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DEMYSTIFYING TRANSLATION AS A GENDERED AGENCY: A HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE 

Karuna Nepal 

This paper demystifies translation as a gendered 
agency by presenting a brief survey of historical 
landscape of translation. For this, it explores the 
facts that made the alliance between feminism and 
translation possible and sheds light on how 
translation has benefitted the feminist movement 
and vice versa. 
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1. Introduction 

Gender as a cultural and ideological construct is 
one of the vital elements that get transferred in the 
process of translation. That is to say, gender is 
socially and culturally constructed which in turn is 
mediated through translation. Thus, I argue that 
translation has been a gendered agency 
throughout the history in different forms and 
degrees. The changes feminism introduced and 
cultivated regarding gender issues go parallel with 
the identification of translation as an autonomous 
and creative genre.  

Translation is the process of rendering the source 
text into the target one. However, it is to be noted 
that translation is not merely a work of rendering 
source texts into target ones. Since language itself 
is a cultural construct, cultural context and 
language are always intertwined. Addressing this 
phenomenon, Higgins (as cited in Bhattarai, 
Adhikari and Phyak, 2011) states that translation 
involves not just two languages but a transfer 
from one culture to another. In a similar vein, 
Snell-Hornby (in Bhattarai, Adhikari and Phyak 
2011) claims that translation is less linguistic and 
more, or even exclusively, a cultural procedure. 
Thus, ideological transformation along with 
cultural ones is a prominent feature of translation. 

Gender refers to the socially and culturally 
constructed characteristics of women and men. 
UNESCO (2003) defines gender as:   

the roles and responsibilities of men and 
women that are created in our families, our 
societies and our cultures. The concept of 
gender also includes the expectations held 
about the characteristics, aptitudes and likely 
behaviors of both women and men (femininity 
and masculinity). 

It is an ideology which varies depending upon 
societal norms people practice, religions they 
follow and cultures they are embedded in.     

Feminism as a political, ideological and social 
movement advocated against impediments and 
brought long lasting impacts on society, 
transforming and benefitting the lives of women 
worldwide. It taught to be skeptical regarding 
gender issues and rapidly revolutionized the 
patterns of behavior deeply rooted in patriarchy. 

2. The alliance between translation and feminism 

While demystifying the intersection between 
translation and gender, we need to take into 
consideration the various aspects such as sexuality 
of translators, gendered nature of the text they 
translate, possible gendered translation process 
employed and the gendered metaphors used to 
describe translation. 

 The alliance between feminism and Translation 
Studies was possible because they share similar 
ground realities. Discussing this situation Simon 
(1996) argues that the alliance between 
Translation Studies and feminism emerged out of 
a common intellectual and institutional context. 
As fields of inquiry which emerged during the 
1970s and gained increasing institutional 
recognition through the 1980s, Translation 
Studies and feminist thought are similarly 
grounded in the dynamics of a period which gave 
strong prominence to language. She further 
argues,   “Both feminism and translation are 
concerned by the way “secondariness” comes to 
be defined and canonized; both are tools for a 
critical understanding of difference as it is 
represented in language” (p.8). 
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For both fields the power relation expressed 
through language was an issue of central concern. 
Verifying this Simon (1996) states that the most 
compelling questions for both fields remain– how 
are social, sexual and historical differences 
expressed in language and how can these 
differences be transferred across languages? 
These commonalities made the alliance possible 
and productive.    

Literature has been used as a powerful weapon for 
creating patriarchal discourses which eventually 
assists in sustaining male domination. When we 
glance over the developmental history of 
literature, we can vividly figure out it as a male 
dominated arena. Aesthetic domains were defined 
and dominated by male writers and interpreters. 
Hence, a lot of early writings by female authors 
were lost in patriarchy. Women were neither 
included as a writer nor as a reader. Later, 
translation was used as an ice breaker. Women 
started to translate which was the only way to 
express them. Here, Simon (1996) observes that 
translation was the first means through which 
women were able to gain access to the world of 
literature. But at that time translations were 
considered as derivatives, copies, and translators 
as mechanical devices replacing linguistic codes 
of one language by those of another. That’s why 
translators with no autonomy were metaphorically 
compared to females.  

3. Pre-feminist movements 

Translation as a literary canon is directly 
influenced by socio- cultural structures. In the 
pre-feminist era, females were culturally, socially, 
economically and politically subordinated to 
males. Femininity was synonymously taken with 
weakness and derivation. At the same time, 
translation was directly compared to a woman and 
characterized with various attributes of femininity 
such as subordination, and inferiority. 

