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2	� A Critique of Translation as a  
Force for Centralized Literary 
Consecration

Anthony Pym

I was doodling with the numbers. On one side, I lined up the winners of 
the Nobel Prize in Literature until 2023, listed them by languages, and 
did not count languages that had only one laureate; on the other, I took 
the raw numbers of translations from those languages (as best I could, 
from the Index Translationum as of 2012 as processed by Ronen et al.) 
(Table 2.1). Despite all the technical inadequacies of the Index as a dataset, 
the correlation between the two lists gave a surprisingly high 0.97 –​ a very 
close match! How could that be? Why would the decisions of a handful of 
erudite Swedes, located in what appears to be a literary semi-​periphery,1 
correlate so positively with an admittedly very rough image of global 
translation flows? Why should this correlation appear even when the 
translations in the Index are of all kinds of works, not just high literature?

At the most obvious level, the Nobel Prize is related to translation in 
two ways: first, many texts reach the Nobel selection process in translated 
forms; second, the Prize creates a value that stimulates further translations 
of the titles that gain publicity from it. Both those movements are part 
and parcel of what is perhaps the world’s foremost consecration of high-​
end literary authors. The processes are particularly powerful because of 
the ideologies that inform the value created, which can be described as 
“transcendent” in the sense that is it supposed to be supra-​commercial 
(numbers of book sales do not count) and supra-​regional (one’s country 
or part of the world is not supposed to count). Yet there is a third relation 
as well: translations themselves form a diffuse mode of non-​transcendent 
consecration, as when the value of a work is gauged in terms of the 
number of versions it has accrued in different languages (with commercial 
consequences), chains of successive indirect translations compound that 
value (with further commercial consequences), and translations from a 
particular language open up channels and networks for further translations 
from that language (with decidedly regional consequences).
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That third relation, translation as a lesser mode of consecration,  
is methodologically problematic to the extent that it means my two  
quick variables are not really separate. In fact, they are confounded  
on two levels: first, the Nobel Prize is one form of consecration, and  
translations can be seen as another;2 and second, the Prize needs and  
promotes translations, which therefore cannot be an independent vari-
able. Prizes and translation flows would thus be two expressions of the  
same common cause, both pulling the same way. This could be like com-
paring, for example, grades in a science exam with grades in a mathem-
atics exam, where the students with strong science, technology,  
engineering, and mathematics (STEM) skills come out on top in both.  
Or we might find that rising sales of white bread correlate with rising  
sales of brown bread, simply because more bread in general is being sold.  
Hence, the strong correlation. This same problem affects studies that,  
for example, use translations as a measure of a language’s centrality (the  
more translations, the more the language is defined as being central)3 and  
then formulate hypotheses that map the numbers of translations onto the  
world language system (miraculously discovering that the more central  
languages have more translations).4 It is worth looking closely at our  
methodologies.

Table 2.1 � Languages accorded more than one Nobel Prize in Literature, with 
languages by numbers of translations as at 2012 (from Ronen et al.)

Nobel Prize Index Translationum L1 speakers

Language Prizes Language Translations Language Millions

English 32 English 1,371,531 Chinese 939
French 16 German 493,842 Spanish 485
German 15 French 455,087 English 380
Spanish 11 Spanish 281,865 Russian 147
Swedish 7 Russian 184,167 Japanese 123
Italian 6 Japanese 157,814 French 81
Russian 6 Dutch 130,349 German 75
Polish 5 Italian 126,283 Italian 67
Norwegian 4 Swedish 110,880 Polish 41
Danish 3 Polish 90,824 Greek 13
Chinese 2 Portuguese 86,111 Swedish 11
Greek 2 Danish 86,038 Danish 6
Japanese 2 Czech 81,644 Norwegian 4

