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Gender in Translation: The Issues Go on
Luise von Flotow, University of Ottawa

After what could be described as a burst of activity around questions of gender in translation in the mid-1990s, you might expect that interest would wane and production slacken or cease altogether. But this has not been the case; many younger academics and especially students are exploring gender issues as they approach the study and analysis of translation from various different angles. This was obvious in the substantial number of papers that looked at gender during the recent graduate student symposium Odyssee de la traductologie/Voyages in Translation Studies held at Concordia University (March 8, 2002). The trend can also be followed at the University of Ottawa School of Translation where there is a PhD thesis in progress on women as translators of scientific texts in the 17th and 18th centuries (Michele Healy), a recently completed study of hitherto invisible women translators in France (Andree Sirois), a Master’s thesis on the translation into English of Ingeborg Bachmann’s "Simultan", a piece on the fragmentation of a woman’s psychology through loss of language in her work as simultaneous inter[preter (Sherri Meek), and an upcoming book edited by Jean Delisle, the current director of the School, entitled Portraits de traductrices. And these are only the ‘women’ focussed projects; one M.A. project recently linked queer issues and translation through a lexicological study of ‘gay’ terminology, its treatment and development in a series of dictionaries (Matthew Ball), and there is at least one queer/cultural studies piece of work coming up soon. On the international conference scene the topic continues to develop as well - with a conference in Valencia Spain in October 2002, one in Graz in spring 2001, one in Norwich, England in the fall of 2000. 

The combination of gender and translation continues to be a productive and stimulating area of research that takes people into many areas: 

-historical studies (who translated what when and how, and how did gender play into this?)
- theoretical considerations (how do different gender affiliations, definitions, constructions play themselves out in translation   and translation research?)
- issues of identity (how does gendered identity or a lack of it affect translation, translation research?)
- post-colonial questions (does our largely Anglo-American "gender" apply in other cultures and their texts, and how about "queer"?   Does it translate into other languages? And what does it mean if it doesn’t?)
- more general questions of cultural transfer (is the current government-supported export of Canadian women’s writing, a 
  hot commodity in some literary markets, really about Canadian tolerance and egalitarianism?) 

I would love to find a way to combine research on film translation with gender issues, but have had trouble doing so; the power of the image is so overwhelming that the kinds of comparative translation studies techniques we apply to literary and other texts seem beside the point. Film translation seems to be more about rendering the gist, than about differentiating the minutiae of language use. It may make more sense to work on that problematics in the field of adaptation, for instance, on the American/Hollywood remakes of other cultures’ movies. 

Evidently there is a lot more room for work in the field of gender and translation - in other languages too. A German contribution to the subject has just come out; edited by Michaela Wolf, it is entitled Uebersetzung aus aller Frauen Laender (2001) and pulls together theory and praxis - papers on theoretical, historical, political aspects of gender questions in translation with very practical ‘workshop’ reports on gender issues in the work of translation in a culture where hundreds, probably thousands, of books are translated each year, and hundreds of people, among them many women, earn their (meagre) livings doing so.

The work of the Concordia students presenting on March 8, 2002 was a sign of further development of the field of gender in translation: Nazia Abdi discussed her translations of work by Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, who wrote tentative texts pointing towards women’s emancipation in the early 19th century. She problematized the use of today’s techniques of ‘feminist translation’ to deal with these works. Chantal Gagnon explored the non-reception of Denise Boucher’s Les fees ont soif in English translation, and discussed translation issues as well as cultural questions relating to the comparative importance of religion and church, theatre traditions, and literary canons. Kathryn Gabinet-Kroo and Francesca Worrall situated themselves as women translators, the former of a difficult ‘death-oriented’ text by Catherine Mavrikakis, the latter of the francophone African writer Tchicaya U Tam’si. Both speakers addressed their work as women translators, as gender-identified creators of the new texts. While four of the eight presentations had some gender focus, the others - Isabelle-St-Armand on the French translation of Salman Rushdie’s Fury, Alan Le Bras on 20th century translation or non-translation of Bengali texts, Kelli Fraser and Antonio Canzales-Gonzales on controlled language and machine translation, and Catherine Leclerc on France Daigle’s Pas pire in Robert Majzels English translation Just Fine were equally stimulating and well-done. However, my professional deformation which makes me wonder about ‘gender’ in any translation, also makes me certain that these papers too could have addressed the topic.

