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We tend to consider translation as a cultural activity that enables communication
and, in this sense, as something useful, good, virtuous and bright. Translation,
however, be it a simple linguistic undertaking or a broader cross-cultural negoti-
ation, can also function as an instrument of concealment, silencing and misdirec-
tion—as something that darkens and obscures. Post-colonial scholars have
broadly demonstrated this already, but the dark side of translation is not limited
to imperialism. Propaganda, misinformation, narratives of trauma and imagery of
the enemy—to mention just a few of the gloomy phenomena that shape our
lives—show patterns of communication in which translation either functions as
a weapon or constitutes a space of conflict.
So what does this dark side of translation look like? How does it function?

What are the shades and nuances that we can identify and study? What does the
‘dark’ colonial practice of translation have in common, for example, with the
obscurity that pervades the uncanny dimension of translation? By operating
a sort of ‘dark adaptation’—as ophthalmologists call the adaptation of the sensi-
tivity of the eye when the brightness of the environment decreases—this book
explores these issues, uniting international scholars from a range of disciplines
including philosophy, translation studies, literary theory, ecocriticism, game stud-
ies, history and political science. If we want to understand the forces that steer
and shape communication, it is also crucial to try to fathom translation in its
most unpleasant and murky configurations.

Dark practices

In the first English synonym dictionary ever written, The Difference Between Words
Esteemed Synonymous (1766), the eclectic (if not eccentric) author, Reverend John
Trusler, distinguishes between darkness and obscurity as follows: ‘Darkneſs, ſeems to



ſignify, ſomething real, in oppoſition to light: Obſcurity, is, a mere privation of
brightneſs […] darkneſs, implies, a state of life’ (Trusler, 1766: I 66). If he is right,
then darkness is something real. It exists on the ontological level in opposition to
light. And as does light, so darkness too generates things, mostly dark things:
‘[W]hat will not a fearful man conceive in the dark? What strange forms of
bugbears, devils, witches, goblins?’ wrote Robert Burton (1961 [1621]: I 254).
Etymologically, ‘dark’ (which comes from Middle English deork, from Old English
deorc) is cognate to Old High German tarchanjan, meaning ‘to hide, conceal’, to
Middle High German terken, ‘to make dark, soil’ and to Lithuanian dárga, which
means ‘dull, rainy weather’ (cf. Partridge, 1966: 140). Usually, the adjective ‘dark’
denotes something destitute, or partially destitute, of light, such as colours or
objects that do not reflect much light or approach shades of black—something as
concrete, as real, in fact, as bad weather; however, like its Old German cognate
tarchanjan, ‘dark’ stands for something hidden from knowledge, mysterious, incon-
spicuous. In this last acceptation, ‘dark’ is very close to one of its most proximate,
Latinate synonyms: ‘obscure’.
The title of this book, however, makes quite overt reference to two popular

usages of the locution ‘dark side’. The first one comes from the epic space opera
and science-fiction saga Star Wars, created by George Lucas in 1977 and still
running, supported by an almost planetary success. The second acceptation
comes from the title of one of the greatest concept albums of rock history, The
Dark Side of the Moon, released by British band Pink Floyd in 1973. The double
allusion of the title also mirrors this twofold (if not manifold) meaning of dark
side of translation.
One of the central narrative elements of Star Wars is the all-encompassing,

all-driving Force, which creator George Lucas describes as ‘a giant mass of
energy in the universe that has a good side and a bad side’ (Bouzereau, 1997:
181). The dark side of the Force is nourished by emotions such as resentment,
aggression, fear and fury, and is used primarily by the Sith Lords, former Jedi
seduced by the strength and the power that the dark side gives them. The light
side of the Force, on the contrary, aligns with altruistic, positive attitudes such
as mercy, selflessness, rectitude and empathy. Cultivated primarily by the Jedi,
the light side can be defined as a distributive, participative, inclusive energy,
whereas the dark side of the Force behaves as an exclusive drive that concen-
trates power in the hands of the few. Alluding to this acceptation of ‘dark side’
as defined by Star Wars, one of the meanings of the dark side of translation we
must consider has to do with ‘dark practices’ such as colonisation, domination,
manipulation, tyranny, war and so forth.
Of course, ours is not the first attempt to associate Star Wars with post-