Chinese 75,987
Hungarian 66,245
Norwegian 60,453
Greek 32,284
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Does this confounding of variables explain away the high correl-
ation? Perhaps not entirely. My quick calculations also indicate that out-​
translations (or “ex-​translations”), the ones that go out of a language, 
have a high correlation with the languages of winners of the Nobel Prize 
in Literature (r =​ 0.91, p < 0.001), whereas the in-​translations give a cor-
relation that is weak and insignificant (r =​ 0.56, p =​ 0.636) (Table 2.2). 
A compatibly high correlation is found between the number of prizes in 
a language and the difference between that language’s in-​translations and 
out-​translations (r =​ 0.80, p < 0.001). On the other hand, it makes no 
statistical difference for a country to have a high gross domestic product 
(GDP) per capita. That is, in my small experiment, Nobel Prizes do not 
tend to go to large languages because they have large populations; they 
do not go to rich countries because they are rich; but they do tend to 
go to languages that have many more translations flowing out of them 
than flowing into them. That is more or less the sense in which we might 
model translations as entering a mechanism for consecration: there may be 
more or less truly great literary works in a language, but the numbers of 
translations from that language can add to a diffuse halo effect, retrospect-
ively attributing transcendent value to the language, the literature, and the 
high-​end authors.

Are these numbers therefore stating the obvious? Again, perhaps not  
entirely. They indicate, for example, that writers working in Swedish,  

Table 2.2 � Languages accorded more than one Nobel Prize in Literature, with 
languages by numbers of translations in 2012 (from Ronen et al.)

Language Prizes Translations In-​
translations

Out-​
translations

Difference GDP/​
capita

English 32 1,371,531 1,225,237 146,294 1,078,943 32,953
French 16 455,087 216,624 238,463 -​21,839 15,103
German 15 493,842 201,718 292,124 -​90,406 38,268
Spanish 11 281,865 52,955 228,910 -​175,955 16,777
Swedish 7 110,880 39,192 71,688 -​32,496 40,265
Italian 6 126,283 66,453 59,830 6,623 30,623
Russian 6 184,167 101,395 82772 18,623 15,487
Polish 5 90,824 14,104 76,720 -​62,616 20,326
Norwegian 4 60,453 14,530 54,989 -​69,519 53,471
Danish 3 86,038 21,239 64,799 -​43,560 37,152
Chinese 2 75,987 13,337 62,650 -​49,313 9,207
Greek 2 32,284 4,862 27,422 -​22,560 26,693
Japanese 2 157,814 26,921 130,893 -​103,972 34,740
Correlation 0.97 0.91 0.56 0.80 0.01
P-​value 0.008 0.0008 0.636 0.0002 0.209
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Norwegian, and Danish have won more prizes than the translation figures  
would suggest, and that those writing in Japanese have won significantly  
fewer. A betting person, generously assuming that erudite Swedes might  
want to correct historical biases, might have had a reason to bet on a  
Japanese author in 2024 (and would have lost –​ the odds were good, but  
Korean was not in the calculations, unfortunately).

I mention these numbers not as major research findings, but merely as 
a reason for doubts about methodology. I am uneasy about the kinds of 
claims and calculations that purport to portray an international literary 
system, especially in its relations with translation, where all the numbers 
point the same way. I suspect that a problem of common causes might 
be a more general shortcoming, perhaps of metaphorically cosmological 
proportions. After all, if everything always draws toward a centralized 
consecration, should the system not thereby collapse? I need to take a 
closer look at consecration and translation.

What is Consecration?

The word consecration has the sacred in the middle of it, perhaps as a 
not-​so-​dead metaphor. The action of consecrating something creates a spe-
cial place, marked off from the everyday, institutionalized as being for 
restricted entry. Who can enter that place, in this case the hallowed ground 
of great world literature? What are the mechanisms by which that ground 
is marked off, barriers are raised, and the outside aspires to, marvels at, 
and perhaps fears what lies within? More to the point, why would anyone 
want to go there?

The mechanisms of consecration play an important role in Pierre 
Bourdieu’s sociology, particularly in relation to literature. In his work 
on the French publishing system,5 Bourdieu revels in the rites with which 
the most prestigious French publishing house, Gallimard, seals the deal 
on the authors to be promoted: a committee of trusted men meets and 
raises a glass (“le verre”), in relative ignorance of how and why literary 
value has been constructed in the moment of marketing. Consecration, 
for Bourdieu, is the replacement of a reasoned decision by something like 
blind trust, enacted in a ritual, beyond external calculations: the rite itself 
creates the value it celebrates. The symbolic capital thus created –​ specific-
ally as literary capital –​ can then be accumulated and exchanged, and the 
national field of literary publishing can be seen as a struggle to gain and 
accumulate further literary capital.6

