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Translation and Communism in Eastern Europe 
 
 
          Ioana Popa (CNRS) 

 
 
 
The Eastern European area constitutes a valuable vantage point for looking at the 
relationship and interactions between literary translation and politics. This observation has 
nothing to do with culturalist explanations attributing some sort of ‘ontological essence’ to 
this area, or a set of intrinsic and ‘typical’ cultural patterns that are supposed to determine 
all of its characteristics. Instead, the prominence of this relationship can be traced to social 
and historical backgrounds and long-term intellectual and political trends. It also stems from 
more general links between literature per se, language and politics, as these fields have 
taken shape in Eastern Europe. Moreover, these links can be usefully explored by 
considering the transfer of literature not simply across national borders, but also across a 
‘transsystemic’ border (Péteri 2004), e.g. one that separated two contrasted geopolitical 
systems, as did the Iron Curtain (Popa 2002, 2006). In that sense, Eastern Europe represents 
an interesting study site indeed. Translation reveals the interplay between literary transfers 
and politics especially during an historical context marked by the rise of undemocratic 
regimes, such as those claiming to be communist in this part of the European continent, as 
well as by the Cold War, which traditional scholarship regards as an historical stage of the 
international system moulded by confrontation, rivalry, and a hermetic divide between the 
capitalist and socialist worlds.  

Rooted in an internationalist ideology intended to expand worldwide, communist 
regimes were implemented in Eastern Europe mainly after the Second World War, being 
predated by the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917. They deeply transformed cultural production 
and diffusion in the countries where they came to power and also shaped the politics of 
translation, fostering it according to ideological criteria or, on the contrary, curbing or 
preventing it through various forms of control and even repression. Moreover, both rival 
geopolitical camps envisaged the international circulation of literary works as a means of the 
intellectual Cold War. ‘Eastern Europe’ is in itself a category that was partly moulded during 
this period. It acquired significance by naming the part of the European continent where 
these regimes seized power. Like other regions and geographical opposite pairs (such as 
‘East’ vs. ‘West’), ‘Eastern Europe’ is an intellectual construct (Lewis and Wien 1997; 
Todorova 1997; Wolff 1994, among others) and part of a recurring conceptual remapping of 
the region (the inflections of which could be ‘Central’, ‘Oriental’, ‘Southeastern’ Europe, etc.) 
that corresponded to fluctuating criteria and geographic boundaries. Although it goes with a 
geopolitical definition of the area, ‘Eastern Europe’ is far from an unproblematic category 
that would designate a unified reality sharing identical cultural, linguistic, economic, and 
political characteristics. Furthermore, from the specific angle of the international circulation 
of literary texts by means of translation, Eastern Europe cannot be considered a 
homogenous unit during the communist period. 

Surprisingly, scholarly literature on Communism and Eastern Europe has been largely 
overlooked translation issues, as did for instance studies dealing with the language policies 
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in that region (Gorhal 2003; Grenoble 2003, for example). Cultural history (Friedberg 1997; 
Leighton 1991; Thomson-Wohlgemuth 2009) and historical sociology of Cold War 
Communism (Popa 2010) have only quite recently been enriched with monographic and 
book-length works on translation, in spite of the increasing attention that the social and 
political sciences have paid to various forms of circulation of ideas beyond the Iron Curtain 
and within the socialist camp. Likewise, in the domain of translation studies, research on this 
particular historical context (Popa 2013) has been mostly limited to case studies included in 
edited volumes (Baer 2011). Often, these collective works covered much more varied 
empirical and geographical situations than Eastern Europe, while focusing in particular on 
the relationship between translation and censorship, ideology, power, as well as resistance 
and activism.   
  Since the establishment of communist regimes in Eastern Europe gave even more 
prominence to extra-textual (in particular, political) factors that shaped translation practices, 
the study of such a geopolitical area fosters the inscription of translation into general social 
processes, enabling research to go beyond mere textual approaches. As a subject of study in 
its own right in this historical context, translation can foster a sound knowledge of pertinent 
approaches and conceptual and methodological achievements in history, sociology, political 
science, and translation studies, thus increasing multidisciplinary work. Moreover, scholars 
can benefit from historical distance from the object of study, which makes available sources 
that were previously censored or inaccessible. It spurs scholars to anchor their analyses in 
solid data and thus to nourish well-framed historical and sociological inquiries, going beyond 
drafting essays in a loose way. At the same time, the acquisition of multidisciplinary and in-
depth knowledge of this issue allows scholars to avoid thinking that the study of such a 
geographic region under communism, and more generally, of translation practices under 
undemocratic regimes, requires methods of investigation that are completely different from 
those used by the social and political sciences for ‘ordinary’ situations. In other words, 
breaking down boundaries between disciplinary approaches about translation prevents 
scholars from believing that a ‘methodological exceptionalism’ (Dobry 2003) should 
characterise the study of these political regimes and the social practices related to this 
particular issue. 
 

INTERPLAY BETWEEN TRANSLATION AND POLITICS: HISTORICAL BACKGROUNDS 
 

The ways in which translation and politics interacted in Eastern Europe have a history that 
stretches beyond the communist period; long-term intellectual, social and political trends 
shaped part of the developments that occurred during this recent era. 

Even before communist regimes took power, the differentiation of the social space and 
the degree of autonomy of specific social fields, including the literary sphere (Bourdieu 
1992), were rather limited in this part of the European continent. This fact is partly 
attributable to characteristics of the social structure that had been established there since 
the advent of the Middle Ages and the modern era (Konràd and Szelényi 1979). Moreover, 
before the Second World War, democratic traditions were still fragile, if not completely 
absent. On the contrary, long-standing traditions of political censorship limited freedom of 
expression and creation, such as the severe restrictions on publishing promulgated under 
the Russian Empire (Rudd 2009). Since the second half of the 17th century, Russian political 
interference had also been apparent in overseeing literature published in the Kingdom of 
Poland, whose first partition led also to increased control on publishing (Tomaszkiewicz 
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2002: 171-172). Censorship restricted translation practices as well (Friedberg 1997: 140-141; 
Tax Choldin 1985), while also contributing to the construction of translation as a locus of 
resistance as well as of political subversion.  