colonial practices. Ground-breaking, in this sense, was Salman Rushdie’s article
‘The Empire Writes Back with a Vengeance’ (1982), in which he underlines the
importance of post-colonial literatures (‘writers from nations which have
recently gained independence’) as a challenge to the essentialist, homogenising
logic of the British imperial system (Rushdie, 1982: 8). This article, in turn,
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inspired the no-less famous and influential book The Empire Writes Back: Theory
and Practice in Post-Colonial Literature by Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin, which is
generally considered the first book to name and examine post-colonial writing
as a field of cultural and literary study (1989). Interestingly enough, however,
neither in Rushdie’s article nor in The Empire Writes Back does translation play
a paramount role. The concept of translation was simply not yet on the radar;
or, at least, not to the extent it would be following the publication in 1994 of
Location of Culture by of Homi K. Bhabha. In this true milestone of post-colonial
criticism, Bhabha defines (cultural) translation as a negotiation between ‘differen-
tial identities’, as a ‘staging of cultural difference’ (Bhabha, 2005: 325). However,
Bhabha is not as interested as we are, in this book, in the murky, shady corners
of translation. For him, translations are the ‘in-between spaces’ that create ‘the
terrain for elaborating strategies of selfhood—singular or communal—that initiate
new signs of identity, and innovative sites of collaboration, and contestation, in
the act of defining the idea of society itself’ (ibid.: 2).
Though he does not refer explicitly to Star Wars, Walter D. Mignolo, an

Argentine semiotician and decolonial theorist, introduces the concept of dark,
gloomy cultural practices in his The Darker Side of the Renaissance: Literacy, Terri-
toriality, Colonization (1995). He uses the concept of ‘darker side’ in relation to
the Renaissance to underline the rebirth of the classical tradition as
a justification of colonial expansion.

While the concept of Renaissance refers to a rebirth of classical legacies and
the constitution of humanistic scholarship for human emancipation and
early modern period emphasizes the emergence of a genealogy that
announces the modern and the postmodern, the darker side of the Renais-
sance underlines, instead, the rebirth of the classical tradition as
a justification of colonial expansion and the emergence of a genealogy (the
early colonial period) that announces the colonial and the postcolonial

(Mignolo, 1995: vii, italics in the original)

With the ‘darker side’ of the Renaissance, then, Mignolo singles out the relationship
between humanism, literacy and racism. Arguing from an inter-semiotic and transla-
tional perspective, he describes the colonisation of languages, memories, and space
that took place when the New World began to emerge in the European
consciousness.
In another important work from the golden age of post-colonial theory-

making, The Poetics of Imperialism (1997), Eric Cheyfitz explores how foreign and
domestic policies are the translation of one another. ‘Within its history’, he
argues, ‘Anglo-American imperialism has alienated the world outside the West
in the form of the other, so that it could dream the other’s redemption in the
form of the self’ (ibid.: xiv). This ‘dynamic of domination’, as he argues, eradi-
cates ‘all the nuances of translation’ to such an extent that ‘the imperialist finds
himself lost in the figurative, which he necessarily mistakes for the literal’ (ibid.).
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In his implacable analysis of the history of Anglo-American policy, Cheyfitz
gives us an illuminating example of the dark, devious side of translation. Given
the ‘impossibility of translating the English notion of “selling land” into the
[native] languages, which did not contain the concept of land as property, that
is, as an alienable commodity’ (Cheyfitz, 1997: 8), the English translated the
natives into their civil code by forcibly designating Powhatan, the Chief of the
Algonquians, as ‘Emperor’ of the Algonquians. In a ceremony held in 1608 at
Powhatan’s village of Werowocomoco, the new Emperor became automatically
a legal subject of the English Crown, and his land part of the Crown (ibid). As
civilised Europeans, in fact, the English could not simply steal the land from the
natives as common thieves would do: they had to own it rightfully as property.
Law has quite a few dark sides of its own, as history has proven.
Providing an intersection between cultural, post-colonial and translation stud-

ies, works produced in the 1990s by translation scholars such as André Lefevere
and Susan Bassnett (Bassnett and Lefevere, 1990; Bassnet and Trivedi, 1998;
Lefevere, 1992) investigated the relationship between translation and ideologies,
focusing on power relations and the strategies of manipulation employed by
translators in the service of power. In their editors’ preface to Translation, History
& Culture (1990), Bassnett and Lefevere point out that every translation is the
‘rewriting of an original text’ and ‘all rewritings, whatever their intention, reflect
a certain ideology and a poetics and as such manipulate literature to function in
a given society in a given way’ (ibid.: ix). In this sense, every translation is
manipulation, ‘undertaken in the service of power’. Understood in this way,
translation displays many ‘positive’ facets, since it introduces ‘new concepts, new
genres, new devices’, helping literature and society to evolve (ibid.).

