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Abstract 

Under the rising impact of gender movement in North America and Europe since mid-20th century, 

Feminist Translation has been a controversial translation theory, which is characterised by overtly defying 

the male-dominant society and the authority of man in the field of politics as well as the academy. Despite 

the conventional translation strategy and methodology, Feminist Translation gives priority to the feminist 

signs in a language and highlights the ‘visible translator’ via three practical translation procedures. To 

further analyse its three practical ways, Feminist Translation can be proved a powerful demonstration of 

female rather than the meaningless redundancy, which can turn out to be a model for other minorities to 

strive for the equality.   
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1. Introduction to feminist academy 

Feminism, regarding female interest, becomes increasingly important in every aspect of society, 

which advocates that the female should have the same opportunities and rights as the male. As for 

feminists, the female is substantially equal to the male, while it is the circumstances in male-dominant 

society that forces the female should or should not do something different from the male, thus women 

should not be left bound and gagged, but struggle for impartiality.  

Historically, there are three waves of feminist movements since the term originated from America. 

First from the mid-19th century to the end of WWⅡ; second from the 1960s to 1070s; third is the post-

1970s era (Flotow, 2004, p. 5-7).  

Influenced by feminist movements, great changes begin taking places in the field of literature and 

translation. Translator, especially those well-educated feminist translators, attempt to disseminate feminist 

power through translating feminist work, rewriting existing translations, and flatly rejecting conventional 

use of language. There are two groups of feminist translators with different stances, reformist one and the 

radical one. The former holds that the existing language system can be reformed, to be more neutral in 

gender issue. While the latter believes that since the patriarchal elements of the language have been 

ingrained long before women become aware of it, a reverse in the language is a must, concerning to posit 

female lives, realities and experiences, that wholly substitute the language with the one represents 

feminine essential. For instance, such radical representative as Verena Stefan remarks that the existing 

language fails her as she tries to speak of new experiences, and new experiences cannot be new if they are 

cast in the same language (Flotow, p. 53).  

Nevertheless, both groups apply themselves to revamping patriarchal language, not only by 

composing, but also translating or rewriting other original works like the Bible and classic poetry. 

2. Practical ways of Feminist Translation 

Since translation can be regarded as a purpose-oriented transfer of language, Feminist Translation 

acts on emphasising demand of women. In Skopos Theory put forward by Hans. J. Vermeer (1989, p. 1, 

4), the source language ought to be translated into a form that enables the target language readers to grasp 
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in their accustomed way, and ‘precisely in the wat they want it to function’. To evoke more feminist 

supporters, make language function in the female world as that in the male one by explicating shared 

experiences and language, there are three practical ways of Feminist Translation, supplementing, 

hijacking, and prefacing. 

Supplementing indicates a means in translation, making explanation or additional description to 

strategies of translation. Feminist translators tend to reject translation use of language, for they believe 

that patriarchal language is so deep-rooted that however female translators attempt to rewrite such 

language, they are still fettered by patriarchal rules. Hence those well-educated feminist translators 

advocate abundant use of wordplay to create a kind of neologism in translation rebelling against 

regularities. However, due to different cultural background and language system, feminist components 

may be invisible in translation. Take distinction between French and English language as an example, 

French is concord in gender, while only three subclasses are referring to gender difference which only 

function in anaphora (Robins, 2001, p. 229-230). Thus, for one thing, there may occur “lost” in 

translating French into English, an extent to which need supplementing gender issue. Apart from these, 

some feminist translators are inclined to add “sisters” before “brothers” in Biblical translation so that 

women’s equal status to men’s is achieved, though it is in the respect of language. Howard Scott 

translates a French literary work in which abortion is mentioned as ‘The guilty one must be punished, 

whether she is a man or a woman’. And she points out that regardless of ambiguity, the supplementing 

‘she is’ compensates the feminine element in the text, highlights feminist wording, which is covert in 

patriarchal language (qtd.in Flotow, 2004, p. 22). For the other thing, such supplement is useful in making 

up the gap between different language, especially for women. Different female groups with different 

cultural and educational situation vary in language competence, thus a supplement is a must in Feminist 

Translation, helping women better grasp strategies of Feminist Translation.  