Other factors that favoured interaction between politics and translation issues derived 
from the long-lasting existence of multi-ethnic empires in this region. This situation came 
hand in hand with the non-congruence and instability of political, national, ethnic, linguistic 
and cultural boundaries, as well as with multilingual contexts. Conversely, it fostered 
theories, agendas and movements in favour of nation-building, political unity and 
independence of the nation state. These orientations stipulated that language was a key 
element in defining national identity, thereby giving a significant role to language policies 
and placing emphasis on translating as well.  

Multilingualism was indeed a frequent situation in Central, Eastern, and Southeastern 
Europe. Moreover, proficiency not only in the vernacular and official language, but also in 
Western language(s) was usual. Social elites viewed the latter as prestigious and commonly 
used them. These multiple skills could make translation superfluous because they enabled 
direct access to original texts; however, they also facilitated translation. Thus, 
multilingualism shaped, blurred and complexified the geography drawn by the translation 
flows. A relevant example could be the plurality of linguistic configurations that coexisted 
traditionally within the territorial boundaries of the present-day Slovakia. Several languages 
were used: Old Slavonic; ‘slovakised’ Czech; various versions of Old Slovak; the codified and 
standardized Slovak in the late 18th century; Latin, which was used by educated readers until 
the 19th century; and finally German and Hungarian, which became official languages during 
the 19th century. This situation also led to the parcelling of the literary space in the process 
of taking shape, while the vernacular literary tradition varied from one land to another. It 
triggered the translation into modern Slovak of literary works that had been written in Old 
Slavonic, on the one hand, in Latin and German, on the other, even as recently as the 1920s 
and the second half of 20th century, respectively (Bednárová 2013: 250). Moreover, the 
Czech language was used for making indirect translations into Slovak. Translation from Czech 
to Slovak and vice versa reached back to the mid-19th century and became even more 
frequent during the second half of the 20th century. This process had cultural benefits but 
also political significance, since it reassured the distinctiveness between these languages and 
could even herald distinct national identities. The growing emancipation of Slovak literary 
translation from the Czech language became evident, especially from the 1970s onwards, 
through increased direct translations into Slovak, including those of Czech literature. 

Translation was indeed a useful means for the building up of national literatures. It 
helped assert national aspirations by contributing to elevating vernacular languages to the 
status of a national literary languages, to enrich them with a diversity of styles and speech 
registers, as well as with new aesthetic and thematic tendencies, and finally, to establish 
standardised language and literary norms. At the same time, the domination of foreign 
states over heterogeneous populations led to the marginalisation, if not the banning of 
vernacular languages in the official spheres. This situation had ambivalent effects, since it 
hindered numerous cultural and publishing activities, but also fostered their relocation 
abroad and the circumvention of the restrictions. Therefore, the codification of modern 
languages and their use through translating were a step in the conquest of national 
independence. Various studies have examined these processes, such as in the case of the 
Ukrainian language and literature. An edict signed in 1876 by the Emperor Alexander II of 
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Russia expressly banned translations into, and the importation from abroad of publications 
written in, this language (Chernetsky 2011: 40; Shevelov 1989, among others).  

Nation-building as well as the construction of political unity or state independence also 
gave an important status to writers themselves (Wachtel 2006; Pynsent 1996; Konràd and 
Szelényi 1979). They were heralded as national symbols, such as the Ukrainian Taras 
Shevchenko, the Pole Adam Mickiewicz, the Hungarian Sándor Petöfi, or the Bulgarian 
Christo Botev; some of them even played an actual political role. Conversely, this role would 
become a long-term source of prestige, status and symbolic power for the literary 
profession, while it enhanced the collusions between the literary and political spheres. Some 
of these writers would still be recognised as part of the literary canon after the 
establishment of the communist regimes, which presented them as supposed forerunners of 
the socialist literature. Consequently, their works would be promoted abroad through 
translation as well. Under specific circumstances, such as in the young German Democratic 
Republic (GDR), translation could regain a national mission, since it would be intended to 
support the construction of an East German identity (Thomson-Wohlgemuth 2009: 108).  
 Various scholars have underscored the role played by translated literature also during 
the ‘modernisation’ process (sometimes called ‘Westernisation’) initiated at various times in 
different Eastern European countries, such as in Russia during the reigns of Pierre the Great 
and Catherine the Great. For example, an Association for the Advancement of the 
Translation of Foreign Books into Russian was created in 1768 (Baer 2011: 4; Friedberg 1997: 
34). Other modernisation programmes viewed translation as a means to overcome 
countries’ self-perception as being isolated and peripheral, as well as culturally and 
economically backwards (in light of Western countries’ standards), while others, on the 
contrary, criticised translation as a form of servile imitation of foreign cultures. This 
antagonism can be seen, for instance, in the debates that occurred in the Romanian 
Countries during the 19th century, and then following their political unification and in the 
interwar period. The debate between ‘imported’ vs. ‘indigenous’, ‘foreign’ vs. ‘native’ 
creations and values resurfaced under the communist regime (Deletant 1996; Verdery 1991). 
This controversy was revived in the 1970s, mainly by writers who were proponents of the 
‘Romanian protochronism’, that is, advocated the value of the ‘indigenous’ and argued that 
Romanian literature and culture had often pre-empted Western literatures. In this vein, it 
seemed unnecessary to encourage translation of foreign works. Therefore, an isolationist 
cultural policy was a warranted option. From the mid-1970s onwards, translations from 
Western countries and even those from other socialist countries into the Romanian language 
were even more drastically selected (Ionescu 2010: 238; Antochi 2012). This ‘nationalist’ line 
was a further reason behind the communist regime’s reluctance to expose its readership to 
the potential danger of ideas that came from the other side of the Iron Curtain.  
 