But rewriting [that is, translation] can also repress innovation, distort and
contain, and in an age of ever increasing manipulation of all kinds, the study of
the manipulation processes of literature are exemplified by translation can help
us towards a greater awareness of the world in which we live.

(ibid.: ix)

Another significant acceptation of ‘dark’, referring to translation within the Star
Wars paradigm, is what Dipesh Chakrabarty calls ‘rough’. In his highly influen-
tial book Provincializing Europe, he argues that the ‘problem of capitalist modern-
ity cannot any longer be seen simply as a sociological problem of historical
transition […] but as a problem of translation, as well’. Taking the example of
the ‘English-language monograph in area studies’ and its ‘standard, mechanically
put together and least-read feature[s]’, the glossaries, he argues that

[n]o reader was ever seriously expected to interrupt their pleasure of read-
ing by having to turn pages frequently to consult the glossary. The glossary
reproduced a series of ‘rough translations’ of native terms, often borrowed
from the colonialists themselves. These colonial translations were rough
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not only in being approximate (and thereby inaccurate) but also in that
they were meant to fit the rough-and-ready methods of colonial rule.

(Chakrabarty, 2000: 18)

However, even in their ‘roughness’, those translations were sharp, complex
examples of cultural translation. Therefore, ‘to challenge that model of “rough
translation” is to pay critical and unrelenting attention to the very process of
translation’ (ibid.: 18). In his book, Chakrabarty claims that we should take
translation in all seriousness, since what ‘translation produces out of seeming
“incommensurabilities” is neither an absence of relationship between dominant
and dominating forms of knowledge nor equivalents that successfully mediate
between differences, but precisely the partly opaque relationship we call “differ-
ence”’ (ibid.).
In The Translation Zone (2006), Emily Apter emphasises another kind of dark

side of translation in the Star Wars sense: the relationship between translation
and war. Published a dozen years ago, when academic text production dealing
with 9/11 discourse was at its peak, Apter’s book rethinks translation studies
within a broad theoretical framework that ‘emphasizes the role played by mis-
translation in war’ (Apter, 2006: 3).

Mistranslation in the way I have conceived it is a concrete particular of
the art of war, crucial to strategy and tactics, part and parcel of the way in
which images of bodies are read, and constitutive of matériel—in its
extended sense as the hard- and software of intelligence. It is also the
name of diplomatic breakdown and paranoid misreading.

(ibid.: 15)

Paraphrasing Clausewitz’s dictum that ‘war is a mere continuation of policy by
other means’, Apter maintains that war is ‘continuation of extreme mistranslation
or disagreement by other means’. ‘War’, she continues, ‘is, in other words,
a condition of nontranslatability or translation failure at its most violent peak’
(ibid.: 16).
The same year The Translation Zone came out, Mona Baker published a book

on a similar subject—the relationship between translation and armed conflict—
though from a very different perspective. Drawing on Paul Chilton’s reflections
on the role of language in human conflict (Chilton, 1997), Baker argues that
‘translation and interpreting are part of the institution of war and hence play
a major role in the management of conflict—by all parties, from warmongers to
peace activists’ (Baker, 2006: 1–2). From the declaration of war, which is
a genuinely ‘linguistic act’, to the mobilisation of both military power and civil-
ians, on whose support every war relies, ‘translation participates in shaping the
way in which conflict unfolds in a number of ways’ (ibid.). Returning to the
issue in a 2010 article, ‘Interpreters and Translators in the War Zone’, Baker
argues that translators and interpreters, ‘however they are narrated, and however
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they wish to narrate themselves and the ongoing conflict’, are an integral part of
the ‘violence of war’, which they cannot escape (Baker, 2010).

They are made to fit into the dominant accounts of the war irrespective
of what they themselves believe and how they wish to interpret the events
in which they are embedded. They find themselves being defined in terms
of their ethnicity or religious affiliation. They have to perform tasks that
strain their loyalties and disrupt their sense of identity.