The second way is hijacking, whose designation is controversial while it is the most powerful ways 

among the three. This is a practical way to “correct” patriarchal language into feminist meaning 

representing female essentials. For denotation, hijack is an action using violence to take control of a 

vehicle or a meeting, in order to force it to change direction, or advertise aims and interests, then to 

demand something from a government. Such diction of translation practice indicates the aggressive 

attitude of feminism towards male domination in language. In other words, it reflects women’s struggling 

for a subversive change in society, to overturn the power held by the male. Such a negative term is reused 

in the literary field by such commentators and translators as Flotow and Godard who aim to rectify the 

text by any means for constructing feminist language meaning. 

The last practical way is prefacing and footnoting. As mentioned above, feminist translators regard 

translation as an instrument of expressing an ideological and political attitude, as well as intervention to 

masculine language, through creating neologism or playing language games. Creativity cannot prolong, 

especially in certain context, however. Eugene Nida comments feminist retranslation of the Bible in his 

unpublished manuscript (qtd. Flotow 2004, p. 55) that the context of the Bible reading has been 

perpetuated by a church, so it is impracticable to eschew masculine proliferation in language. So long as 

feminist translators are conscious about it, they choose to preface and footnote in translation, by which 

explain their purposes of translation, ensuring that their translations can be peeped through translation. An 

illustration is Diane Rayor’s introduction when she translates Sappho’s Lyre: …My gender, my 

background in contemporary American culture, and my enjoyment of contemporary American poetry also 

influence that response (p. 18). 

Proliferating footnotes or prefacing is rather a vital declaration than pleonasm. Translators pinpoint 

their stances and espousal at the very beginning, firstly it is a kind of responsibility for ‘meaning’ (p. 39), 

helping target readers fully understand the process of translation and adjustment of diction. Furthermore, 

it defies the convention of ‘invisible translator’, that ‘immodestly flaunt her signature’, and ‘destroying 

the illumination of transparency’, ‘underlining differences between cultures and linguistic system’ 
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(Godard, 1986, p. 7), so that translators’ images are overtly cast. And by pre-claiming translators’ 

ideological and political viewpoints, on one hand, it provides for readers at first with a chance to be in 

favour or not; on the other, it pushes translators forward that in front of the author, for readers learn about 

the translator earlier than the author, which is a subversive endeavour compared with the traditional 

practice of translation. 

3. The power of hijacking 

No doubt, the notion ‘hijack’ of Feminist Translation conveys an urgency to change the world 

employing translation or other literal devices. The reason for taking such controversial diction is quite 

comprehensible that under the circumstances in which women are always being looked down upon, being 

repelling in occupations. By contrast, men can run away with social resources and privileges, even in 

literacy. What’s more, such a strategy is of great feminism. 

First and foremost, it implies violence, which is not the strength of women. Therefore, using hijack 

as the diction of means in a linguistic aspect represents the powerfulness of women in a literal field, so as 

men in physical strength. In other words, it is a resonance of rebellion against enforcement even though 

women are the weaker side concerning physical power, they can beat the men, rather than confined at 

silence. Furthermore, it implies an overt purpose, rather than indistinctly keep off combat or argument, 

which is a female characteristic imposed by mores. 

