imbalances in the symbolic field
of world literature is now a classical idea. In a seminal paper, Heilbron directly linked the quantity
of outgoing translations to symbolic centrality [8]. Yet the literary field is not entirely autonomous
and is known to be contingent on the political and economic conditions [1; 9; 12]. Politics can thus
both facilitate and impede the flow of translations. Political interests may support supply-driven
translations not really motivated by demand on the receiving side [20; 27]. State censorship is the
most obvious limiting factor for the incoming translations [2].

Large-scale quantitative studies of translation flows are now a common occurrence thanks to
the availability of digital bibliographic databases [5; 8; 12; 24, inter alia]. They are a good in-
strument to look into the structure and dynamics of the transnational literary field. But there is
a methodological limitation. Focusing on the number of published translations leaves out those
that did not make it through due to censorship or other factors. The negative effect of the politi-
cal barriers on the translation flow is then difficult to estimate in quantitative terms. Translation
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scholars mention this problem in passing, often in a footnote, as a challenging research desideratum
requiring the compilation of the list of cases where the transfer is stymied [23, p. 70; 6, p. 12].

In this paper, I propose a method to estimate the strength of the negative effect of censorship
on translation flow using bibliographic data on published translations. The foundational idea of
the suggested measurement is that engagement with a foreign literary field is reflected in the pub-
lication of works by contemporary writers. Higher political pressure would mean less publications
of contemporary works. I argue that vitality coefficient — a proportion of works by authors who
were alive at the time of publication of the translation — is indicative of the strength of the political
censorship.

Translations of children’s books into Russian in the USSR during the period of the Cold War
will serve as diagnostic data to evaluate the potential of the method. The data in this case study
make it possible to provide a statistical estimate of the effect of censorship on the vitality coeffi-
cient.

Results show that vitality coefficient responded to the political alliances and hostility dynamics
during the period in the predicted way: higher levels of confrontation led to lower share of the
works by living authors in the translation flow. This result has implications for the relationship
between censorship and literary canon, considered in the Discussion section.

2 Translations in the USSR during the Cold War

The Cold War period in Europe is perhaps the best studied case of the effects of censorship on
translation. In a recent handbook on translation and censorship 10 out of 32 chapters address
translation in the Eastern bloc countries during the Cold War period [19].

The most evident quantitative fact reflected in various facets of the bibliographic data of the
period is the scarcity of the translations across the East-West political divide known under the name
of the iron curtain [3, pp. 267-312; 28]. Historical research provide explanation for this scarcity
through the analysis of channels and practices of translation and the logic of censorship [11; 15;
22; 25]. Some metaphor for pressure is a common linguistic device in this literature.

The logic of censorship applied to the incoming translations in the USSR attached great impor-
tance to the figure of the author. There were various reasons for a Western writer to be prohibited
from publication in the USSR. The political stance of the author, their position towards the Soviet
state, their public statements, and aesthetic considerations all played a role [11; 14; 25]. As a con-
sequence, authors who were still active throughout the period carried higher risks of not passing
some of the filters and being rejected for any reason compared to the authors of the past. Chil-
dren’s literature was no different with respect to censorship, and shared the same constraints [7,
pp. 29-31; 21].

I focus on children’s literature, as there exists a comprehensive digital bibliography of books
for children printed in the USSR that enables statistical analysis [16]. These data include all the
translations, not only those originating in the West, which makes it possible to compare the trans-
lation flows from the different regions of the world in quantitative terms. While we already know
that the translations from the Western countries were impeded, this kind of comparative data is key
to understanding and measuring the relative strength of the censorship barriers.

3 Methodology

The target to estimate is the direct effect of the political censorship barriers on the publication rate
of the translations of contemporary writers. Political censorship is seen here as a general envi-
ronmental condition related to ideological control. It aggregates various causal mechanisms that
limited translations: direct administrative interventions, self-censorship by translators and editors,
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as well as poor access to sources and lack of information on the literary process. Political cen-
sorship can be seen as a force that acted against the interest of the Soviet readers in the Western
literature which was quite high [14].

There are two starting assumptions. First, since the political alliances were well defined at the
period, one may assume that the books originating from the countries of the same political region
were subject to the similar level of censorial pressure. Second, the level of censorial pressure varied
over time in a way specific for each region. It is also necessary to take into account competing
factors that may confound the estimate. Operationalization of the variables and the assumptions
about their interdependence are briefly outlined below.