REASSESSING APPROACHES ON COLD WAR COMMUNISM: TRANSLATION AS A 
VANTAGE POINT 

 
Traditional scholarship, as well as common perceptions of Cold War communism, place 
emphasis on the impervious aspect of the East-West divide and on the considerable 
limitations on travel and circulation of ideas and (cultural) goods to and from Eastern 
Europe, at the expense of any East-West connection. It also underlines dual competition 
(e.g. the US vs. the USSR) to the detriment of ‘small’ players of the international system, as 
well as the role of state actors and inter-governmental relationships, whereas non-state 



Popa I., "Translation and Communism in Eastern Europe", in Fruela Fernandez and Jonathan Evans (eds.), 
Routledge Handbook of Translation and Politics, London, Routledge, 2018, pp. 424-441 

5 
 

players and transnational networks were deemed irrelevant, in accordance with the realist 
paradigm which dominated the study of international relations for a long time. Moreover, in 
these conventional perspectives, political, diplomatic, military and economic categories were 
dominant in the comprehension of Cold War systemic rivalries, at the expense of their 
cultural components. However, some recent studies have reconsidered these perspectives 
(among them, Westad 2000; Péteri 2004; Autio-Sarasmo and Miklossy, 2011; Villaume and 
Westad 2010; David-Fox 2011a). These studies have called more or less overtly for a new 
Cold War history highlighting trends opposite to those mentioned above. Therefore, these 
new approaches aspire to be multipolar and even global, to give increased attention to a 
transnational approach to Cold war relations and to non-governmental actors, to herald a 
‘cultural turn’ in Cold War studies (Johnston 2010) and to consider circulatory processes – 
across the Iron Curtain and within the socialist camp – as a useful prism through which the 
East-West relationship can be viewed.  

Moreover, based on new documentary sources, research on Eastern European 
communist regimes themselves has expanded and gradually evolved since their ending. 
However, one of the main debates that has previously underlaid such research still persisted. 
It contrasts a totalitarian view of communism with social history approaches that were 
promoted by the so-called revisionist school. The totalitarian approach (Friedrich and 
Brezinski 1956, among others) stresses the overall pre-eminence of the single (Communist) 
party, its total control of the state apparatus and of all the spheres of society, as well as its 
monolithic nature, the extreme centralisation of political power, and the primacy of 
ideology, infusing all the aspects of the social life. While supporters of this approach assert 
that the social, economic and cultural organisation derives from politics (Malia 1994, among 
others), proponents of social history underline the role of social groups ‘from below’ and the 
vestiges of competing interests, considering them to be partly able to circumvent the control 
of the one-party state and even to oppose it (among others, Fitzpatrick 1986). They also pay 
attention to the internal contradictions, structural deficiencies and to the inefficiency of 
communist regimes.   

Questionings on such aspects also permeate existing studies about translation even if 
they are generally not connected with these historiographical and theoretical debates 
because of disciplinary compartmentalisations. Conversely, such studies can enrich our 
understanding of the functioning of the cultural sphere under communist regimes, as well as 
of their international/transnational dimensions. Indeed, in such a geopolitical context, 
translation is a good vantage point for shedding light, first of all, on the social, political, 
economic, intellectual and linguistic (im)possibility of opening up official and informal 
connections across the East-West divide (Popa 2006, 2010). As it offers a guided thread for 
grasping such links through flows of ideas which are materialised in printed books and 
manuscripts, it allows us to question the forms and levels of the cultural isolation of 
communist regimes. While the concept of ‘totalitarianism’ provides an unchanging 
backdrop, homogenises the ways of exercising power and control, and gives credence to the 
idea of a hermetic and permanent isolation of these regimes, empirical studies focusing on 
translation can reconstitute situations that are more complex than this picture.  

These studies also help distinguish phases of literary transfer according to particular 
historical contexts. For instance, a study of Internacional’naja Literatura (Safiullina and 
Platonov 2012), a Soviet journal entirely devoted to the translated literature, shows that the 
dissemination of foreign literature in the USSR was surprisingly free until the mid-1930s, as 
Internacional’naja Literatura operated with less restraint than other periodicals. Censorship 
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and restrictions placed on foreign (including Western) literature were less rigorous and 
rather unsystematic than those applied to domestic literature during the 1920s and 1930s 
(see also Witt 2011: 155; Friedberg 1997: 112). This situation was due to the ‘relative 
weakness and inefficiency of direct Party control’ (Safiullina and Platonov 2012: 254) and, 
until the Great Purges (1936-1938), went hand in hand with the significant role of individuals 
and of personal initiatives in obtaining, translating and publishing foreign literature. Other 
recent studies (Clark 2010; David-Fox 2011b) provide an insight on the international 
dimension and international connections, still underestimated or insufficiently studied. As 
such, they contribute to the understanding of the interwar Stalinist culture and more 
generally, of the formation of the Soviet system, usually considered only through ‘internalist’ 
approaches and seen as one of the most isolationist and autarkic regimes of the 20th century 
(David-Fox 2011a).  