Indeed, a number of recent, everyday examples of gender in translation are a sign that the topic is not only hard to kill but can provide material for impassioned discussion and strategic manoeuvring. This is a positive sign, on the whole, that points to the productive aspects of the field; at the same time, though, given the first two examples which deal with Bible translation, these are also thought-provoking signs, that remind us of the immense power sometimes invested in the control of language and the vulnerability of those who work with language. In moments of repression, fear, or simply power struggles, language use is one site where insidious types of control are exercised. 

I.

1. Crackdown
On January 20, 2002, the Ottawa Citizen published a fairly lengthy article entitled "Vatican crackdown ends gender-neutral liturgy". It details the strategies of the Vatican to undermine, delay, over the course of the 1990s, and now completely put an end to the attempts by the International Commission on English in the Liturgy, a group responsible for translations of biblical materials, the production of lectionaries and other Church instruments for English-speaking Catholics in 26 countries, to integrate gender-sensitive language into these texts. As the article puts it, " Jesus may once again invite Peter and other apostles to be "fishers of men" instead of "fishers of people"; and the Nicene Creed may say "the Son of God was made man," instead of the Son of God "became truly human". 

The Vatican document condemning the ‘faulty translations’ produced over the past 25 years in English-speaking countries is entitled Liturgiam Authenticam, and claims that there is nothing in the church’s sacred texts that would allow prejudice or discrimination on the basis of gender or race. Everything depends on the "right interpretation" which is the reponsibility of the catechist or the homilist - not the translator, or the translating committee. What the Vatican calls for is very simple: "liturgical books marked by sound doctrine, which are exact in wording, free from all ideological influence". 

2. An Example of Silence
A related issue of gender in Bible translation was deftly avoided last year in several talks by Marie Andree Lamontagne of Le Devoir - one of several Quebec writers involved in the production of a new French translation of the Bible. This book, entitled Bible 2001, was being newly translated from the original languages to reflect, in part at least, new understandings of the Biblical texts and especially new developments in the French language - to "récréer une "vulgate" plus proche de la langue moderne, concrète, vivante et des innovations poétiques et litteraires du XXe siècle." (Le Monde, 17.9.01, p.14). It was produced by teams of people - duos made up of a Bible scholar and a writer - with the Bible scholar doing a first literal translation, and the writer then working it up into a literary text that would appeal to a broad readership - believers and non-believers, practising Christians and people who simply want to read the texts as literature, and so on. 

In her talks, Lamontagne discussed the substantial updating of the language that went on in the process - the most memorable example for me being the de-theologization of the word ‘péché’, which in the Hebrew had many variants - such as error, fault, or simply debt, and had, through translation and very likely Church intervention been reduced to ‘sin’. This 2001 translation reinstates the many variations on this theme - translating "péché" as "dette" or "égarement" or "dévoiement" or "errement". 

This translation seems not, however, to incorporate ‘gender-sensitive’ language in the text. At least Lamontagne had nothing to say on this topic, which after all had extensive exposure and discussion over the last three decades of the 20th century, until she was asked. It was as though it had not occurred to anyone in the vast group engaged in the project that ‘gender-sensitive’ language might be worth considering.

3. Queering the Text
On March 1, 2002, I attended a fascinating day-long conference held at Carleton University, Ottawa under the heading "Revisionings: Theorizing Queer Interventions". It brought together a number of very smart and lively graduate students to discuss queer in connection with various other issues in contemporary cultural studies - post-colonialism, political economy, environmentalism, citizenship, and neo-liberal ideas about entrepreneurship. Nowhere was the issue of translation per se addressed, until, in the discussion about the Les Verts, the green party in France which has apparently become the ‘home’ of a lot of marginalized factions, one discussant asked "Does the word ‘queer’ even translate into French?" The question was partly meant to undermine the presenter’s thesis that the gay and lesbian movement in France was indeed quite integrated into the eco-movement and Les Verts. It implied that if this group is referred to with an English word, it is still strongly marginalized, even within the friendly precincts of the "Eco-queer" movement in France. It could in fact be consider a post-colonial artefact of sorts, like similar developments in Sri Lanka and Namibia, that had been discussed earlier, and considered paradoxical due to their reliance on Anglo-American inspiration which simultaneously elided their own rich cultural history of queerness.