Women’s characteristics were stereotyped and 
translation was metaphorically described with the 
very attributes ascribed to women. In order to 
represent this situation Simon (1996) cites some 
definitions. She quotes Florio, “Because they are 
necessarily defective all translations are reputed 

females” (p.1). Similarly, she further cites Jouve, 
“The translator occupies a (culturally speaking) 
female position” (p.1). Moreover, she quotes 
Lotbiniere-Hardwood’s self echoing definition, “I 
am a translation because I am a woman” (p.1). 
This argument foregrounds the inferior position of 
both females and translators in the hierarchies. In 
the same vein, Chamberlain (1989)   makes an 
analysis of feminine metaphors associated with 
translation. His analysis stresses on the parallel 
between oppression in language and culture and 
the devaluation of translation. 

4. During feminist movements 

During the feminist movement, uniting and 
mobilizing women as a political group without 
excluding and devaluing a particular women’s 
issue is the most important in order to bring in the 
commonality of experience. To this end, feminists 
used translation as a tool for sharing information 
and bridging cultural gaps. Translation of German 
literature by Jean Starr Untermeyer and sixty 
volumes of translation of Russian literature by 
Constance Garnett are two notable episodes in the 
history of women translation. Women used 
translation to build communication networks. 
They also used translation as an expression of 
their political convictions. In this context, Spivak 
(1993) considers translation as an important 
approach in pursuing the larger feminist agenda of 
achieving women’s solidarity. The task of a 
feminist translator is to consider language as a 
sign to the working of the gendered agency. For 
her it is an act of understanding the other as well 
as the self. Translation can give access to a large 
number of feminists working in various languages 
and cultures. Spivak uses the feminine adjectives 
like submission, intimacy and understanding for 
theorizing translation.  

5. Post-feminist movements 

No other movements than feminism have so 
rapidly revolutionized and united people against 
inequality and injustices. There is hardly any area 
which has remained untouched by these 
movements and their achievements. Translation is 
one of these various areas which has been both 
explicitly and implicitly affected and benefitted. 
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Translation benefitted the feminist movement and 
is benefitted itself too. 

Deconstruction and post-structuralism as 
philosophical backdrops supplied both women 
and translators with new energy and logics for 
eliminating subordination. According to Venuti 
(199*, p. 6), poststructuralist thinkers like Derrida 
and de Man, mainly under the influence of 
Benjamin’s works, explode the binary opposition 
between original and translation which causes 
translators to be invisible. Poststructuralist 
thinkers believe that the original is itself a 
translation, an incomplete process of translating a 
signifying chain into univocal signified, and this 
process is both displayed and further complicated 
when it is translated by another signifying chain 
in a different language. Discussing the role of 
post-structuralism Bhattarai (2000) states, 
“Poststructuralism freed both the translation and 
the translator from the state of perpetual 
subordination and humility and therefore the 
translator looks at the world boldly as if he were 
newly given emancipation from all obligations 
and bondages” (p24). 

Deconstruction helped to revise the binaries of 
Western metaphysics which implies a revision of 
femininity and masculinity as an absolutist 
concept. Rather, they are taken as a matter of 
continuum. Femininity and masculinity are not 
parallel with male and female sexed-body. At the 
same time, deconstruction questioned the role of a 
translator as a subordinator to the writer. Rather, 
they are stakeholders of the meaning-making 
process. Derrida’s deconstruction denied the 
concept of inheritance of self-sufficient meaning 
in a text which helped translation gain a new 
identity as recreation replacing the concept of re-
coding in a different language. On the one hand, 
deconstruction helped to break the centre-margin 
binaries rejecting the privilege of one upon 
another which, in turn, questioned the concepts of 
gender stereotypes. In this regard, Flotow (1997) 
discusses that the entire post-structuralist project 
of questioning master-narrative, challenging 
definitive truths, and exploring relativity in 
meaning has forced translation to become a 
creative endeavor. According to her, the influence 
of the second-wave feminism has been vital to 

feminist translation. It has endowed feminist 
writers and their translators with the means to 
disregard authority. With authorship and 
patriarchal language demystified, the translator 
can dare to be a resistant, aggressive and creative 
writer. 