Additionally, it implies the overt purpose of the translation. What feminist translators ‘say’ is not 

equivalent to the semiotic meaning of male language, but the meaning message of feminine. As for 

pragmatic light of translation, a translator is not simply ‘saying’ in target language what someone or some 

piece of writing has “said” in another (Hickey, 2001 p. 1). Thus, feminist translators hijack patriarchal 

essentials in the existing language system, so that women can cope with texts without being confined by 

the male tyrant and can transfer texts into that represents female unique. Obviously, ‘hijacking’ embodies 

creativity and word game of Feminist Translation. Besides, this term symbolises feminist translators take 

translation as a tool of ideological and political advocation. Another implication of hijack is demanding 

something for the government. Flotow holds that translation afforded silenced women an intellectual 

occupation into which allowed something of their voice to enter (Flotow, 2004, p. 67), hence hijacking in 

Feminist Translation is the female’s demanding equality and rights in social stage to the authorities, the 

male. Besides, since the motivation of hijack is taking control of something, it is a subversive 

methodology supported by most of the feminist translators after about 1975, which are characterised by 

avoiding crude stereotype being sexually active (p. 63). A case in this point is the retranslation of the 

Bible and some terminologies. 

For the rest, Feminist translators find that the Bible is written in a language excluding women, and 

fixed with male image, male metaphor and gender bias so that people suppose God is a man without any 

connection to women (Haugerud, 1977, p. 1). However, in Christianity, God gives birth to the human, a 

role who played by women in reality, so feminist find it unfair to use masculine words to include women, 

such as the early version of the Bible reads: When Jesus called Peter, Andrew, James, and John and 

invited them to become ‘fisher of men’. Haugerud (1997, p. 14) bolsters female voice in Biblical 

translation by using neutral and plural pronouns as Jesus said to them, ‘I am the bread of life; anyone who 

comes to me shall not hunger, and anyone who believes me shall never thirst…, and those who come to 

me I shall not throw out.’ The same as translation of terminology. Feminists propose that ‘businessman’ 

ought to be substituted by ‘business executive’, ‘fireman’ by ‘firefighter’, etc. To some extent, such 

translation brings out a neologism of faithfulness, yet the meaning is still the same. The term 

‘faithfulness’ is interpreted by feminist translators as ‘fidelity’, a term conveys obedience to husband or 

any male power. In other words, feminist translators lean being ‘meaning-focused’ in translation, but the 

form cannot obey the original whose language gives priority to masculine rules, especially when they are 

translating those works written by female poets or novelists. 
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4. Limitations of the three ways 

All these three practical ways bolster feminist voices in translation. Meanwhile, they all inevitably 

have flaws. Thus, such aggressive strategies arouse widespread criticism, either within or outside the 

feminist culture circle.  

To begin with, from the external perspective of feminism, such three translation strategies are too 

subjective to be scholarly accepted, which is also a stereotype of women. Nida (an unpublished essay in 

1995) has doubted whether the Feminist Translation has a general theory and whether there is a basic 

cognitive model for understanding gender neutrality. Nida holds that such translation strategies deal with 

problems of culture, not linguistics. Moreover, an ocean of criticism addresses the second way, hijacking, 

believing that not only does it violate Maxim of Manner (to say something clearly and without any 

ambiguity), bewildering readers, but violate principles of translation (Tytler, 2007, p. introduction), 

overemphasising creation and gender issues while weakening the meaning of source text. 

And inside the realm of Feminist Translation, there are also different stances. Feminist translators 

from the third world criticise the experimental feminist writing is of elitism (Flotow, 1991), without 

considering those uneducated women who cannot fully grasp the complex wordplay and political claims, 

so that weaken feminist movements and the achievement of feminist demands. As Robyn Gillam asserts 

(1995) that the opposing translation can only be addressed to a small group of academics who are already 

bilingual and have gained accomplishments as both author and translator. In other words, most of the 

Feminist Translations presupposes readers are competent enough in language or have an academic 

background at least. 