So, is there a French translation for "queer"? Someone suggested "cuir" - as in leather. I thought of "cuire" - as in cooking, mimetic homophonous translations that resonate with certain stereotypes of "queerness". And does it matter if there is no translation - or no local term for what "queer" means in contemporary Anglo-American culture? Similarly, though on a different note, does it matter that there is no German word for "gender", and that a recent introductory book on gender studies published by two of the best known scholars in this area in Germany is entitled Genderstudien: Eine Einfuhrung (ed. Christina von Braun/Inge Stephan, Metzler 2000). And even if we cannot decide whether it matters, can we figure out what this dearth of terminology means? And how it affects further work on gender and translation?

II. Discussion:
1. The Vatican’s Liturgiam Authenticam is apparently labouring under the assumption that there is such a thing as "wording free from ideological influence" in Bible translation. Or, less benignly, it chooses to believe and disseminate this. Meanwhile, most of us who work in translation, and those who have spent time studying Bible translations, know that there are translations or wordings for many different purposes: every larger Christian sect has produced its own, and different, Bible, interpreting according to their position, their needs. Andre Lefevere in his Translation, Rewriting and the Manipulation of Literary Fame (1992) 

discusses the history of this tendency in translation at some length, and in the area of Bible translation cites the example of Augustine, then Bishop of Hippo and church politician and strategist, who was "faced with the fact that a fair number of pages in the Bible could hardly be said to correspond to the kind of behaviour the still relatively young Church expected from its members." Accordingly, he had these sections rewritten until they could be made to correspond to the teachings of the Church. Not unlike the authors of the Liturgiam Authenticam, and the translators and translation committees who developed ‘gender-sensitive’ language in the 1980s and 1990s, Augustine was pursuing and realizing ideological interests through the manipulation of language and texts. 

A similar example comes from a discussion of Jerome’s Bible translation, known as the Vulgate, and produced in the 4th century. A well-educated multilingual and multicultural Roman, Jerome set out to translate directly from the original languages, largely Hebrew and Greek, and produce a Latin version of the Bible that would correct the ‘flaws’ of the Septuagint, the existing Greek translation from which existing Latin translations had been made. This project was viewed with considerable suspicion by Augustine, however, who feared that a new translation would threaten the ideological coherence and institutional stability of the early Church. A new Latin text would cause the "Latin churches to be out of step with the Greek ones" (cited in Venuti 1998, 78) - since the Latin churches would have a different text. Augustine was presumably interested in one strong church, not in fragmented sects using different versions of the texts. Similarly, today, the people behind the Liturgiam Authenticam are interested in one "authentic" approach to Biblical texts, an approach that is controlled by the Vatican, since, as the article details, the English ‘gender-sensitive’ translations ""assume a particular gravity" because the impact of English on other language groups is "an observed and unavoidable fact". 

There is a perception then, that much in the same way that Jerome’s new Latin version of the Bible was a potential threat to Church unity and stability, the English-based gender ideology and gender-sensitive language is now a threat to Catholic church coherence and stability. If English thought and influence can filter into other languages and then on into other translations of the Bible, as the Vatican fears, it could potentially cause havoc in other areas of Church control. 

The Vatican’s publication is an outright political move.

2. In the second example, we have the curious non-issue of ‘gender-sensitive’ language in a tome that has been developed, produced, and sold as a new Bible translation that was necessary to reflect the linguistic and stylistic innovations of the 20th century and "dépoussiérer le poème ou la prose biblique, réveiller une lecture peut-être lassée par des formulations à l’identique, apprises, transmises, commentées par coeur depuis des génerations" (Henri Tincq, Le Monde, 17.9.01). Attending two of Lamontagne’s presentations, I kept waiting to hear some mention of the topic of ‘gender-sensitive’ language - after all, she is a Québécoise and had presumably heard something of the relatively public activities of feminist writers and critics over the course of the past decades, as well as the initiatives of government organisms such as the Office de la langue française. Why did she say nothing? 