Yet, what is at stake here is not the denial of constraining geopolitical borders and 
limits, of the selectiveness of crossing them, and of the authoritarian exercise of power, but 
rather the understanding of their variability, modulations and inflections that nurtured 
successive openings and closings of the communist regimes. Communist experiences 
therefore cannot be conceived as a constant, homogenous or a unified phenomenon. 
Moreover, overcoming a view of Soviet communism in terms of totalitarianism and 
isolationism does not mean neglecting the pursuit of USSR’s cultural hegemony and ‘imperial 
dominance’ (Clark 2010) through external cultural action, which was deployed by means of 
translation as well. The Soviet cultural diplomacy (David-Fox 2011a) illustrates this 
phenomenon. Its apparatus crystallised in the early 1920s and diversified gradually. 
Internacional’naja Literatura was one of its instruments, since the journal was also published 
in several foreign languages, was meant to showcase the achievements of the communist 
regime to a foreign readership and thus, to build up political support from Western 
sympathisers. The innovative interwar methods of Soviet cultural diplomacy inspired and 
fuelled the all-out Soviet propaganda efforts during the Second World War, and then those 
of the cultural Cold War, the superpower ideological competition as well as the anti-Western 
and ‘anti-cosmopolitan’ campaigns of the Zhdanov period.  

The tension between cultural isolationism and nationalism, on the one hand, and the 
harshness of the Soviet public diplomacy and external diffusion of the realist socialist model 
of creation, on the other, culminated during this phase of the early Cold War (Baudin and 
Heller 1998). An enriched institutional machinery took on the construction and 
dissemination abroad of the USSR’s brand image and accomplishments through cultural 
productions. It was also supported by the infrastructures of foreign Communist parties, 
including those created in Western countries. This Soviet export policy also inspired the 
cultural diplomacies of the people’s democracies newly established in Eastern Europe and 
the infrastructures they created in order to promote and disseminate their literatures 
abroad, albeit on a smaller scale and with more limited resources. 

Studies focusing on translation flows to and from people’s democracies frequently 
mention even more general and profound transformations of the cultural sphere: 
nationalisation of the cultural institutions, centralisation, planning, censorship and 
pervasiveness of ideology. Prohibitions and repression accompanied changes. For these 
reasons, some of these studies borrowed the concept of ‘totalitarianism’ (or its derived 
adjectives) for describing communist regimes or at least particular historical contexts they 
went through (Witt 2011; Monticelli 2011). However, other analyses considered translation 
to be an appropriate vantage point for observing plural, non-congruent, and even 
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ambivalent and contradictory processes (Popa 2010) regarded as relevant for the non-
monolithic structuring of the cultural sphere and the differentiated functioning of literary 
transfers under communism. Following this perspective, the forms of state’s hold over 
international cultural transfers framed, controlled, and restricted the politics of translation, 
transforming it into a means of promotion and in a symbolic reward for official writers’ 
loyalty towards the political power and, as we have already seen, put it at the service of 
external propaganda. But at the same time, translation also reveals dysfunctions in these 
forms of political control. It allows examining the ways in which rules could be circumvented, 
the room for manoeuvre of publishers, translators, authors and other cultural players in face 
of these constraints, and the ways in which translation contributed to the importation into 
the socialist countries, as well as the exportation, of literary stances that were forbidden by 
their authorities.  

Studies of translation issues have generally focused on one or the other of these facets 
– control and censorship on the one hand; the means of subversion and resistance through 
translation, on the other hand – at times also going back and forth between them. A 
significant portion of these studies is thus dedicated to the forms of censorship before and 
during the translation process and to their effects on the editorial selection. The attention 
paid mainly to this preventive censorship did not exclude mentioning the repressive 
censorship as well. The latter took the form of prohibitions of a translated text after its 
publication, because of its content or its author’s and/or translator’s identity, and could even 
lead to the suspension or the persecution of journals or publishing houses that were held 
accountable for a controversial publication. Textual aspects are the issues that have been 
especially taken into consideration by existing studies; but institutional aspects of 
censorship, as well as the entanglement of multiple institutional and individual players 
involved in the process, have also been examined or at least mentioned. Highlighting the 
multiple localities of censorship rather than its centralisation gives thus a nuanced view of 
the control practices shaping translation, yielding a picture that is different from that of top-
down interpretations often associated with the totalitarian paradigm. Several actors and 
institutions – not only those officially labelled as censors, but also publishers, translators, 
reviewers, and even writers themselves – illustrate this variety of stakeholders, whose social 
and professional characteristics and interests could be specific to each other. Unequal power 
relationships, along with negotiations and arrangements, characterised their interactions, as 
one can observe for example through the arguments put forward in order to obtain the print 
permit, which have been analysed in the case of the translation of children’ literature in the 
GDR (Thomson-Wohlgemuth 2007: 108-114, 2009: 116 sq.). Moreover, these players did not 
always carry out clear or unequivocal instructions, excepted some topics that were explicitly 
banned (antisocialist or anti-Soviet standpoints, religious and sexual themes, etc.). These 
dynamics resulted in multifaceted practices of censorship, in spite of a system that seemed 
monolithic at first sight (Sherry 2010: 2-5; Leighton 1991: 45; Looby 2008). Correlatively, 
these practices did not limit to textual changes. They could include self-censorship, selection 
of the books deemed suitable for a socialist readership (Skibińska 2006, Špirk 2008, among 
others) or for being translated abroad (Popa 2002, 2010), as well as economic pressures, 
such as access to paper and to foreign currency, printing facilities, and the size of a book’s 
print run (Thomson-Wohlgemuth 2007; Antochi 2012: 260). 
 Examination of textual strategies, along with contrastive analyses of the original and 
translated texts, constitutes a considerable part of the research conducted. Additions, 
suppressions, lexical alterations, and changes of connotational meanings brought translated 
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texts closer to the Marxist-Leninist terminology, thus favouring their incorporation into the 
official literary canon. The instruments enabling publishers to ‘regulate the reception’ 
(Sherry 2010: 12) also included the paratext(s), such as introductions, prefaces, footnotes 
and commentaries. They served to indicate how translated works ‘should’ be read and could 
also be used as subterfuges for circumventing censorship, keeping tactical distance from the 
stances defended in these works, and thus safeguarding all those who were responsible for 
their selection, translation and publication (Ionescu 2010: 239; Rădulescu 2010; Thomson-
Wohlgemuth 2007: 227; Looby 2008: 58). Moreover, publishing strategies could help make 
translated works acceptable and even mitigate their impact intentionally by choosing 
publishing houses or collections that were not specialised in literature. Small print runs could 
also be considered as a protective strategy for controversial books.                                                                                                                                                                               