In her reportedly groundbreaking work The World Republic of Letters, 
Pascale Casanova starts from the general assumption that what Bourdieu 
found in France, especially as expressed in field theory, can provide basic 
concepts for describing the formation and functioning of international lit-
erature.7 This might be the sense in which a world system can be seen as a 
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republic of sorts. This particular republic includes consecration mechanisms 
able to create the symbolic capital that players in the field then struggle 
for: “[t]‌he world of letters is in fact something quite different from the 
received view of literature as a peaceful domain. Its history is one of inces-
sant struggle and competition over the very nature of literature itself.”8 
Developed since the sixteenth century, the international literary field would 
thus be an ongoing competition for increasingly centralized consecration. 
For Casanova, the mechanisms and rules of the literary field are relatively 
autonomous of politics and economics; they therefore deserve to be studied 
in their own right. The main players in the field are nevertheless considered 
to be national literatures, which compete against each other.

Other researchers, notably Gisèle Sapiro, similarly adopt Bourdieu’s 
field model but allow greater roles for political, economic, and cultural 
interests. The competitors are not just national literatures, but states, 
economies, and national ideologies. The instances of consecration would 
thus have moved historically from, for example, membership of national 
academies (where they existed) through to avatars of modernist devel-
opment ideology, where global points of consecration are in the central, 
most developed countries, from which less developed countries translate 
in order to catch up. The most recent avatar is then a mode of hegemonic 
globalization where the languages of a few Western countries operate as 
pivots or clearing houses through which works reach more peripheral 
languages: translations can move from periphery to center to periphery, 
enacting processes of double consecration.9 Such is the logic by which 
the passage through the center creates literary events, a sense of what is 
happening, which has been a driving force of fame from the beginnings of 
modernity.10 The double movements of indirect translations are neverthe
less found also to create series of barriers to consecration, which work to 
privilege production from or near the center. Ronen et al., analyzing gen-
eral statistics from the Index Translationum, find statistical evidence that 
“if information radiates from the more connected to the less connected 
languages, it will be easier for an English speaker than for a Nepali speaker 
to become globally famous”.11

In sum, the various relations between translation and centralized conse-
cration seem less than beneficial for global diversity and have been seen as 
tending toward cultural hegemony. In the face of such forces, can we really 
expect resistance from a handful of Swedes who might seek to correct past 
biases?

Methodological Doubts

The above accounts are well rehearsed and seem generally accepted. Some 
of them do suffer from common causes to some degree, but the more ser-
ious problem, I suggest, is that many of them remain frustratingly vague 
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about exactly what is being measured and how. Let me get a few minor 
gripes off my chest before addressing the problem head-​on.

Hegemony Because of Size?

Starting from a position paper by Casanova in 2002, many of these studies 
accept that the international distribution of literary capital is highly 
unequal and that the distributions of translations are similarly unequal, 
reinforcing rather than correcting the relations between “dominant” and 
“dominated” literatures.12 That position includes not infrequent allusions 
to the hegemonic role of the English language and the main English-​
language cultures. Commentators frequently cite the fact that the per-
centage of translations to non-​translations in English has long been below 
5 percent –​ mythically hovering around 3 percent –​, while it is regularly 
above 20 percent in many other languages.13 Although this appears to be 
scandalous and comes packaged with non-​calculated claims of systemic 
injustice, it can also be explained as a normal statistical consequence of 
the huge numbers of titles published in English (both translations and non-​
translations, since the variables are confounded). This is simple mathem-
atics. Imagine language A has ten books, language B has 100 books, and 
10 percent of all books are translated into the other language. Now, what 
is the percentage of translations to non-​translations in A and B? For a 
world of many languages, a little algebra is needed.14 I do not doubt that 
there is cultural hegemony operating beyond the statistics, but one can 
scarcely denigrate a language for having many books published in it.

Relative Autonomy of the Literary?

As noted, a more serious debate within these studies is the degree to 
which literature can be considered independent of political and economic 
factors. Sapiro sees translations as soft-​power weapons by which dom-
inant cultures extend hegemony,15 such that resistance can only come from 
increased translations from subaltern languages or countries. There are 
certainly cases of outright political intervention in the translation field, ran-
ging from the literary in-​translation programs of the Soviet Union through 
to the CIA-​associated Franklin Book Programs for the out-​translation of 
mostly American works, with numerous governments providing transla-
tion subsidies in between those extremes. Some have certainly sought to 
use translation as a soft-​power weapon. But have they succeeded?