As it turned out, her own experience with the Bible scholar Jean Lemyre, a professor emeritus from the Université de Montréal, was telling. Influenced by North American work on gender in language, he had produced radical literal translations - where the gender of God was ambiguous, for example, or Jesus indeed went fishing for people rather than just ‘men’ as disciples. Apparently, little, if any, of his work in this direction was integrated into the final version. After discussions not only with the Lamontagne, the literary part of the duo, but later in committee meetings in Paris, these particular new readings were scrapped in the name of readability, and a Bible for all. 

Maybe this is why Lamontagne chose not to address the topic. But it is clear that there was some controversy and discussion: Which interest group prevailed is clear, but why they prevailed is another question, and why they decided to ignore much of the work done in the direction of understanding the biblical text differently through other, less patriarchal, translations remains unclear. 

In regard to these less patriarchal translations we can cite a substantial corpus in English - and this may be the problem - the fact that much of this scholarship has been done in English. Yet, it wasn’t a problem for Lemyre, the Bible scholar and expert. In particular, we can look at the work of Mary Phil Korsak’s book, At the Start. Genesis Made New (1992), a new translation of the book of Genesis. Some of her very reasoned "innovations", though they are less an innovation, she would claim, than a return to the Hebrew text, occur in a passage on the creation myth, the section where we read in her translation of Genesis 2, 22 

YHWH Elohim made a swoon fall upon the groundling 
It slept
He took one of its sides and closed up the flesh in its place
YHWH built the side
He had taken from the groundling into woman
He brought her to the groundlingThe groundling said
This one this time
Is bone from my bonesFlesh from my flesh
This one shall be called wo-man
For from man
She has been taken this one.
Korsak says in her translator’s postscript that, thoughout the text, she has tried to keep the same English word for every Hebrew word that is the same, i.e. she does not introduce variation for stylistic reasons. She claims that the Hebrew text, originally an oral text, is deliberately repetitive. There is no reason to undo this in translation. She has found, for instance, that the term "adam" (normally translated as ‘man’ or ‘Adam’) is closely related to "adamah" (‘ground’) since they occur in frequent association throughout Genesis. And so she decides to translate term for term: adamah/ground and adam/groundling, which in this particular creation story causes the usual ‘Adam’ to become a genderless ‘groundling’, and the woman to be created before man. While the order of creation may seem relatively unimportant for us today, the argument that man was created first and woman derived from him once played an important role in the arguments delimiting (real) women’s role as the second sex, and justifying their disenfranchisement, their lesser/lower or non-existent social status. As Elizabeth Cady Stanton, a women’s rights activist of the mid-late 19th century, wrote in her biting commentary entitled The Woman’s Bible (1895) "Accepting the view that man was prior in creation, some Scriptural writers say that as the woman was of the man, therefore her position should be one of subjection". My question is whether these "Scriptural writers" of the 18th and 19th centuries might now be the catechists and homilists the Vatican’s Liturgiam Authenticam seeks to impose as interpreters of the book?) 

The semantic link between adam/adamah is well-known to Bible scholars, though seldom implemented in Bible translation - the tradition of Adam, with a capital letter, is far too strong, and probably useful. Korsak’s other innovation in this passage is less well-known, however. She translates the usual ‘rib’ from which woman is built as ‘side’. Her explanation: the Hebrew word ‘sela’, the term at issue here, is the same word used elsewhere for the ‘side’ of a hill, or the ‘side’ of a tabernacle. She thus applies the same logic of using the same English word for the same Hebrew word, and supported by secular rabbinical commentaries she infers that woman was built from the side of the adam/ creature. And this leads her to conclude that the ancient Hebrew text may well imply "that woman begins where man ends, she is his limit, and vice versa. Theirs is a "side by side" relationship." (Korsak, 1992). This interpretation underscores Stanton’s comment in 1895 that the sublime activity of bringing order out of chaos, light out of darkness, etc. as described in the creation myth is oddly out of synch with "a petty surgical operation, [i.e. the removal of a rib], to find material for the mother of the race." 

