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Abstract

Books are an important factor of cultural transmission, but often need to be translated to achieve this
‘goal.English is sometimes accused of dominating in terms of translations. We develop a theoretcal model,
which is estimated using UNESCO translation data. We show that if account is taken of factors such as
production in the source and the destination languages, as well as distances between cultures, then
transltions from Englsh are surpassed in relative terms by translations from other idioms, including
‘Scandinavian languages and French; their position as destination of ltrary translations is however fairly
weak.

© 2011 Elsevier B.V. All righs reserved.

1. Introduction

The economic lterature on cultural exchanges deals essentially with media industrics,
‘and especially with movies and television programs.' Much less is written on music, which needs
o translation, dubbing or subtitles. But as pointed out by Frith (1996, p. 157) well before the
explosion of Intemet, MP3 and iTunes, *the point is not that a new technology enabled ~ or
determined — a new music intenational, but, rather, that the music’s own essential mobility
enabled the new technology to flourish, and shaped the way it worked.”

Though television and broadcasting have changed considerably the way culture is
transmitted, books (and more generally written material, including the Web) remain essential
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Number of translations 19792002 (per 1000 native speakers). ¥
Tanguage From (1) ) Raio (1:2)
Bulgarian oS [ o
Casch 033 02 020
Danish 1329 570 023
Dutch 0216 2159 o1
Englsh 0950 oot 2m
Estonian - S50 -

Fuanis 032 330 0
French oss Low o083
German oast 120 o037
Greek - 0500 -
Hungarian 0201 o667 030
Ieclandic - 14300 -

Iian om0 0208 -

Latvian - Les2 -
Lithuanian - o8 -
Norwegian 5386 024
Polish oas2 02
Porugucse o023 013 o1
Romanian o7 o0 026
Russian 013 0156 o5
Serbo-Crosian 003 0201 o1
Slovak. 023 1248 o1
Slovene. - 2180 -

Spanish ooss o0 o1
Swedish 1759 1500 7
Ukrsiian - oon -

Source: UNESCO, Index Trans

from English is 22 times larger than (per head) the number of translations info English. With the
exception of Swedish, all other ratios are smaller than one.

These considerations take o account of another important factor in comparing the number of
translations: the role of cultural proximilties—an assumption that is also made by Janssen (2009),
although she does not explicitly uses it in her model. Our theoretical and empirical investigations
are in line with the view that - since more fiction is produced in English, which i culturally closer