These combinations of translating, rewriting, and editing practices contributed to 
produce ‘custom-made versions of foreign works for domestic readers’ (Tax-Choldin 1986: 
336), in accordance with the communist ideology. In that sense, censorship was a 
‘productive action’ (Sherry: 12; Inggs 2012: 79, 82). Yet, it also counted on readers’ capacity 
to decode, if necessary, subversive or forbidden messages and oppositional stances (Baer 
2006: 538-539). Thanks to the translator’s ability to get around what was politically 
impossible to say, translation had a place within the system of the so-called 'Aesopian' 
language and writing practices, which designed euphemised or indirect political criticism 
embedded in literary texts (Loseff 1984). Studies concerning the USSR linked these aspects 
to older traditions of politicising translation and of state control (Baer 2006; Tax-Choldin 
1986). Translation could favour resistance practices also by externalising and making known 
beyond the Iron Curtain forbidden texts and critical stances (Popa 2010: 245-310; 387-533). 
As it provided access to western intellectual spaces, translation helped prohibited authors 
acquire visibility and gain prominence that compensated for the reputation that had been 
denied to them in their own countries, and even protected them from repression. 
  
  DIFFERENTIATED TRANSFERS AND TRANSLATION CHANNELS 
   
Recent attention paid to cultural transfers across the Iron Curtain that broke with previous 
Cold War Communism approaches focused on a strict East-West divide also acknowledged 
that these transfers were not one-sided, but operated in both these directions. However, it 
should not overshadow the internal transfers within the Soviet Union and the Socialist world 
itself. Moreover, ‘East’ and ‘West’ were not homogenous locations of these transfers and did 
not rule out multipolar relations. Yet, the limitations of current research do not allow 
mapping, quantifying or comparing systematically all the translation flows whose ‘hub’ was 
Eastern Europe. Such cumulative data would make it possible to sketch out a sort of 
‘geopolitics’ of translation, as favoured by political affinities (backed up by Socialist 
countries’ internationalist aims and ‘friendship’) or, on the contrary, curbed because of 
ideological cleavages (particularly East-West, but sometimes also internal to the socialist 
world). Aside from these geopolitical considerations, linguistic rationales also contributed to 
differentiate these international circulations, since focusing on translations into central and 
semi-peripheral or, on the contrary, peripheral and non-hegemonic languages (Swaan 1993, 
Heilbron 1999) shapes the map of translation flows, as well as their consistency. All in all, it is 
likely that one may bring to light uneven and contrasted West-to-East, East-to-East and East-
to-West literary translation flows, according to the countries that are taken as the source of 
these transfers, and conversely, as their target. These flows singled out not only 
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quantitatively, but also by their contents and even the social characteristics of their 
intermediaries. They also reveal the persistence of symbolic hierarchies between the 
national literary fields under consideration. More fundamentally, the maintaining of 
differentiated literary transfers shows that political constraints – even when they are the 
result of undemocratic and very restrictive regimes that shared a common ideological 
project – failed to erase variations attributable to domestic backgrounds of the countries in 
which these regimes were established.  
  The bulk of the existing research focuses on a specific Eastern European socialist 
country at the receiving end of the translation, and consists of case studies. These studies 
may choose a broad historical overview, as did Friedberg (1997), whose analyses devoted to 
the Soviet period are part of a wider cultural history of literary translation in Russia dating 
back to previous centuries. On the contrary, other analyses give priority to specific periods 
during the Cold War era (Špirk 2008; Monticelli 2011 for example). Moreover, some of them 
focused on the translation of a particular Western literature (Skibińska 2006; Špirk 2008; 
Berger 2013). They could associate this choice with the attention paid to particular literary 
movements, such as the Latin American Magical Realism, whose representatives’ works 
were translated in Romania for instance (Dimitriu 2006: 60-63), and had a significant literary 
as well as political impact. Studies targeted literary genres as well, such as drama (Antochi 
2012) and children’s literature (Thomson-Wohlgemuth 2009; Inggs 2012, among others), 
shedding light on their aesthetic interest as well as political issues. The scope of other 
studies could also be narrowed down from general flows to the reception of a particular 
author, making it possible to gain better insight into overall trends in translation policies and 
practices after the rise of communism (Dimitriu 2000). Moreover, a sizeable portion of the 
research devoted to West-to-East flows is related to censorship issues as well, and 
underlined that, especially during the early Cold war, selected Western books had to fit 
official aesthetics of communist regimes, Socialist Realism. 

These ideological proximities were obviously greater within the socialist camp and 
were reinforced by the institutionalised cooperation between the Writers’ Unions (Dragomir 
2004: 160-166). Exchange agreements provided for translations and common literary 
anthologies, while direct contacts favoured the knowledge of the literature, writers and 
translators of other Eastern European countries. Although these East-to-East translation 
flows did not escape control, limitation and ideological vigilance either, scholars have noted 
that translations in one socialist country of works originating in another one were subject to 
less censorship than those imported from capitalist countries. Studies underscored another 
trend: the substantial growth of translations from the Russian language, as a correlate of the 
formation of a political and cultural Soviet sphere of influence over its ‘satellites’. In these 
countries, translations of Soviet literature thus acquired quantitative and symbolic pre-
eminence, as well as prescriptive force, especially when imposing Socialist Realism as the 
single creative method. Some of these studies go so far as to speak of ‘totalitarian 
translation’ (Monticelli 2011: 190-192) in order to describe a situation where not only did 
translations have a strong position in book production, but also one single language and 
literature-source was in a hegemonic position for the translating activity, thus erasing other 
external influences and even domestic literature. For example, according to 
Monticelli (2011: 188), 86% of the translations published in Estonia between 1940 and 1954 
(apart from the period of the German occupation) were translations from Russian.  