My question is why so little, if any, of the work done in this direction over the past decades was addressed in the new French Bible translation, or if it was, why it is hardly visible. The women’s movement was a powerful force in France as well as in anglophone countries during the later half of the 20th century - where is its influence on this new text? And why do we have to even ask about it?

This appears to be a case of silencing that is perhaps slightly more insidious than the overt authoritarianism of the Vatican’s committee since it is carried out by writers, scholars and intellectual wordsmiths.

3. Now, with regard to my third example - the problem of whether, and if so, how ‘queer’ translates into French, or ‘gender’, for that matter, into German. This touches on several current issues of gender and power and positionality. 

First, the problem of translating ‘queer’ echoes the discussions over transnational feminist ideas that developed in the 1970s and early 1980s, and were put finally to rest in the area of translation with Gayatri Spivak’s article "The Politics of Translation" (1992) in which she demonstrates the pernicious and thoughtless abuse perpetrated by Western ‘translatese’ on the texts and thinking produced by women writers from other, less-developed countries and cultures - who are all pulled together in the great white feminist movement, where a text written by a woman in Palestine sounds like a text authored by a man in Taiwan. Everything reduced to the same - for the reading pleasure of North American undergraduates (and the tenure needs of North American professors). Though this work of anthologizing and translating has often been presented as a benevolent approach to "making women’s voices heard", Spivak sees it as largely cynical and sloppy. 

The question raised about translating "queer" into French (or a language of Sri Lanka or of Namibia) again raises the issue of the extent to which an identity movement, this time based on alternative sexual orientations, and largely originating its public position in Anglo-American discourses, can apply across national and cultural borders. Or should apply across those borders. How meaningful is it for North American academics, identified with such a position, to enquire about glbt (gay/ lesbian/ bi-sexual/ transsexual) movements in France, say, and what does it mean if French or Sri Lankan or other groups adopt this clearly Anglo point of view. In other words, what is involved when ideas about ‘queer’ and the terminological apparatus of ‘queer’ are imposed on or accepted by a group far removed from the cultural power base where this term originates. 

Keith Harvey has recently published translation studies work in this area that is very sensitive to cultural differences in ‘queer’ identification and expression. Working on cultures as closely situated as England and France, he finds that comparative work on the translations of gay texts shows how differently the traditions of writing and identity play themselves out in these cultures, and how those same traditions affect the translations. Where English translations of French material are happy to ‘gay’ the text, making it more overtly and aggressively ‘in your face’ gay (another researcher, Keenaghan, confirms this tendency in a study of certain American translations of Federico Garcia Lorca), French translations of English ‘queer’ texts downplay the gay markers. Harvey concludes that "in the small instance of translation, we find a trace of much larger socio-cultural attitudes with regard to issues of subcultural identity/community, attitudes which form part of the complex context within which the translator acts" (Harvey 2000, 158). He finds that the status of subcultural identities (here a ‘gay’ subculture) are highlighted in recent Anglo-American socio-cultural thinking and political activism, while they are "diminished in France as a consequence of a universalizing notion of subjectivity that can be traced back to Enlightenment thinking." (Harvey 2000, 157). In fine comparative literary analyses then, all kinds of aspects of ‘queer’ seem not to translate due to divergent cultural histories and affiliations. The graduate students discussing issues around ‘queer’ were probably quite right in pondering the colonialist and imperialist impact the wholesale export of this Anglo-American gender topic might have. 