The question has been addressed empirically. Kuppler analyzes 147,443 
literary books that were translated into one of the national languages of 32 
European countries from 2018 to 2020.16 He calculates the relative impact 
of literary, economic, political, and cultural factors on the translation 
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flows. His general finding is that state support for culture has little cor-
relation with the translation flows, whereas economic capital, “access to 
prestige,” and “cultural proximity” do. Kuppler’s study thereby “dampens 
fears that commercialization, globalization, and politicization turn literary 
exchange into an extension of economic and political power relations”.17

What I retain from Kuppler are the roles of “access to prestige” and 
“cultural proximity”. I will return to them below.

A Sociology Without People?

Although some of these studies specifically draw on sociological concepts 
and even claim to contribute to a “sociology of translation,”18 the data 
they draw on rarely include many people. Translation flows are measured 
in numbers of book titles;19 awards and honors are counted and attributed 
to countries; authors are cited and listed as names with more or less 
implicit literary resonance but with little personal provenance or com-
plexity; the lists of names mostly include no editors, agents, or publishers, 
and frequently no relations with translators. You must look hard to find 
people making choices and taking actions. What would they be choosing 
between? Have all their choices really been made by their fixed positions 
in the field?

A Sociology that Becomes Literary Criticism?

Perhaps I am being too hard. Casanova certainly draws on Bourdieu’s 
sociological concepts. Then again, she seems to have no consistent need 
to test them empirically on controlled data.20 And if I try to ask which 
variables are being correlated, all I really find are lists of named authors 
(again, with assumed resonance), along with apparently implicit conse-
cration, and the names of countries. Instead of a sociology of separate 
variables, the names are firmly embedded in countries by axiomatic attri-
bution. For example:

even the most international authors, such as the Spaniard Juan Benet or 
the Serb Danilo Kiš, conceive of themselves, if only by way of reaction 
against it, in terms of the national space from which they have come.21

The fundamental claim here may be quite true, but there is no sampling, 
no textual data, no attempt to locate a social network around those 
names, no roles for anyone around the author, and no variables such as 
class, gender, language background, and the rest. All we find is a way of 
analyzing the internationalization of national literatures that is apparently 
so exact and so powerful that it can see how all authors “conceive of 
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themselves,” even if they should say something to the contrary. In short, 
any attempt at sociology as the study of human variables has been turned 
into the bumbling insinuation of literary criticism, in this case drawing on 
nationalized structuralism.

Nations as the Main Actors?

As noted, Casanova mostly assumes that the active characters in her 
narrative are national literatures. Beckett, for example, “can only be 
understood in terms of the history of Irish literary space.”22 And if it works 
for him, despite his achieving consecration in both English and French, 
then it must work for everyone else as well. Sapiro, we have seen, accords 
greater agency to political and economic interests, but her main players are 
still national political and economic interests. Like the Olympic Games, 
the entire apparatus is set up to compare different countries. If there were 
variables operating with other kinds of categories –​ again, one might think 
of class and gender, or perhaps generations, aesthetics, or (dare one say it?) 
literary quality23 –​, would these methodologies be able to see them? You 
only find what you go looking for.

A System Described from Within?

Again as noted, instead of controlled sampling, we are offered case studies 
and examples of consecration. How are these cases and names selected? 
One suspects they often come from the languages and cultures closest 
to those of the researchers and their readers, which is the only way the 
lists of names could be offered as evidence with implicit resonance. The 
mentions themselves are supposed to trigger recognition of consecration. 
Or will everyone immediately respond to “the Spaniard Juan Benet or the 
Serb Danilo Kiš” (in both cases significantly helped by passages through 
France)? That is, the researchers are at risk of elaborating no more than 
their own literary culture.

The more one talks about a system of consecration, the more one 
becomes part of it. Such is the nature of the ideological beast. Casanova her-
self, in the second edition of her World Republic, comments with amused 
paradox on the consecration of her work, which cannot be separated from 
the international processes she purports to describe. Again, the variables 
are difficult to separate because they run in the same direction.

Necessary Antagonism?

