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Translating or Traducing Images: The Case of Charlie Hebdo 
 
The Latin traducere gives in French the verb traduire, in Spanish traducir, and in 

Italian tradurre, but in English this same Latin verb gives to traduce. To translate, of 
course, is not to traduce, which since the Renaissance has been used in English to mean 
to slander or, perhaps, to mislead. Traduttore, traditore. Perhaps, the translator is always 
doomed to engage in a little bit of traducing, even if unintentional. Robert Lowell, for 
example, while claiming to have accomplished a precise and faithful (though free) 
translation of Racine’s tragedy Phèdre was accused by George Steiner of fundamentally 
mistranslating the original text. Similarly, for decades, the only English translation of 
Simone de Beauvoir’s Le deuxième sexe was so severely plagued by translation errors, 
that it could only be called the product of traducing. Texts embedded in particular 
cultural or political contexts lend easily to mistranslation, when removed from their 
contexts. But what about images? Do images translate (read: carry across) any better than 
texts? Public reactions to Charlie Hebdo cartoons suggest not. While those familiar with 
the decades-old Charlie Hebdo, and its predecessor Hara Kiri, know that the magazine is 
anchored in a tradition of left wing anti-racism and secularism, public figures and media, 
mostly from outside of France, decried what they perceived as Charlie Hebdo’s racism 
and bigotry, going so far to link the magazine to the extreme right. Meanwhile, the 
cartoons in question (such as those portraying a drowned Syrian child refugee, and the 
former Justice Minister Christiane Taubira as a monkey), when taken in context, are 
harsh critiques of serious instances of racism in the French public sphere. In this paper, I 
aim to 1) explain the context within which Charlie Hebdo operates and how their 
cartoons have generally been misinterpreted and traduced both outside and, to a lesser 
extent, inside of France; and 2) to explain, especially in the wake of the January 7 attacks, 
why these images have not been carried across accurately. 