But do such issues derive from the translation or non-translation of one word? Applying polysystem theory, we might investigate whether this non-translation could be an indication of the culture’s mainstream resisting the socio-cultural development underlying the term. Or is non-translation a sign that the people in the marginal gblt groups are so disempowered that they cannot name themselves? And does this untranslatability put into question the usefulness of theorizing or conducting research under that term in the other cultures? In the case of the German textbook, Genderstudien: Eine Einfuhrung (2000), disempowerment is hardly the case. Compiled by two of the more powerful women intellectuals in Germany, it addresses the terminological problem on page 1; the English word "gender", they say, is a deliberate choice which, because it was devised 25 years earlier and had an immediate and scintillating career in Anglo-American cultural politics and university research, cannot now be replaced by something that in German is just not as well-known or succinct. And although they give a number of German options, they dismiss these as less precise, and less indicative of a whole school of thought that, due to political and institutional limitations and obstacles in Germany, has taken 20 years to make it into the country. So, the history of the English term, both at home and in the German academy, is a part of their decision to use it. Quite reasoned, and not innocent. 

This opens the door to research on the history of such terms, and the history of their travel across cultures - at certain moments, for certain reasons, and to probably different effect.

III Gender, Translation, and NRTs
There are many other developments in gender and translation - of which I would like to mention just one more - as inspirational material:

Many of us know the article by Lori Chamberlain (in Venuti 1992) on gender and the metaphors of translation in which she draws parallels between the history of these metaphors which generally connect women as sex objects of some kind whose sexuality needs to be controlled, the reproductive work of having and raising children, and translation and line these ideas up on the lesser, secondary side of text creation - the other side being the creative patriarchal, male side that (must) exert control. Chamberlain charts this discourse well into the late 20th century, even in work by Serge Gavronsky (Columbia University) and George Steiner. 

Well, there’s work being done in England on the cultural impact that the new reproductive technologies and consequent new parental constellations may exert on this (hetero)sexualized description and theorizing of translation. In an unpublished conferences paper (Norwich 2000) Ulrika Orloff, a Swedish doctoral student working at University College in London, writes that through the development of NRTs, though this technology is still far from being mainstreamed, "heterosexual activity in the form of intercourse can no longer claim sexual sovereignty and legitimacy in the name of human procreation and survival." The heterosexual myth - nourished also in homosexual and transsexual discourses - involving the figures of an active, virile, aggressive and penetrating male and a passive, fertile, submissive and receptive female is effectively undermined, she says. This, she argues, immediately affects our cultural conceptions based on the production/ reproduction, active/ passive oppositions. 

From here, Orloff moves into discussions of text ownership and copyright law, which she associates with the heterosexual need to control ownership of offspring/productions. Copyright law secures the interests of the author just as the marital contract has been seen as the legal solution to a physical "problem" - the uncertainty of fatherhood - only mater semper certa est. Historically, copyright law and marriage contracts are thus parallel documents - they legitimize the offspring of the father (through marriage) or of the author (through copyright). 
In cases of in-vitro fertilization, however, or of surrogate motherhood, the binary set-up and the notion of fidelity (or control of fidelity) is displaced, rendered mobile: in the former, the requirement of fidelity is directed outward, toward a third person, the doctor/scientist who has to mix the right egg with the right sperm - and this displaces the conventional feminization of fidelity towards possibly gender-neutral science (though it begs the question of which partner submits to months of aggressive chemical treatments). In the latter, the question of single motherhood is at issue. Can a child have two biological mothers? What is the place of the third person? And is motherhood an intentional, active, creative act? Orloff cites a court case in which the gestational surrogate mother was not awarded the child she had carried because the egg-producing mother had intended the child, thought it up, conceived the idea. While one woman came up with the idea, another carried it out physically. The woman with the creative idea, however, won the day, and the court applied intellectual property law - copyright law - in making its decision. Traditional dualistic thinking prevailed, says Orloff, but the ruling involved "an implicit equation of mothers and authors" where the mother who thought up the child was judged to be an active producer and creator (an author). 

So what does such a gender situation mean for translation? It’s hard to say : for a start though, it is clear that the socially constructed notions of what constitutes social and biological motherhood or fatherhood are changing - with queer couples, too, intending and having and raising children. And while the legal establishment is responding with the tools at hand, those of copyright/ ownership law that assign intention and creativity to what was once deemed accident or fate, this is creating curious almost ‘oxymoronic’ connections between creativity and reproduction, authorship and motherhood, and who knows, possibly, finally, coding translation - in the eyes of the law and the public - as the intentional creative act we already know it is. 
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