If the narratives of literary consecration have proved so convincing, 
one reason could be that they fit in not only with the nature of literary 
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prizes –​ there are winners and therefore losers, after all –​ but also with 
author-​based ideologies of literature that are similarly based on compe-
tition.24 Then again, if the players were not really opposed, could these 
methodologies see it?

Part of the problem goes back to the way the prime categories are 
drawn from Bourdieu, who defined fields as places of competition and 
then identified capitals (like literary capital) as values that could be fought 
for, accumulated, and exchanged. In hindsight, Bourdieu’s sociological 
apparatus had surprisingly little place for cooperation between actors (in 
the sense of productive win–​win relationships), and the capitals did not 
include much like substantial happiness, let alone anything as specific as 
literary pleasure. To be unfair, Bourdieu’s world comprised winners and 
losers, in a scene that was nasty, brutish, and French.

It is not hard to question that view. The Nobel Prize certainly has 
winners, but it also functions as a major media event that generates value 
in and of itself, and that value is disseminated. Both before and after each 
Prize announcement, there are countless comments, debates, speculations, 
and critiques, all of which draw public attention not just to the candidates, 
but more especially to a certain kind of literature operating in an appar-
ently supra-​commercial, transcendent sphere. Thanks to the event and the 
multiple resonances of its simulacra, win–​win relations potentially extend 
to all players in the field, all of whom therefore have an interest in keeping 
the competition going, respecting its basic rules, reproducing its ideolo-
gies, and converting transcendent value into aspiration. Since the field, as 
such, is no more than a human intellectual construct, one cannot easily 
dismiss those cooperative relationships as mere chimera, manipulated by a 
more real level of inter-​nation competition.

Braun and Unger capture something of those relationships in their 
description of a “diffuse consecration” that affects far more than isolated 
authors and nations:25

Representing literary writing as inherently valuable to a wider audi-
ence –​ whether as an author, a journalist, or a prize body –​ is a delib-
erate act of positioning that can be seen and reflected upon, but it also 
invokes something quite intangible that precedes and conditions the 
very valuing systems that claim to consecrate it. [It invokes] an attitu-
dinal relationship to writing that unfolds both in the writing itself and 
in the way that writing is perceived by others.

What might such an attitude look like? I take a very well-​known example 
from Salman Rushdie, from the same text where he enigmatically declares 
“we are all translated men.” Here is one of the consequences of the material 
displacements that Rushdie counts as translation:
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It is perhaps one of the more pleasant freedoms of the literary migrant 
to be able to choose his parents. My own –​ selected half-​consciously, 
half not –​ include Gogol, Cervantes, Kafka, Melville, Machado de 
Assis; a polyglot family tree against which I measure myself, and to 
which I would be honoured to belong.26

No, say the theorists of nationalized fields, we will not recognize that 
freedom. You are kidding yourself: you really belong to English-​language 
literature as shaped from an Indian background, and it is the space of that 
literature that makes you think you want to select these surrogate parents. 
Rushdie does not discount that view: the freedom is couched as “perhaps”; 
the selection is only “half-​conscious”; and membership is presented as an 
unreal conditional (“I would be honoured”). The actual selection, though, 
is as checkered as the list of Nobel Prize winners, with enough variance 
to be considered in terms of elective affinities. And the authors are so geo-
graphically and historically dispersed that one could scarcely conceive of 
a game in which they would personally be playing against each other. The 
nature of a family is ideally that all values are shared.

Rushdie’s fictive literary family might represent the kind of cooperative 
relations engendered by the Nobel Prize in Literature. Of course, what 
he painfully omits here is the role of translations from Russian, Spanish, 
German, and Portuguese, as if he had unmediated access to his parents, 
and as if these privileged “translated men” did not need actual translators.

A Problem of Some Gravity

I now return to the main problem. If the Nobel Prize and the major trans-
lation flows are both expressions of consecration, both pulling in the same 
direction inward, why does all literature not collapse into the center? 
An eventual implosion of the system has been modeled by Mélitz, with 
considerable historical perspicacity: “Improvements in the technology of 
diffusion can even lead virtually to the exclusive translation of imaginative 
works from the dominant language into the rest.”27 We now have precisely 
those improvements in language automation. So, are translations really 
forcing all literatures to implode into just one? In terms of the translation 
network, the problem would be as follows: If aspiration to a transcendent, 
centralized consecration were the only major force in play, why would 
literary works continue to be produced in so many languages? Why do 
people not write directly in the central languages or move their literary 
idioms toward those preferred by the consecrating centers?