The outcome of interest is the probability that a translated book is a work by an author who
was alive at the moment of the publication of the translation. Let us call this probability a vitality
coefficient.

To estimate the effect of political barriers I split all the translations into a few macro-regions
according to the country of provenance of the author. The regions reflect political alliances of
the period. First, translations from languages of Soviet republics and minoritized languages of
Russia form their own internal region, coded as USSR in this paper. Western world, coded W1, is a
complex construct that unites the political confrontation of the period with the broader history of the
cultural transfer. The opponents of the Soviet state in the Cold War form the core of this category,
that includes Western Europe, Scandinavia, and all English-speaking countries. By extension, I
code all the work written in the Western European languages before the WWII as coming from
the same region W1, since these works were presumably regarded in the USSR through the same
politicized lens. Countries of the Eastern bloc, coded W2, is a simpler category defined exclusively
on the political grounds (countries of the Warsaw pact). Pre-war translations of children’s books
from the languages of these countries were extremely rare. Yugoslavia was a European country
that was sitting on the fence of the East-West divide politically, and this position was reflected in
the translation and censorship practices that were not exactly the same as in the Eastern bloc [13].
On this basis Yugoslavia is coded as a separate region, W1/2. The rest of the world, in my data,
Asian countries, Cuba and Latin America, were coded EXT. This last region corresponds best to
the Third world — a political project which was a very relevant category for the cultural policy in
the USSR during the Cold War [4].

The region of the author was inferred from the language of the original work with the exception
of German and Spanish. For the latter languages each author had to be coded manually with respect
to their region.

The major confounding factor that may affect vitality coefficient is the competition with
reprints and retranslations of works by already familiar or canonical authors. I assume that
translations from the same source language compete with one another more directly. Then the
higher the accumulated capital of translations from a language, the higher the competitive pressure
for contemporary authors. Accumulated capital of a language is measured as a logarithm of the
total number of children’s books translated from that language printed in USSR since 1918 up
until the year before the publication. The logarithmic transformation reflects the intuition of the
diminishing returns in the supposed mechanism: if there are already hundreds of translations from
a language adding one more barely changes the field in the same way as if there were only a dozen.

Finally, Universal Copyright Convention signed by USSR in 1973 may have affected legal and
economic accesibility of the works by foreign contemporary writers. Thus I assign a variable that
indicates new international copyright regime to all translations from beyond USSR published since
1974.

Assuming that accumulated translations depend on the region (Western world being the region
of the highest concentration of the literary capital) and both accumulated translations and copy-
right regime depend on time (by construction), one must include accumulated translations and
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copyright regime in the model in order to identify direct causal effect of political censorship on
vitality coefficient (see fig. 1 for a causal DAG).

/\
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Figure 1: Directed acyclic graph representing the assumed causal relationships among variables.
R; — censorship policy associated with a region, changes over time; V; — vitality coefficient,
changes over time; C; — accumulated translations from a language, grows over time; 7" — time
in years; L — international copyright regime, changes in 1974

Bayesian generalized additive model was chosen as a statistical estimator. The model was
coded using rethinking R package [18] and estimated with STAN [26]. See appendix for the model
specification. The replication data and code are available at Zenodo [17], as well as a git reposi-
tory!.

4 Data

The bibliographic data on the translated children’s books published in USSR comes from a dataset
based on the 18 volume comprehensive bibliography covering the period since 1918 to 1984 [16].
The bibliography includes 7397 translated volumes published in 19461984 where the authors are
indicated. These are translations of works by 2473 authors from 108 source languages. Collec-
tions, adaptations where the original author is not indicated, and publications of folklore were not
included in this set. The distribution of editions, authors, and printruns across the regions is given
in the table 1 (PAST denotes translations from the ancient languages).