(ibid.)

Within this tendency, we can pinpoint further excellent publications such as
Globalization, Political Violence and Translation, edited by Esperança Bielsa and
Christopher W. Hughes (2009); Translation under Fascism, edited by Christopher
Rundle and Kate Sturge (2010); the special issue of The Translator edited by
Moira Inghilleri and Sue-Ann Harding under the title Translation and Violent
Conflict (2010); and the work of many other important translation scholars, such
as Zrinka Stahuljak (2009, 2010), Sherry Simon (2012, 2019) and Michael Röss-
ner (2015, 2016). In particular, we can locate the work of the South Asian his-
torian Vicente L. Rafael as bringing us to a further, more radical step, explicitly
claiming structural proximity between war and translation: ‘Translation at war
and as war […] If translation is like war, is it possible that war is also like transla-
tion? It is possible I think if we consider that the time of war is like the move-
ment of translation’ (Rafael, 2009: 18). Arguing that translation increases the
experience of untranslatability in time of war, he asserts that it is precisely the
disarranging effect of war on our notions of space and time that makes the asso-
ciation between war and translation, not only plausible, but unavoidable. Simi-
larly to war, in fact, translation ‘scatters meaning, displaces origins, and exposes
the radical undecidability of references, names and addresses […] Put differently,
translation in wartime intensifies the experience of untranslatability and thus
defies the demands of imperial assimilation’ (ibid.). In his last book, Motherless
Tongues (2016), Rafael discusses the relationship between language and history
with a focus on the weaponisation of speech and linguistic militarisation (see in
particular ibid.: 124–148), viewed from the perspective of translation practices in
the Philippines and the United States. As he argues, translation is based on the
‘inevitability of mistranslation’, spawning ‘undecidability, ambivalence, and, at
times, violent misinterpretations’. In this sense, ‘translation tends to become
a kind of war and, in the context of revolution and military occupation, to insti-
gate and intensify conflict’ (Rafael, 2016: 15).
This rough overview shows us what we more or less know about the dark

side of translation within the frame of the Star Wars paradigm; that is, approxi-
mately within the frame of a Foucauldian post-colonial, power-knowledge argu-
ment. None of the books and scholars named here as dealing with translation as
a ‘dark practice’ has explicitly called out and investigated the ‘dark side’ of
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translation; nevertheless, they provide us with strong premises on which to
develop and elaborate our perspective.

Retrieving the dark side

What we want to do in this book, however, is not only further develop this
kind of approach but also introduce another meaning of ‘dark side’, where
‘dark’ stands for invisible, latent, hidden, concealed; thereby touching on various
phenomena and processes that post-colonial theories, for example, still tend to
overlook. This would be, so to speak, the Pink Floyd paradigm.
Astronomically, the far side—or dark side—of the moon is the hemisphere of

our satellite that we cannot see from Earth, since it faces away from any possible
observational standpoint on Earth. The reason why we see only one hemisphere
of the Moon is ‘tidal locking’, a process that stops the moon from rotating more
than once on its own axis during its orbit of the Earth. In this sense, the ‘dark
side of translation’ indicates what translation hides and conceals beyond an eth-
ical or political ratio. As in the case of the moon—the dark side of which is
only dark to us, here on Earth, since the sun does in fact shine on it—darkness,
within the Pink Floyd paradigm, is due not so much to an absence of light as it
is to the quality of being invisible, covert or opaque or, to put it another way,
unfathomable.
Within the frame of the Star Wars paradigm, we are dealing with a sort of

‘darkness visible’, in Milton’s words: with dark practices, dark issues, something
that is murky and gloomy but visible—if you are willing to face it and see it.
Within the frame of the Pink Floyd paradigm, on the other hand, we address
darkness as obscurity, invisibility, latency, repression: something that enshrouds
and covers, that consciously or unconsciously prevents us from seeing. What
I refer to here is therefore not—or only peripherally—the ‘invisibility’ issue
thoroughly explored by Lawrence Venuti in his Translator’s Invisibility (1995)—
and even less the controversial ethics of translation he pursues in his later works
(1998, 2013). Embedded in a long hermeneutical tradition that runs from
Schleiermacher to Antoine Berman, Venuti’s concept of invisibility, based on
the domesticating/foreignising polarity of literary translation, remains within the
research furrow marked out by André Lefevere, which we mentioned above.
Rather, the dark, invisible side of translation we highlight here is what we