To some extent, Feminist Translation is a kind of abusive translation, namely, a radical alternative 

approach to literary translation, triggering gain and loss in the process of translation, committing abuses at 

the same time to avoid ‘weak, servile translation’ (Mark & Moira, 1999, p. 1). It cannot be denied that 

such three ways reduce the effect of the source text, even destroy the structure; and they may focus more 

on gender issues rather than form and meaning as other translation studies. However, Feminist 

Translation is all-or-nothing because of social circumstances. Since the female have been oppressed 

deeply by the male, without aggressive rebellion, women’s political identity and positioning cannot be 

accomplished. As a result, in the field of translation, such negative term as ‘hijack’ is produced, and 

abundant supplements, as well as prefaces, offer a massive effect, otherwise, it fails to cast the 

overpowering feminine personality in society, or it can be called ‘be aggressive, or be faded’. Besides, 

based on Skopos theory that ‘the end justifies the mean’ (Vermeer, 1989, p. 1), by supplementing, 

hijacking and prefacing, feminist translators draw juxtapositions of gender and translation, stress identity 

politics, positionality, which are deemed important for translation, to avoid gross generalisation, by the 

contrast of ‘equivalence in a different culture’ or ‘dynamic equivalence’ which tend to eschew cultural 

difference. Due to different cultural and literal background, it is impossible, more or less, to achieve 

absolute solidarity among various feminist communities around the world, thus it is a must to reveal the 

differences in translation, through which get a balance among different feminist stances, and ultimately, 

to ‘translate women into the language of patriarchal, as migrants strive to “translate” the past into the 

present’, suggested by Sherry Simon in 1995 (qtd. Flotow, 1995). For instance, hijacking is to 

enthusiastically endeavour to take female-centricity of male-dominance, but not to serve equivalence 

between these two gender cultures on purpose, because men and women, due to social values and 

traditional beliefs, use different language system separated by their specialities. Moreover, using 

techniques in translation is a demanding work, hence it is reasonable of beginning from the elite class, 

who always take the first step on the political stage. Those critics within the feminist circle should be to 

blame for ignoring the significance of experimental feminist translators as a pioneer in demonstrating 

feminist demands. 

Notwithstanding its abusive means, Feminist Translation is a resonate variation of translational 

strategy. In other words, it belongs to the scope of translation, not merely concerns about creativity. 
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Tytler (2007, p. 9)has put forward three basic principles of translation: firstly, the translation should give 

a complete transcript of the ideas of the original work; secondly, the style and manner of writing in a 

translation should be of the same character with that of the original; thirdly, the translation should have all 

the ease of original composition. From this viewpoint, Feminist Translation is not of violation of such 

principles governing translation. Because no matter how feminist translators creatively retranslate or 

rewrite the original translation version, they tend to transform representation of meaning while the 

meaning is not substantially changed. Even though it aggressively transforms the text into the one that 

serve women’s rights and resonantly speak out women’s sounds. Such strategy is also termed as 

‘intervention’, through which positively revamps masculine features in text, rather than passively avoid 

them. 

5. Conclusion 

In a nutshell, the three practical ways of Feminist Translation, less concerning with final products 

and equivalence, while emphasizing the role of the bridge of translation, represent a strong awareness of 

feminist sense, and they are appropriate to the context in which women are attempting to convey their 

voices to society. Although these strategies may be defined as too emotional and subjective, their 

existence is no doubt reasonable, for they are not merely word games or pedantic language techniques 

directing towards entertainment. It concerns whether it can effectively demonstrate female stances and 

protest male’s oppression or not, thus strategies of Feminist Translation ought to be, and must be of 

strong intervention. By aggressive hijacking, ‘redundant’ supplementing and prefacing, defying 

traditional principle of faithfulness in translation study (defined as fidelity toward male-dominance by 

feminists), the target readers, who are always frontrunners with ideals espoused by feminist thought and 

irritated by patriarchal bias (Ellingworth, 1987), can get fulfilment and can be encouraged to improve 

their feminism movement, and to better call for more supporters. Therefore, these practical ways are 

symbols of women’s resonance, helping demonstrate women-identity in translation and literal field, as 

well as fertilise more effective protesting against patriarchy. 
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