Various women have contributed to the 
development of translation theories. Among them 
are Susan Bassnett, Katharina Reiss, Mona Baker, 
Gabriela Saldanha, Holz- Manttari, Gyatri Spivak, 
Sherry Simon, Von Flotow and many more. 
Reiss’s Foundation for a Theory of Translation is 
a notable work among the translation theories. 
Simon in Gender in Translation (1996) 
approaches translation from the point of view of 
gender. She sees the language of sexism in 
Translation Studies too, with its images of 
dominance, fidelity, faithfulness and betrayal. The 
feminist translators apply various strategies for 
handling gender issues in their translated works. 
Flotow in “Translation and Gender: Translating in 
the” era of Feminism” discusses three major ones 
out of numerous strategies used by feminist 
translators. They are supplementing, prefacing 
and footnoting, and hijacking. 

6. Modern literature and translation 

Translation has been used as a tool for promoting 
literary works.  Surprisingly, females have been 
on the top ranks of the most translated authors in 
the world. According to UNESCO (2003) report 
among the world’s ten most translated authors 
four are females. Here, a female author named 
Agatha Christie has the distinction of the world’s 
most translated author with 7233 translations 
almost 3000 more than the next most popular 
author Jules Verne. Other female authors listed in 
the top ten most translated authors are Enid 
Blyton with 3921 translations in 90 different 
languages, Barbara Cartland with 3,628 
translations whose 723 novels were translated into 
38 languages. Following them is Danielle Steel 
with 3592 translations. These authors are among 
the best selling authors of all time. And obviously 
translation has played a great role in making them 
best sellers. This implies that neither females nor 
translations are inferior to males and the original 
writing respectively. The presence of translation 
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as a precondition for the Noble Prize justifies this 
argument. 

Various awards have considered translation as a 
dignified profession. One of the best known is 
Best Translated Book Award which was 
established in 2008 in America. In this context, 
Adhikari (2071 B.S.) has listed 28 recognized 
literary translation prizes. Susan Sontag Prize for 
Translation, John Dryden Translation 
Competition, and French Translation are some of 
them. Washbourne (2015) writes that translation 
is quite often a precondition for the Noble Prize in 
literature, to the extent that the canonization of a 
world –class writer can entail in part the 
canonization of his or her extant translations. 
Adhikari (2015) writes that by 2015 authors from 
25 languages have been awarded Noble Prize. Out 
of 112 awarded authors only 27 are English.  This 
proves how important translation has been for the 
achievers of Noble Prize and their readers as well.  

7. Issues of gender in translation 

Visibility of translators has been one of the central 
issues in translation. Throughout the history 
women struggled for their visibility both as an 
author and as a translator. Discussing this 
phenomenon, Bhattarai et.al. (2011) write that 
through a feminist perspective an attempt is made 
to seek two types of feminine visibility in 
translation. The former has to do with the 
visibility of female authorship in the translated 
text and the latter with the visibility of the female 
translator in the text. 

Similarly, breaking the traditional power relation 
is another challenge regarding the feminist 
perspective to translation. One of the challenges 
for feminist translators is to move beyond 
questions of the sex of the author and the 
translator. Working within the conventional 
hierarchies, the female translator of a female 
author’s text and the male translator of a male 
author’s text will be bound by the same power 
relations: what must be subverted in the process 
by which translation complies with gender 
constructs (Chamberlain, 1998, p.72). Sometimes, 
there is a risk that in the name of breaking the 
status quo feminist translators may reiterate the 

works for which males have been criticized for a 
long time. Explaining this risk, Massadier-Kenny 
claims that issues of identity and positionality 
have recently come to the fore in sexual politics 
(Hatim, 2014). In declaring her hand, however, 
the feminist translator has run the risk of usurping 
textual power, an activity in which her male 
colleague has arguably been engaged for a long 
time. Similarly, authority is another issue in 
feminist writing. Discussing this, Simon (1996) 
states, “Feminist translation has to do with issues 
of authority. Who is to determine when the magic 
moment of equivalence has been reached?”(p.13) 
Thus, it can be quite challenging. 

Moreover, translating feminist writing can be 
challenging due to the differences in grammatical 
gender. Discussing the reason behind this, Wittig 
(1992) states that linguistically the masculine is 
not the masculine but general. That is to say, the 
use of words like ‘mankind’ and 'he' to refer to 
men and women alike perpetuates abstract, 
universalizing beneficiaries (Glover& Kaplan 
2000). 

8. Conclusion 

Translation has been a gendered agency 
throughout history. However, the changes in 
socio-cultural ideology and practices and the shift 
in the gendered nature of translation go 
simultaneously. These are the two main by-
products of feminism which ultimately assisted 
translation cherish autonomy and dignity. 
Feminism helped in the emancipation of both 
women and translation from subordination; 
women are no more inferior to men and 
translations are no more subordinated to the 
original texts. 
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