might call the hidden translandum: the concealed, buried bundle of verbal or
non-verbal meaning and symbols that wait to be unearthed, retrieved, revealed
and re-located. To retrieve something invisible, something covered, is an oper-
ation that is closer to the word ‘translation’ than we may at first be inclined to
think. One of the meanings of the Latin term translatio, before it entered the
linguistic scene with the contribution of Leonardo Bruni’s De interpretatione recta
at the beginning of the fifteenth century (probably 1426) (cf. Italiano, 2016),
indicates in Christianity the solemn transmission of relics (body, clothes and
utensils of saints) from one place to another. As Heinzelmann has shown, from
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the Carolingian period onwards, reports on such ‘translations’ (translationes)
became a literary genre in its own right, which shaped the reliquary cult of the
Middle Ages (Heinzelmann, 1979). Translatio was the central part of a ritual pro-
cess that started with inventio (‘discovery’), revelatio (‘revelation’) and elevatio
(‘uplift’) of the relics and was followed by their advectio (‘transport’), illatio
(‘carry-in’), processio (‘solemn procession’) receptio (‘reception’, in the sense of
‘acceptance’), adventus (‘solemn arrival’) and, finally, depositio (‘deposit’) (ibid.).
In this translation of the saints’ relics—or in this ritualised translation of ghosts,
if you will—we find a process of retrieval and relocation of meaning, of de- and
re-contextualisation, which resurfaces in every cultural activity we would call
‘translation’.
Today the word ‘translation’ is frequently used in trauma studies to mean the

retrieval and exposure of something hidden, concealed and repressed. In particu-
lar, we find it adopted in numerous studies on trauma in literature, film and the
arts inspired, among others, by the works of Felman and Laub (1992), Cathy
Caruth (1995, 1996) and Dominick LaCapra (2001). Important books such as
Trauma Culture: The Politics of Terror and Loss in Media and Literature by E. Ann
Kaplan (2005), Translating Holocaust Literature, edited by Peter Arnds (2015),
Translating Holocaust Lives, edited by Jean Boase-Beier, Peter Davies, Andrea
Hammel, Marion Winters (2017) and, more recently, Witness Between Languages:
The Translation of Holocaust Testimonies in Context, by Peter Davies (2018), are
centred on the concept of the possibility of translating a traumatic experience
into words and/or images, between texts and across media.
As Bettina Stumm explains, the concept of trauma translation as deployed in

trauma studies and psychoanalysis has usually been formulated in two primary ways,
‘in terms of the survivor’s challenge to retrieve repressed traumatic memories or to
represent those traumatic memories in language and narrative form’ (Stumm, 2015:
46). Drawing on ‘Repression, Accessibility, and the Translation of Private Experi-
ence’ (1990), by George A. Bonanno, Stumm describes the translation of trauma ‘as
a practice of retrieval (what can be remembered) and representation (what can be
told) within a dialogic context’ (Stumm, 2015: 47). In this framework, translation
should be understood as a collaborative practice of ‘piecing together various non-
verbal, non-cognitive fragments and rendering them into verbal and often narrative
form,’ the goal of which is ‘not simply to access repressed memories, but to con-
struct new meaning from a past traumatic event’ (ibid.).
However, in the context of Holocaust trauma translation, a further layer of

complexity adds to the inherent difficulty for the traumatised in accessing and
communicating trauma.

The Holocaust, as a ‘limit event’, has long provoked discussion not only
about whether its suffering can be represented or understood but whether
it should be, adding an ethical dimension to the dilemmas of transmission.
In one sense, translating trauma into something knowable and speakable
can loosen the hold that it has on the psyche, giving survivors a way to
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begin working through their memories of suffering. But at the same time,
it can simplify the complexities involved in remembering and representing
trauma, glossing over the very real gaps in memory and emotional block-
ages that trauma produces.