However, factors other than communist internationalism transformed into political 
injunction could favour East-to-East translation flows. Such was the case of pan-Slavic ideals, 
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which partly relied on, and favoured translation. These affinities, the proximity between 
Slavic languages, and the international diffusion of literatures they fostered, backed the new 
ideological voluntarism. Thus, at least in some Eastern European countries, such as 
Czechoslovakia, the massive importation of Russian literature after the Second World War 
relied on both these rationales and accelerated a movement under way since the 19th 
century. The Russian language was also already used to make indirect translations into the 
Slovak language from other languages of the Soviet republics (Bednárová 2015: 86-87). 
However, geopolitical factors could disrupt such ancient ties. For example, the deterioration 
in political relations between Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia during the 1948-1956 period 
adversely impacted translations of Serbian literature, whose transfer had been developed 
since the 19th century. 

Other specific issues concerning East-to-East translations flows were formulated about 
translation within the context of the Federal Union of Soviet Republics. Following on 
Friedberg (1997: 172-177) and Leighton (1991: 13, 18), Witt (2011) emphasised the 
importance of studying literary translation on the scale of a multinational state in which 
translation became a matter of the nationalities policy, was considered as a tool for 
communication between them and the construction of a common identity. The originality of 
this translation context consists notably in the considerable number of languages concerned 
and the supposed ideological coherence underlying it. But even at this scale, the pre-
eminence of Russian language and literature prompts questions about the maintaining of 
political, cultural and linguistic hierarchies.                                                                                                                                                                                      
  Finally, the East-to-West literary transfers could cover two contrasted cases, 
according to the characteristics of the political regime in the countries where works were 
translated. The first specific case concerns reception within regimes that were also 
authoritarian and undemocratic. Studies of Czech and Slovak translations published in 
Salazar’s Portugal (Špirk 2014) and in Franco’s Spain (Vavrušová 2016) examined transfers 
between two political regimes whose ideology was very different but which were 
comparable in their censorial practices. Partly based on censors’ reports, these studies 
explored the impact of ideology and of censorship on the reception of translated literature. 
In turn, a study about Polish translations in Portugal (Pięta 2012) allowed a deeper 
understanding of indirect translation, which constituted an important means of passage of 
Polish literature to the readership of this authoritarian country.  
  The second specific case of the East-to-West translations concerns literary transfers 
between non-democratic regimes (where the works were produced) and democratic 
regimes (where they were translated); in spite of the contrast with the previous ones, they 
also underwent various forms of politicisation. Working on the translation of several Eastern 
European literatures (Czech, Slovak, Polish, Hungarian, Rumanian, and to some extent, 
Soviet) in one particular Western country (France), Popa (2002, 2006, 2010) analysed the 
plural mechanisms of such transfers, offering an approach in terms of ‘translation channels’. 
This approach makes it possible to deepen the analysis of the differentiation of translation 
flows on the basis of supplementary criteria and to go beyond binary and rigid oppositions 
between authorised/non-authorised transfers and authors’ submission/dissidence. The 
parameters it took into account were the time of publication (before/after 1947), as well as 
the material support of the source-text (not only published books, but also the 
unconventional and unauthorised editions called samizdat, editions published in exile, 
previous foreign translations, manuscripts submitted for publication directly in French or in 
other Western languages), the legal vs. illicit status of the text at the moment when it was 
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being published and translated, and the geographical location and progression of the source-
text (publication within the national boundaries, transit via publishers in exile or via Western 
publishers other than the French ones). The combination of these parameters allows six 
specific translation channels to be patterned (‘exportation’, ‘official’, ‘patrimonial’, ‘semi-
official’, ‘parallel’ and ‘direct’). Each channel displays different kinds of trajectories for a text, 
leading from a manuscript to its translation. This diversification applies even within specific 
categories of source-texts and to various components of the body of work of the same 
author. To give but one example, literary works that were all published before the 
establishment of communism could henceforth be translated in different ways: through the 
‘patrimonial’ channel, if such a work was still an authorised reference and if its author 
capitalised on the fame already achieved in the previous state of the literary field and was 
recognized by the literary value system of the new regimes as well; through the ‘exportation’ 
channel, if its author was considered useful to embody the new socialist literary canon that 
official policies sought to showcase to a foreign readership; but these works could also be 
translated through the ‘parallel’ channel after being published in samizdat or in exile in cases 
where their author was banned under communism, although he/she had been previously a 
canonised writer. Hence this approach reveals a gradation according to the 
institutionalisation and politicisation of the literary transfer, as well as the interactions, 
porosities and even overlappings between an authorised and a regulated space of publishing 
and translating, on the one hand, and a clandestine and an underground space of production 
and circulation of texts, on the other hand. Identifying several modalities of international 
circulation of texts thus enriches this opposition, giving us a differentiated and a dynamic 
view of the mechanisms of literary transfer and an insight into the articulation between 
state players and the transnational networks that underlay this transfer.  
  This analytical perspective can be replicated at the level of the Eastern European 
countries’ cultural spheres, as the parameters that helped construct the notion of 
‘translation channels’ are also operational in the case of the transfers towards these 
countries, allowing us to gain a more precise understanding of their own modalities. In spite 
of repressive and levelling political constraints, these modalities preserved some plurality; 
therefore, an approach in terms of ‘translation channels’ can be reapplied in a more or less 
loose way for examining them. To use the same example, translation of the Western 
canonised authors’ works had to cope with the requirements of censorship. Therefore, at 
least for some periods of time, official publishing houses favoured the translation of classic 
writers’ works belonging to ‘progressive’ and ‘realistic’ literary traditions of the 19th century 
and early 20th centuries (Špirk 2008, among others). This choice also contributed to placing 
contemporary literary developments, and in particular Socialist Realism, into historical 
perspective and thus to legitimate them. At the same time, however, this ‘patrimonial’ 
preference allowed the promotion of Western literatures in translation to be preserved, 
constituting a sort of bulwark against purely ideological choices, even more so during 
periods when restrictions on contemporary literature were too severe.  
  