Table 1: Distribution of source languages, authors, editions and printruns (in millions of copies)
across the macro-regions defined in the study

region languages authors % auth. editions % edn. copies (mln) % copies

USSR 69 1536 62 4137 55 493.76 43
W1 14 389 16 2442 32 521.74 45
w2 9 390 16 713 9 94.11 8
EXT 15 121 5 219 3 27.63 2
W1/2 3 33 1 61 1 9.71 1
PAST 2 5 0 11 0 0.81 0

To estimate vitality coefficient, one needs data on the dates of life of the authors. The source
dataset contains this information, but it is incomplete. The region that is affected by this incom-
pleteness the most is USSR, with biographical data missing for the half of the authors. For this
reason, I had to exclude translations from the languages of the USSR from the analysis. Since
vitality coefficient makes no sense for the ancient literature, the PAST region was also excluded.
In the rest, there were only 61 authors whose dates of life could not be determined. 20 of these

' https://github.com/maslinych/vitality-coef
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authors come from China and North Korea, and were most likely contemporary authors, so the
vitality coefficient may be slightly underestimated for the EXT region. This leaves us with 3242
editions by 883 authors translated from 39 languages of W1, W2, W1/2, and EXT regions. The
distribution of the translated editions across the period is shown in the fig. 2.
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Figure 2: Diachronic distribution of translations from different regions, number of editions by
year

The typical share of publications by living authors for the most of the analyzed regions is 70—
80%. However, the Western World stands out sharply from this typical picture: living authors
account for slightly more than half (55%) of all Western authors during the period, while editions
of works by living authors account for only 16%. In terms of circulation, the picture is more mixed.
The share of circulation by living authors fluctuates around 60%, but there are deviations in both
directions. In the Third World (EXT), the share of circulation by living authors reaches 77% (this
figure is most likely an underestimate, as there are more authors with unspecified dates of birth
there). But only 11% of circulated copies is attributed to contemporary Western authors (W1).

Translations from some source languages are dominated by the works by popular authors. This
effect can be stronger for smaller languages. For instance, works by 8 authors were translated from
Danish, but 95% of these are by Andersen. Larger languages typically present a more egalitarian
picture. The translations of the top English-language author, Mark Twain, amount for only 9% of
all translations for English. The accumulated translations for each language were computed using
the whole dataset since 1918.

5 Results

The statistical model supports the conclusion that the censorship regime associated with the West-
ern world had a strong negative effect on the vitality coefficient, even after taking into account the
competition with the accumulated translations from the European languages (fig. 3). This effect
stands out in contrast to all other regions, very similar to each other in terms of expected vital-
ity. According to the model’s estimation, the regime for the translations from the languages of the
Eastern bloc (W2) and Yugoslavia (W1/2) was slightly more favorable to the publication of the
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translations during the author’s lifetime than for the languages of the Third world (EXT). But this
discrepancy may be explained away by the fact that vitality coefficient for the EXT region is likely
an underestimate due to higher rate of missing data.
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Figure 3: Posterior distribution for the relative effect of the region on the vitality coefficient (logit
scale). The EXT (“the rest of the world”) region is used as a basis for comparison. Mean posterior
distribution difference, with 50% and 95% compatibility intervals, and posterior distribution den-
sity for the regional differences

The dynamics of the vitality coefficients captured by the time-varying component of the model
closely reflects the relative political pressure during the period (fig. 4). Notably, Khrushchev’s
Thaw resulted in the rapid growth of the vitality coefficient from its historical low of the late
Stalinism in all of the regions. No translations originating from Yugoslavia were attested before
1956. But the effect quickly wore off after the change of the leadership. The difference between the
W1 and W2 manifests itself in the Brezhnev period when contemporary Western authors became
disfavored again while admissibility of the contemporary authors from the Eastern bloc converged
to the mean level for that region. Data on Yugoslavia is too sparse to be very sure about the trend
which is reflected in wide compatibility intervals.

The overall form and the timing of the inferred trends is in very good accord with the peri-
odization of relative censorial pressure suggested on the qualitative grounds [14; 25].

The model also allows to identify two additional causal effects. As expected, accumulated
translations demonstrate a negative influence on the vitality coefficient (posterior mean —0.35;
89% CI —0.41 to —0.29). The signing of the Geneve convention by USSR barely had a large
influence according to this model. But if anything, it was slightly positive for the rate of translation
of contemporary foreign writers (mean posterior difference 0.26; 89% CI —0.05 to 0.57).