(Stumm, 2015: 46)

In examining the very core of the excruciating experiential and linguistic dynamics
that caused that trauma, and exploring the atrocities of the concentration camp
from the perspective of translation and interpreting studies, the volume edited by
Michaela Wolf, Interpreting in Nazi Concentration Camps (2016)—drawing on the
work of Alan Rosen (2005) and Lina N. Insana (2009), among others—aims to pro-
vide a possible answer to the complexities mentioned by Stumm above. In particu-
lar, Wolf’s edited collection of essays analyses to what extent the ‘order of terror’
(Sofsky, 1997), on which the camp was based and on which its organisation and its
power relations were built, depended on language and on the mediating figure
within the Babel-like incommunicability of the camp: the prisoner-translator. In
Wolf’s book, therefore, the dark side of translation is already considered, although
not explicitly, from both of its sides in the sense of the ‘darkness visible’ of its
murky, shadowy practice and in the sense of the invisible translandum, the trauma
that has to be retrieved, lifted, exposed, and translated.

Dark adaptation

In this book, we will discuss these two different but complementary meanings of
darkness in relation to translation and interpreting. The volume is structured the-
matically in four parts, each focusing on an area of study in which our paradigms of
darkness, the Star Wars paradigm and the Pink Floyd paradigm, are noticeable, if
not manifest, and significantly intermingled: (post-)colonial translations and hege-
monic practices, the Holocaust and the translator’s ambiguity, the translation of
climate change discourses and the ecology of knowledge, and, finally, translation
and ontological amphiboly—or, to put it more simply, translation as zombification.
The first section, dedicated to (post-)colonial translations and focused on

translation as both a hegemonic and a counter-hegemonic practice, opens with
a chapter by Jon Solomon on the apparatus of area and the modern regime of
translation. In Martin Scorsese’s Silence (2016), based on the eponymous novel
by Shūsaku Endō (Endō, 1969), Solomon sees a film that involuntarily stages the
dark side of the modern regime of translation operated by ‘the perennial govern-
mental technologies in the postwar Pax Americana’: faith and conversion. The
‘apparent anti-imperialism’ of Father Ferreira, who renounced his faith and
adopted the Japanese name of Chûan Sawano, ‘turns out to serve’, as he argues,
‘a new kind of neo-imperial organisation, the colonial governmentality under
erasure that characterises Pax Americana.’ Reading the scene of translation in
Martin Scorsese’s film, he explores in the first part of his essay the vexing role
of silence in relation to the modern regime of translation after colonialism and
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the Shoah. In the second part, Solomon explores the questions the modern
regime of translation poses to area studies and comparative literature, with
a particular focus on the institutional experience of postwar international China
studies.
In the following chapter, ‘The Language of the Hegemon’, Monika Mokre

investigates how the violent practice of translation shapes the lives of migrants and
refugees. As she argues, the encounter of a ‘community’ with a ‘state’ is a form of
translation, since the language of legal documents, with its own peculiar grammar
and recondite terminology, does not correspond with everyday language. However,
while de jure citizens are excluded de facto if they fail technically and linguistically to
translate themselves into the mother tongue of the state, non-citizens, such as
migrants and refugees, are not only excluded as political subjects but also de jure
since they do not have any rights in their territory of residence. Drawing on Gior-
gio Agamben, Jean-François Lyotard and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, among
others, and touching on varied and often acutely painful case studies, Mokre exam-
ines the translation of the refugee into the intractable language of the hegemon as
a specific challenge: not only do the languages differ from one another, but the
refugee’s experiences are distant and incomprehensible to the officials who decide
on their right to stay. One example of this is when individual or collective traumas
have to be translated into and narrated in a language that is utterly incapable of
expressing them. If the subaltern cannot speak, the hegemon cannot listen.
The translation of, and within, experiences of traumatisation is one of the main

issues of the second section of the book. By focusing on the sensitive context of the
Holocaust and its narration, both chapters of the section will explore the translator’s
dark side in the sense of its ambiguous, split, uncanny dimension. Drawing on
Primo Levi’s seminal concept of the grey zone (Levi, 1989) and analysing numerous
examples of Lager translation, Michaela Wolf’s essay focuses on the ‘heterogeneous
character of the interpreting phenomenon’. As she argues, while on one hand the
camp’s translators and interpreters helped many inmates to survive, at least for
a while, on the other, their ‘mediator’ role gave them a certain power in the net-
work of terror—and the opportunity of some marginal benefits for themselves, too.
Within the context of the Lager, therefore, as Wolf states, the dark side of translation
manifests itself in various forms, from the gloomy context of dehumanising, trauma-
tising imprisonment to collusion with the SS, ‘which shaped the labour of transla-
tion and interpreting, motivated through one of the main driving forces of the grey
zone, survival’. In this sense, Wolf sees Primo Levi’s grey zone as one the paradig-
matic ‘loci’ of the dark side of translation.
In psychoanalytical praxis, the ‘uncanny’ is a concept normally used to elucidate