AUTHORISED AND REGULATED SPHERE VS. UNDERGROUND AND EXTERNALISED 
PUBLISHING AND TRANSLATION PRACTICES 

 
By adopting a differentiated approach to literary transfers, scholars can examine institutions 
and individual players involved in publishing translations not only within an authorised and 
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regulated sphere of institutions and practices, but also within an underground and 
clandestine one, while identifying some variations within each of them.  

In view of capturing these variations, the understanding of official translation policies 
must not only be related to more general cultural and political orientations but also be 
refined by embodying these policies into a plurality of institutions; they were not limited to 
central and repressive ones, and could have some room for manoeuvre depending on the 
political and local contexts. These institutions included those responsible for the exportation 
of national literature abroad, translating agencies, specialised publishing houses, collections 
and journals established in most Eastern European countries in order to support translation 
of foreign literatures. For example, in Romania, the State Publishing House for Literature and 
Arts was founded in 1953 and partly transformed into the Publishing House for World 
Literature in 1960, which then became the Univers publishing house in 1970; a publishing 
house devoted to the translation of Russian literature, Russian Book, was also created. 
Specialised collections, such as the prestigious Classics of the World literature in the 
Romanian language, as well as the series The Gold Fund of Literature in Translation into the 
Slovak language (created in the late 1960s) offer an additional level of analysis. This was also 
the case for journals dedicated to world literature in translation – for instance, the Polish 
Literatura na Świecie (Stróżyński 2010) established in 1971, the Romanian Secolul XX, in 
1961, and the Slovak Revue svetovej literatúry, in 1965. Taking into account diversified 
support materials within the authorised sphere – in this case, not only books but also articles 
– would allow verifying whether journals could more easily make source texts ‘acceptable’ 
for censors and publish translations more rapidly than long length texts that were edited as 
books by publishing houses.  

Editorial offices specialised in drama translation were created as well. They aimed at 
publishing translations for professional and amateur theatre groups, while being linked with 
different censorship bodies (Antohi 2012, for the Romanian case) and with the Theatre and 
Literary Association (Bednárová 2015: 89, for the Slovak case). This official institutional 
background also includes the creation of translation prizes. They not only brought fame to 
individual translators, but also increased the visibility and recognition of the translator’s 
profession. For example, the Ján Hollý Prize was established by the Slovak Literary Fund in 
1967. After the communist regimes came to power, the creation of distinct sections devoted 
specifically to translation within the Writers’ Unions (Friedberg 1997: 191-201; Thomson-
Wohlgemuth 2004: 504-505, 2009: 107-114; Laurent 2014: 223-243) also played an 
important role in institutionalising these activities and recognising translators’ professional 
status, and not just in controlling their practices. Translation was thus recognised as a part of 
national literature and as a means of literary creation, and not just as a technique, whereas 
translators were considered creators and attributed the same rights and advantages as the 
writers themselves. Besides, membership of this section could also include writers whose 
works had been forbidden but who could nevertheless publish translations they had made 
under their own names, and therefore to belong to the Writers’ Union. This corporate 
association monopolised the access to the status of writer and, in each Eastern European 
country, also managed a sizeable infrastructure (journals, publishing houses, state budgetary 
support, leisure and health facilities). It also provided institutional backing for debates, 
conferences and literary exchanges with other socialist countries. However, the role of the 
Writers’ Union depended greatly on the political circumstances: it could act as a 
‘transmission belt’ for the political power, but it also protected its members, and even took 
the forefront of political protests for liberalisation. This was the case, for instance, for the 
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Hungarian Writers’ Union in 1956 and of the Czech Writers’ Union in 1968, at the time of the 
Prague Spring. On the basis of the reports of the Translation Section of the Polish Writers’ 
Union, Laurent (2014: 239-241) has also shown attempts by translators themselves to regain 
some autonomy in their professional choices during the Thaw, in the mid-1950s.  

Writers’ Unions also played a role in translators’ training, as well as in the gradual 
organisation and development of their profession. For instance, a Circle of Translation was 
created for this purpose within the Slovak Translation Section of the Union of the 
Czechoslovak Writers in 1949 (Bendarova 2013: 262-263). While the Translation Sections of 
the Writers’ Union had been considered as the first translators’ associations in the Eastern 
European countries, distinct professional associations would be created later on. In 
Romania, for instance, a Professional Union of Interpreters and Translators was established 
in 1990 (that is, after the collapse of communism), as was the Slovak Literary Translators 
Society, whereas an Association of Polish Translators and Interpreters had already been 
founded, and became a member of the International Federation of Translators, in 1981. 