The upside of a generative Bayesian model is that it can be used to simulate the expected
effect in a counterfactual scenario. One can use the model to estimate how many translated books
by contemporary Western writers were lost to Soviet children due to the pressure of the political
censorship. If the translations originating from the Western world were subject to the same political
conditions as those of the Eastern bloc, the model predicts that the total number of publications
of contemporary Western children’s books in Russian (389) would more than triple. The mean
estimate for this counterfactual condition is 898 more editions of contemporary Western writers.
Surely there is a huge uncertainty about the exact number (89% compatibility interval: 135-1595
more editions). Interestingly, the model expects there would be more translations from all the
European languages, except two: Italian and Swedish. This is explained by the fact that Gianni
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Figure 4: Time-varying effects of political pressure on vitality, by region. Mean and 89% com-
patibility interval for the estimated trends

Rodari and Astrid Lindgren already had exceptionally high number of published Russian editions
during the period.

6 Discussion

Political and ideological confrontation with the West caused the closing of the Soviet literary space
from the contemporary literary process. Soviet contemporaries and later historians have made this
observation before: “As contemporary works were the most likely to contain anti-revolutionary
content, an image of English-language children’s literature was constructed which was largely
defined by nineteenth century and early twentieth century writers, such as Mark Twain, Daniel
Defoe, Robert Louis Stevenson, Jack London, and William Mayne Reid” [10, p. 83].

This observation is much less often quantified. The metrics used in the literature that reflect
the relative inaccessibility of contemporary foreign literature include the mean birth year of the
translated authors [24] and the mean delay between the original editions and their translations [3,
pp. 269-271]. Both would be necessarily correlated with the vitality coefficient suggested in this
paper and may serve as alternatives. The advantage of the vitality coefficient is that it is a simple
index more directly related to the causal mechanisms of political censorship. Moreover, vitality
coefficient proved to be sensistive both to overall pressure of the regime’s political censorship
and its historical fluctuations. It allows to trace how changes in the political climate affected the
relative openness of Soviet children’s literatue towards literary systems of adversaries and allies.

The interpretation of lower vitality coefficient as evidence for political censorship may still
be viewed as problematic in case of W1. The main confounding factor is the much larger literary
capital consisting of widely circulated works by the authors included in the literary canon. The
popularity of the canonic authors may account for some part of the decrease of the vitality coef-
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ficient of the region. The linguistic capital term included in the model in this paper is aimed to
account for this confounding factor. But it is hard to tell whether the chosen operationalization al-
lows to account for it in full. How to quantify the effect of literary capital on the vitality coefficient
remains thus an open question.

The share of living authors in the translation flow measured by the vitality coefficient is by
construction the inverse of the share of the authors of the past. And the main reason for older books
to stay in print is the canonical status of their authors. Vitality coefficient should thus be negatively
correlated with the share of books by the canonical authors (however one defines canonical status)
in the same market segment. This fact helps realize a side effect of the political censorship barriers
that is not much talked about: by hindering the publication of current authors, censorship reinforces
the position in the book market of the already well-established and familiar authors. If we assume
that reprints contribute to the canonical status of a writer, censorship is then an indirect but real
factor for canon consolidation.

The relevance of the vitality coefficient may not be limited to the case of USSR during the
Cold War. Other modern political barriers can have a similar effect on the flows of translations in
the transnational literary field.
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A The model specification

The model predicts the probability that a work by an author from particular region, with a given
original language, published in a particular year will turn out to be by a living author. This proba-
bility corresponds to the vitality coefficient. The number of the translations from a source language
pubslihed in each year, as well how many of them are actually works by living author, are taken
from the bibliography as external data. The mathematical specifiaction of the model, including the
priors, is given in the Equation 1.

V; ~ Binomial(V;, p;)

K
logit(pi) = Rregion + 5 log(clanguage,year) + Lcopyright regime 1 Z kak:,i
k=1
Ryegion ~ Normal (0, 2
B ~ Normal(0,0.5
Lcopyright regime " Normal((), 0.25

) (M
)

)
wy, ~ Normal(0, 1)

Here, V; is the number of books by living authors translated from a given language in a given
year, NN; is the total number of translations from that language published in the same year. p; is the
probability to publish a translation from a source language by a living author in a given year. C'
— accumulated translation capital for the language, attained in a given year. I — coefficient for
a copyright regime, B — basis functions. Cubic splines (10 knots) were used to estimate variation
of political censorship with time separately for each region. The priors were selected using prior
predictive simulation with the specified model. The aim was to ensure that priors are compatible
with a realstic range of outcome values (vitality coefficients and their temporal dynamic).
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