how trauma and anxiety are remembered, narrated, translated. When applied to lit-
erature, however, as Christoph Leitgeb states in his chapter, it ‘describes an aesthetic
convention’ that ‘accompanies the transition from personal to cultural memory’.
Ingrained in a more general investigation of the uncanny in the literary recollection
of National Socialism, Leitgeb’s essay explores the correlation between theories of
(cultural) translation and theories of the uncanny. Rereading Wolf-Dieter Stempel’s
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speech-act theory of irony (1976) by the light of Georg Simmel’s social philosophy
(Simmel, 1992), he analyses the translator as a possible embodiment of a ‘figure of
the third’, outlining why this figure becomes uncanny when doubt arises about its
implication of ‘neutral transparency’. Furthermore, drawing on Emily Apter, Homi
K. Bhabha and Gayatri Chaktavorty Spivak, among others, and focusing on
a highly controversial case of literary treatment of the Holocaust, he explores how
some leading theories of cultural translation have explained translational processes in
connection with the uncanny, asking whether these perspectives imply the concept
of a ‘figure of the third’.
In the third and longest section of the book, we explore the dark side of translation

in connection with climate change discourses, Anthropocene challenges and ecologies
of knowledge. As Michael Cronin’s ground-breaking book Eco-Translation (2017)
claims, we urgently need to rethink translation not only beyond the concept of
nation, but also beyond that of globalisation, bringing it literally back to Earth: to the
concrete exigencies and vulnerabilities of our planet’s ecology, to the endangered
richness of its human and non-human voices. Michael Cronin’s chapter, ‘Shady deal-
ings: Translation, climate and knowledge’, explores how the ‘particular Western
ontological prejudice’ that places substance above transformation and the subject
above the process ‘has cast translation into the dark side of conventional thought and
how this inattentiveness to a translational dynamic is having far-reaching conse-
quences for how we think about knowledge and human society in the era of human-
induced climate change’. Inspired by process-oriented thinking about transition—
implied in the Chinese word biàntōng (‘to accommodate to circumstances’), which
the French sinologist Jullien explains in terms of ‘silent transformation’ (Jullien 2009)
—Cronin advocates a reorientation, a redress in the organisation of knowledge that
sees in the process, in the phenomena of transition, the true subject of enquiry. Draw-
ing on Braidotti’s conception of the subject as a transversal entity that encompasses
the human, the animals and the earth (Braidotti, 2013), he argues that the answer of
translation studies to the challenges posed by climate change should be to stress what
he calls the ‘(in)humanity of translation’. That is, its capacity to engage with questions
crossing the divide between the human and the non-human and to shape ‘terra-
centric’ (as opposed to geocentric or ethnocentric) forms of knowledge organisation.
In her essay on ‘Climate change and the dark side of translating science into popular

culture’, Alexa Weik von Mossner explores the popularisation of highly complex sci-
entific findings as a translational process located at the junction of the humanities and
natural sciences, involving transmedia and narratological issues. In recent years, Weik
von Mossner argues, the efforts to translate ‘dry science into emotionally moving stor-
ies’ have steadily increased. However, as she points out, the ‘problematic proclivity
towards dark, even apocalyptic storytelling’ of such translations has met with profound
scepticism among scholars and journalists, who tend to consider this dystopian render-
ing a debilitating rather than an enlightening communication strategy. In response to
this critique, this essay tries to show that the emotions induced by such ‘dark transla-
tions’ must not automatically cause pain, apathy or despair, but can genuinely improve
the attentiveness and critical potential of their readers and viewers. Drawing on
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Michael Cronin’s concept of ‘eco-translation’ (2017) and Timothy Morton’s Dark
Ecology (2016), Weik von Mossner discusses some of the eco-critical and psychological
research on the matter, relating it to cultural texts that deliberately employ ‘emotional
darkness’ in their translations of climate science research findings.
Daniel Graziadei’s essay on ‘Ecology in Translation’ focuses on what is being