Moreover, the understanding of the general process of professionalisation of 
translating activities, as well as of educational background of new generations of translators, 
implies taking into account the gradual establishment of specialised university curricula, 
degrees and centres delivering them. For instance, in Slovakia (Vajdová 2013; Jettmarová 
1993), a seminar on literary translation was established in 1949/1950 at Comenius 
University. However, teaching of translation at the academic level started mainly from the 
1970s onwards: an Institute of Translation Studies and Interpreting was created at the 
University of November 17th in Bratislava in 1970, whereas a postgraduate course was 
established at the University of Nitra in 1973. Likewise, in Hungary, a Training Centre for 
Translators and Interpreters was established at the University of Budapest in the same year. 
This process favoured translators’ training and gradually reduced the heterogeneity of their 
education and professional trajectories, still persistent during the 20th century, while 
standardising the transmission of linguistic skills. Furthermore, the academic sector and 
editorial sphere cannot be disconnected since the former also occasionally provided the 
latter with referees, consultants and experts for evaluating texts and even for designing 
translation programmes. Finally, academia also provided an institutional and intellectual 
framework for developing theoretical approaches complementing the reflection on methods 
and procedures, as well as practice itself.   

These theoretical approaches gradually took new avenues, different from those 
established during earlier debates about a Marxist-Leninist translation theory. Indeed, at the 
beginnings of communist regimes, a ‘realistic translation’, the correlative of Socialist Realism 
(Leighton 1991: 63-81), was elaborated in the USSR and debated in other socialist countries 
as well, such as in the GDR (Thomson-Wohlgemuth 2004: 501-503). Following this view, the 
translator could be, and even was to be, a kind of propagandist, like the socialist realist 
writer. Armed not only with linguistic skills but also with knowledge about politics and social 
developments and an appropriate ideological attitude, he had to spot positive elements 
within the source text and to transmit them to the reader, even if this vision was partial. A 
debate over literal vs. free translation also occurred first among Soviet (Friedberg 1997: 69-
113; Leighton 1991: 58-94), then East European translators. The first approach was officially 
denounced in the 1930s as a manifestation of formalism, then of cosmopolitanism. Some 
scholars have interpreted this preference for free translation as having facilitated 
censorship. Other translation approaches were analysed in connection with the political 
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issues they raised previously in the USSR, such as the use by adaptors of interlinear trots 
produced by native speakers (Friedberg 1997: 172-177; Witt 2011: 160-163).  

However, along with the gradual institutionalisation of the pedagogical activity, new 
theoretical reflections developed through seminars, conferences, research institutes of the 
Academies of Sciences. In certain Eastern European countries, for example the former 
Czechoslovakia, they also coalesced through the establishment of translation ‘schools’, such 
as the Nitra school formed in the early the 1960s (Vajdová 2013; Jettmarová 2008). Whereas 
its theoretical foundations came partially from the Prague Linguistic Circle and the first 
generation of Czech structuralism, as well as from Russian formalism, the Nitra school 
developed a communication-based and semiotic conception of translation, emancipating it 
from philology and comparative literature. Its main protagonists were Anton Popovič and 
František Miko, whose pioneering efforts gained international recognition and also 
contributed to building worldwide contacts, along with those of the Czech translation 
theorist and literary historian Jiři Levý (Beylard-Ozeroff, Králová and Moser-Mercier 1998; 
Jettmarová 2008), and of Dionýz Ďurišin, a Slovak literary theorist and comparativist. Among 
other initiatives, Anton Popovič founded in 1975 the Translation Summer School that 
functioned like a post-graduate course and contributed to the training of new generations of 
translators. Theoretical work on translation was also deployed at the Institute of World 
Literature and Languages in Bratislava. It existed as an autonomous body within the Slovak 
Academy of Science between 1964 and 1973, and then was merged into a general Institute 
of Literary Studies during the restrictive context that halted the reforms of the Prague Spring 
period in Czechoslovakia. 
 Such contexts of increased censorship and containment stimulated unauthorised 
publishing and translation practices and the establishment of an underground system of 
printing and clandestine distribution. Journals and publishing houses were thus created 
especially from the 1970s on, some by banned writers (such as Ludvík Vaculík and Václav 
Havel, who founded Edice Petlice and Edice Expedice, respectively, in Czechoslovakia) and 
translators (such as Jan Vladislav, the founder of Kvart, in the same country), but also by 
individuals who did not belong to literary milieus (such as the founder of the Polish 
publishing house NOWA). This underground system connected with literary institutions that 
had been developed in exile: journals (such as the Polish Kultura, the Czech Svědectví, the 
Hungarian Irodalmi Újság, the Russian Kontinent, established in Paris) as well as publishing 
houses (like the Institut littéraire and YMCA Press in Paris, Index in Cologne, Sixty-Eight 
Publishers in Toronto, Ardis in Michigan). Samizdat could lead to translation either directly 
or passing through these externalised institutions. The articulation of the internal and 
external unauthorised publication channels (Popa 2010, Kind-Kovacs and Labov 2013) relied 
on the gradual building of transnational networks of intermediaries and smugglers, and 
accomplished through different material supports that banned texts could successively take. 
These connections gradually increased the diffusion of unauthorized translated texts, in both 
quantitative and geographic terms. Moreover, once again, there were no merely one-sided 
literary transfers but crossed ones: translation of samizdat into Western languages on the 
one hand, of Western literature as well as of other prohibited Eastern European texts into 
samizdat, on the other hand. For example, NOWA published translations of works by authors 
who were not 'ideologically' acceptable, such as Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, Zdeněk Mlynář, and 
George Orwell. Moreover, in the USSR and Czechoslovakia, there were no official Soviet or 
Czech editions, respectively, of works by exiled writers Vladimir Nabokov and Milan Kundera, 
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which had been originally been published in English and in French; however, unauthorised 
copies, published in exile or in samizdat, were in circulation in these countries. 
 

Far from a single and univocal picture of translating practices and players generated 
by the exercise of power under undemocratic regimes, the Eastern European area offers a 
precious terrain for observing a plurality of interactions between literary translation and 
politics. Examining these connections enriches our historical and sociological understanding 
of the functioning of communist regimes, as well as of translation as a social practice. 
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