The problem can be visualized. Ronen et al. show the global net-
work of translation flows between 79 languages, mapped from Index 
Translationum data. There is a big star of lines branching out from English, 
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but there are also secondary attractors associated with Russian, French, 
Chinese, and Spanish, as should be predicted from the world system of 
languages described by de Swaan, and then there is a wide periphery of 
other languages, some clearly connected with the more central languages by 
indirect translations, others not so clearly, and the Scandinavian languages 
translate between themselves (as do French, Spanish, Portuguese, and 
Italian). The main points of attraction could be flowers, but one might 
also see them as galaxies connected by forces of gravity, sometimes strong 
(when the language point has considerable mass), often weaker (when the 
language does not).

Let me run with this second metaphor. It is of particular interest because 
cosmologists since Newton have had more or less the same problem to 
solve: if gravity is the only governing force, why do the galaxies not all 
attract each other and collapse to a center? Various solutions to the problem 
were proposed in the course of the nineteenth century.28 If the universe 
were infinite in spacetime, then gravity would be at all points and there 
would be no contraction to the center. But once observers noted an expan-
sion of the universe, that theory could no longer hold: the Big Bang would 
be the event that pushes outward, against gravity. Then it was found that 
the expansion is slowing down… I am told that the idea of the universe 
imploding into a Big Crunch was one of the possible histories calculated 
by Friedman in 1922. These days, the problem is better addressed by the-
ories of dark matter: we are simply not seeing all the points of attraction, 
and there may also be points of repulsion. Alternatively, we might still 
choose to accept that the expansive force of a Big Bang will indeed eventu-
ally be slowed down and reversed by gravity –​ a generalized aspiration to 
Western fame will eventually collapse into a black hole.

Why no collapse? As with any complex cultural phenomenon, there 
are many possible reasons, all of them potentially compatible, none of 
them reducible to just two variables. My purpose here is to play with the 
cosmological analogy to tease out aspects that are given little weight in the 
approaches outlined above.

The System is Expanding

As noted, when observations showed that the universe was expanding, the 
gravity problem was solved by the theory of the Big Bang –​ something in 
the center itself exploded and pushed all other points outward.

If you look at the Index Translationum over the years (the early lists date 
from 1932), the one thing that becomes immediately obvious is that the 
database grows with time. There are more languages and more translations. 
Part of this can be attributed to the increasing membership of the League 
of Nations and then the United Nations, to better data-​gathering by the 
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various national institutions, to the massive growth in universal literacy, 
to the equally massive growth in access to higher education, to the break-
down of barriers between high and low culture, and to the development 
of cost-​cutting technologies for the production and distribution of cultural 
products –​ we now have the spread of book publications without any 
physical books at all. This does not mean there is more literature around; 
it just posits that there are more works represented in the number and that 
there are more translations registered between them. There might indeed 
be something like a Big Bang in the lists that represent a system, but the 
representations are what consecration rides on.

Translations Enable Diversity of Production

An attractive argument here is that the existence of translations into the 
more central languages enables writers to continue to produce in the more 
peripheral languages. That is, if there were no translations and everyone 
sought central consecration, it would be logical for everyone to write dir-
ectly in the central languages. Translators, on this argument, protect cul-
tural and linguistic diversity and act as a force that keeps creativity operate 
in languages away from the center.

This argument certainly has its virtues in some cases, and it fits in with 
the relatively large numbers of translations into the central languages 
(again, do not be fooled by the low percentages –​ they are in relation 
to high numbers of titles published). I note, however, that the significant 
correlation I found above between languages and Nobel Prizes was with 
out-​translations, not in-​translations into the central languages. The effect 
of translations coming toward the center, although laudable in its theoret-
ical effect on diversity, could not in itself keep the system from collapsing.