translated when darkness is translated into language, paying particular attention to
three forms of darkness: that is, darkness as the absence of light, as concealment, and
as opacity. Drawing on Sky Marsen’s reflections on embodiment (2008) as ‘a mean-
ing-making process based on a negotiation between multisensory impressions,
memory of experience, and human discourse’, Graziadei argues that darkness, as
a sensory limitation, does not solely provoke irritations and fears (such as the
common nyctophobia, fear of the dark) but can also improve our mental efforts and
our cognitive life, enhancing our concentration and our meditation. As Mehtonen’s
cultural history of obscurity has shown (2003), Western thought systems are not
exclusively products of ‘light’, but ‘seem to be built upon negotiations between clar-
ity and obscurity, or light and darkness, rather than any absolute preference for only
one aspect of the continuum’. Following this fruitful line of thought, and elucidat-
ing Éduard Glissant’s claim for a right to opacity (2009), Graziadei introduces and
elaborates on Singh’s concept of ‘translative’ forms of multilingual writing (2014), in
which opacity is not only a right to be claimed but also a strategy ‘against the exter-
mination of difference and the celebration of uniformity’. Furthermore, he explores
the connection between opacity and ‘geopoetic translations’, pointing out that our
ecosystem already consists, at a global level, at least since Columbus, of what Bewell
calls ‘natures in translation’ (2017). Finally, drawing on Michael Cronin’s concept
of ‘slow translation’ as a ‘form of resistance to the extractivist lockdown of toxic
uniformity’ (Cronin, 2017: 153), he argues that ‘slow translation in darkness,
obscurity, opacity and complexity is pivotal to a survival in plurality’.
The chapters of the final section focus on the dark, uncanny, amphibological

figure of the zombie, which vividly (no pun intended—well, maybe a little)
shows how what is being translated and the very process of translation—translan-
dum and translatio—are interwoven and almost inseparable at many levels. As
living dead, in fact, the oxymoronic, fear-evoking figure of the zombie has not
only been translated across different geographies, epochs and media but is itself
the product of a translation process, the ‘zombification’ of the living, both as
a thematic trope of the narrative (e.g. the transition from living being to ‘living
dead’ in the classic zombie plot-line) and at a discursive level (e.g. the zombifi-
cation of the Other from a post-colonial perspective).
In her chapter ‘Zombie history: The undead in translation’, Gudrun Rath

explores the zombie as a figure of violent translation. Drawing critically on Wade
Davis’ influential book Passages of Darkness on the ethnobiology of the Haitian
zombie and discussing, in particular, some implications of his poison hypothesis
(1988), Rath focuses on the multiple functions of historical zombie texts from the
seventeenth century onward as encountered in different textual media, especially
scholarly works, and traces the ways in which the zombie was used in scholarly
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discourse published in France and Louisiana in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies, creating a variety of significations of the undead. Furthermore, Rath exam-
ines the use of the zombie as a figure of twentieth-century scholarly discourse, and
how elements of historical zombie texts continue to live on in filmic representa-
tions. In the last part of her chapter, she discusses the zombie as a figure of multipli-
city, and to what extent it can be considered a figure of translation.
In the book’s final chapter, Eugen Pfister explores zombie video games as

a translational moment within a political discourse. Evocatively titled ‘MmmRRRrr
UrrRrRRrr!!’—that is, the phrase ‘political anxieties’ translated into zombie language
(see the author’s note on this matter)—this essay maintains that zombie apocalypses in
video games have their ‘own perverted beauty’, made of ‘mesmerising dystopia[s] of
gigantic collapsed skyscrapers and picturesquely crumbling government buildings’.
However, as Eugen Pfister argues—touching on Jürgen Habermas, Sarah J. Lauro
and Todd K. Platts, among others—zombie video games go well beyond their ludic
function, contributing to global discourse by generating and spreading ‘political
statements through the medium of popular culture’. He describes the translational
dimension of zombie video games, not as frictionless ‘transfers’ of ‘real’ political dis-
courses into ‘fiction’, but rather as the adaptation of a content (e.g. the breakdown of
a democratic executive power, which has become a natural trope for the zombie
genre) into the very grammar and syntax of the zombie video game language. In
comparison with cognate ‘languages’ such as post-apocalyptic fiction, Christian icon-
ography and action video games, Eugen Pfister shows in which sense and to what
extent zombie video games translate political anxieties into popular culture.
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