Centralized Consecration Can Require Diversity

A more astute application of a kind of Big Bang could look for decentral-
ization in the consecrating instances themselves. In creating and dissemin-
ating a transcendent literary value, the Nobel committee needs that value 
to be in touch with widespread literary aspirations. If the Prize became too 
attached to a particular language, type of literature, social class, gender, 
and so on, then its capacity to attract would diminish among all the groups 
thereby excluded. It is this logic that could predict a few of the more sur-
prising non-​European laureates, or more women, or Dylan. If consecra-
tion were the same, over and over, it would lose its capacity to attract.29

An associated argument here is that a strong central language can draw 
on a highly diverse set of speakers to develop literary diversity without 
translation. English can thus embrace the works of numerous postcolonial 
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writers to develop the kind of diversity that other languages develop 
through translation.30 Translation is not the only game in town, and the 
literature of a central language need not be imposing homogeneous norms.

Cultural Proximity Counts

Anyone who has followed Eurovision voting patterns knows that 
neighboring countries tend to privilege each other more than can be 
explained by general consensus. It seems that the same phenomenon 
appears in literary translations. Janssen found that neighboring countries, 
especially those with “linguistic kinship,” tend to report disproportion-
ately on each other’s literatures.31 Ginsbergh, Weber and Weyers report 
that linguistic cognateness (as a proxy for cultural distance) correlates with 
translation flows: “a 10% increase in the linguistic distance between two 
languages decreases the number of translations by the same percentage.”32 
As mentioned, recent research by Kuppler similarly concludes that cultural 
proximity has a more significant correlation with translation flows than do 
commercialization, globalization, and politicization.

The effect of proximity is clear in the networks formed by Scandinavian 
languages and, to a lesser degree, Romance languages in Ronen et al. 
Beecroft observes exceptions to centralizing forces in the networks around 
Arabic, Chinese, and Japanese.33 But there may be much more proximity 
out there, beyond what we can see.

We Only See Part of What is There

The network mapped by Ronen et al. is impressive but only shows 
79 languages. The Index Translationum lists about 800; but in 2024 
Ethnologue listed some 7,164 modern languages in the world.34 Was 
there nothing like literature produced in those languages? Were there 
no translations? More to the point, if there are literary translations in 
and between the unseen languages, and if they are conditioned by cul-
tural proximity, would the force of those relations not constitute a vast 
amount of something like dark matter? Could that perhaps explain why 
the attraction of the center is not the whole story?

What does it mean to make pronouncements on a global literary 
system of which we only see the parts produced by Western statistics and 
anecdotes from the more central languages?

There Are Many Alternatives to Translation

In much of the above work, an international system of literary translations 
is presented as a fixed, static object, devoid of history. If, however, we 
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look at it from the perspective of an individual translator, commissioner, 
or publisher, each link usually presents one possibility among several, such 
that a choice is to be made. The options are not just between one for-
eign language or another; there is always the choice of non-​translation, 
and increasingly there is the possibility of writing in a foreign language. 
A writer born in a Catalan-​speaking region might hope to be translated 
into Spanish, which seems to be the major arrow in that part of network, 
but translations are also quite possible directly into French or English; 
the writer can also choose to write in Spanish, English, or French; online 
automated translations can instantaneously make their work available in 
many further languages (currently 249 on Google Translate, “more than 
100” on ChatGPT, and 33 on DeepL), awaiting crowd-​sourced post-​
editing. Once the arrow becomes a choice, entropy enters the system, and 
with that, so does time, history.

Where is history in the above account? What we find consecrated are no 
more than lists of names, specifically names of authors, fruit of a Western 
institutionalization of authorship that in turn gave rise to translatorship. In 
the mostly oral cultures where transmission is recitative, where narratives 
constantly build on and adapt previous narratives, there are no single 
authors, and if fame is to be attached to name, it belongs to the figures that 
the texts are about: “Sing in me, muse, and through me tell the story of …” 
In such a regime, all authors are translators, or all translators are authors, 
and there is no possibility of consecrating any individual name, except per-
haps that of the muse. The kind of translation form where an institutional 
border is created between author and translator, and where the latter is 
often subordinated to the former, and where binary oppositions then con-
cern the way one should translate, all that would seem to be a product of 
the cultural West. One can sense this from the moments when the Western 
form arrived in other cultures in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
and required that new names be invented for the kind of textual activity 
involved.35 If there was any kind of Big Bang at the origin of the galaxies 
we see, it might be the rather less bang-​like evolution and dissemination 
of the Western translation form. Without it, none of the variables in the 
consecrations and translation flows would be conceivable.

In other words, much of the world has been excluded.

Where is Consecration?

These analogies suggest there must be more than centralized consecration 
at work; there are traces of strong counterforces that can move aspirations 
away from the centers; and there may be very strong local forces that set 
up literary relations of an entirely different kind.
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But then, all along the way in the studies I have cited, we do find 
indications of secondary attractors at non-​central points in the networks. 
Bourdieu not only idealized a sort of anti-​consecration in the small 
publishers of Provence,36 but also approvingly referred to Casanova’s 
work on Brussels as a “second-​chance capital” from where the central-
izing role of Paris could be contested, which he notes became a model 
for the Irish, the Norwegians, for a series of smaller countries.37 These 
places are not particularly prominent in the quantitative network map, but 
they were (and sometimes remain) very active. My own work on literary 
translations in the late nineteenth century located translingual mediation 
at points in the intercultural spaces between France and Germany –​ 
Brussels, Amsterdam, Geneva, for example –​, especially in petites revues, 
in an age where translations from German were politically difficult in 
France.38 Alvstad and Borg similarly document networks for the circu
lation of children’s literature in peripheral and semi-​peripheral spaces.39 
And Tahir-​Gürçağlar (2019) notes the circulation of translations from a 
wider “Balkans” in Turkish in the 1930s and 1940s, as well as traces 
of exchanges between Turkish and Slovenian, two peripheral languages.40 
Rosa finds that the directionality of literary translations into Portuguese 
shifted from French to Spanish in the mid twentieth century, which would 
be a move from a more central to a less central language –​ apparently 
because the two fascist states could benefit from each other’s censorship 
processes.41 The logics of the global network are by no means uniform and 
are not always pretty.

It can be instructive to look not at big data and global networks, but at 
cities, especially the large multilingual cities of our time. Look for where 
literature is being produced and consumed, and then at where translations 
operate in those very local ecologies. The city of Melbourne, where I have 
been documenting literary activity, has about 5 million people, more than 
270 languages spoken at home, and significant racialized tensions between 
cultural groups.42 Translated literature is one of the ways in which those 
groups try to reach understandings with each other. It happens on many 
levels and in diverse media: in book clubs, library readings, readings 
of children’s literature, audiovisual renditions, book launches, radio 
programs, presence of writers on television forums, local literary prizes, as 
well as the annual literature festival and the still-​surviving bookshops. In 
the festival and the bookshops, international consecration is still a signifi-
cant force, as the star names are displayed prominently to entice customers 
into the more complex offerings inside. But much of the consecration and 
minor fame is of a surprisingly local kind, creating networks across cul-
tural groups in the multilingual city. That might be the kind of unseen dark 
matter that explains why a Big Crunch does not appear to be happening.
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Does that kind of consecration rob the literary of its oppositional 
vitality? Australia’s highest-​paying literary prize is the Victorian Prize 
for Literature. In 2019, it was awarded to the Kurdish writer Behrouz 
Boochani, who had entered Australia without a visa and was a detainee 
on the Manus Island prison and Port Moresby in Papua New Guinea. 
Since he had no computer or typewriter, his memoir No Friend but the 
Mountains was sent out as a series of WhatsApp messages in Persian to 
Omid Tofighian, who translated it into English and added a long narrative 
introduction.43 The translation became part of domestic protests against 
Australia’s inhuman and illegal immigration policy. The literary prize thus 
became part of that same protest, from within the consecrating estab-
lishment. Just one snag: to be eligible for the prize, candidates had to be 
Australian citizens, a standing that the Australian government rigorously 
denied to Boochani (who later gained refugee status in New Zealand). The 
prize was awarded nonetheless, making the consecration part of the pro-
test, thwarting any official neutralization by the state.

In these particular practices, translation and consecration are no longer 
used as external legitimation; they become instruments of local disrup-
tion, speaking the languages of the land in which the conversation is to 
be held. Where is the sacred in this process? It might be in dark matter, 
which conforms the shapes that Australian Aboriginal culture sees in the 
heavens, where we only see stars and galaxies. Yet it might also be in 
the languages and language varieties of extreme locality: for Aboriginal 
culture, languages were planted in the land by roaming spirits, and they 
are respected as sacred in themselves. Entering a territory, a speaker may 
change language to show respect for the spirit of that land, to win good 
graces and have effect.44 That is not translation of the Western kind.
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