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Introduction


Among the manifold approaches to translation that have been brought forward through the past decades, Rainer Schulte has highlighted the dialogical role of translation in the contemporary international literary framework: “At a time when the world suffers from the nervousness of fragmentation, the paradigm of translation offers an integrating model” (2001, 202). In the specific case of literary translation, Olive Classe (2000, 7) has drawn attention to the increase in the production and commercialization of translations during the second half of the twentieth century; an increase that is both the consequence and the cause of the rapid expansion of transnational cultural exchanges.


In relation to this, Enríquez Aranda (2007, 15) has also defended the need to approach the study of translation from the perspective provided by the knowledge of its reception in a given context. We will thereby conceive of translation as a form of rewriting involving not only the text per se, but also the paratextual apparatus that it generates in the target context (hereafter TC), which nourishes dialogue between cultures and languages.


However, the particular case of African American women’s literature further challenges general approaches to the study of literary translation and reception, as the historical, cultural and political load of the textual material prompt any translation analyst to consider in their study the context surrounding the source text (hereafter ST) before looking at its translation. Following this line of thought, we may assume that it is the translation analyst’s duty to locate the ST and its author as well as the target text (hereafter TT) and its translator in their respective conditions of production and existence; that is, in their particular cultural and literary systems. Only by gaining knowledge of the structure and dynamics of both poles will we be able to examine and describe the circulation of meaning—rarely lineal or unambiguous—across cultures and languages.


In this context, this project aims to make a modest contribution to the field of literary translation, focusing on the descriptive study of the translation and reception of a very specific type of literature. In this respect, although it is true that the bulk of scholarly research published to date on African American women’s literature has been increasing dramatically (especially since the mid-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries), there is currently a gap in the study of its translation and reception in Spain. Hence the necessity and relevance of this study, in the hope that my work may be useful not only to fill the gap that currently exists on the subject but also to open up future avenues of research into related fields of study.


The motivation for this research traces back to a personal literary interest that has matured within me through the last ten years. Indeed, it was during my years as an undergraduate student that I developed a special interest in North American Literature, which has now become one of my main areas of research. Already in my Bachelor’s thesis (2015) I began to study Toni Morrison’s work and a year later, I devoted my Master’s thesis (2016) to examining the translation and reception of Toni Morrison and Alice Walker in Spain. As a matter of fact, it was by approaching the subject of African American women’s literature from the perspective of its translation and reception in our local context that I identified a significant gap in this area of research, as no similar undertakings had hitherto been developed. As I have already noted at the beginning of this introductory section, this fact contrasts with the international recognition, prestige and acclaim that a good number of black women authors have earned during the past fifty years. In this light, I would like to see my work not only as a contribution to research on Descriptive Translation and Reception Studies in Spain but also as a first step in the process of reclaiming the space that this literature (and consequently, its study) undoubtedly deserves in our local cultural and literary context.


In turn, widening the scope of my Master’s thesis from the study of the translation and reception of two authors like Morrison and Walker (whose work has earned both national and international acclaim) to considering other voices within the landscape of African American women’s literature has also unveiled the scarce representation of the diversity within this group and therefore, the need to look beyond the production of the most visible heads as representative of the whole tradition. Within this framework, my work is also a call not only to diversify the literature and art we consume, but also to acknowledge and duly represent this diversity in translation. To further support this point, I will refer to Barbara Christian’s work, who points out the relevance of the study of black women’s literature and problematizes traditional conceptions of what is considered “universal”:


It is precisely because this literature reveals a basic truth of our society, of all societies, that it is central. In every society where there is the denigrated Other, whether that is designated by sex, race, class or ethnic background, the Other struggles to declare the truth and therefore create the truth in forms that exist for her or him. The creation of that truth also changes the perception of all those who believe they are the norm. (1980, 160)


This project aims to analyze the presence in Spain of African American literature written by women on the basis of their translations and the critical response they have generated. This topic is of particular interest for contemporary reception studies, given that the volume of literary production by African American women authors who belong to and write about this group has considerably increased in recent decades. In Spain, the translations of writers such as Toni Morrison, Alice Walker, Maya Angelou, Terry McMillan, Angela Davis or bell hooks, among many others, have multiplied in recent years given that, despite the distance that separates their background from the Spanish reading public, the literary quality of their works has secured them a place in the canons of Western literature.


However, when confronted with the task of describing the object of study of this volume a basic fundamental question arises: what is considered African American women’s literature?; and by extension, who is considered an African American woman writer? While scholars such as Lécrivain (2015, 237) or Assis Rosa, (2012, 212) have problematized the endeavor of categorization by bringing into light factors such as the growing multialignment of writers in more than one literary system and the partiality and selectiveness of criteria implied in binary choices of inclusion/exclusion, the need to define and delimit what will hereby be treated as African American women’s literature is manifest. Taking these inevitable pitfalls into consideration, together with the challenge posed by the constructed character of categories such as “African American” or “woman,” this volume studies works by US-born or nationalized women writers of African descent that have been translated into Spanish as well as other co-official languages and published in Spain. In this respect, the writers considered in my study have been included in anthologies and/or literary histories of African American literature, which allows us to assume their identification as part of this collective. Likewise, the category of “woman” is self-imposed; that is, the authors studied in this work identify with this gender and perform and write from the perspective it entails. Actually, as will be discussed through this work, the authors’ alignment with the categories of African American and woman has had a fundamental impact in their literary production as well as in their reception in the TC.


Considering this essential definition, the object of study of my thesis is the socio-historical, socio-cultural, paratextual and textual reality of a corpus of literary works written by African American women that has been translated into peninsular languages and published in Spain. These translations were published between 1968—first translation of a text by an African American woman published in the TC—and 2020 in Spanish, Catalan, Galician and Basque. However, from the point of view of the study of their reception, it is also necessary to consider non-translations (i.e., works that have not been published or translated in the TC). Furthermore, the analysis of the reception of authors such as Alice Walker and Toni Morrison calls for a broadening of the object of study of the thesis to include other forms of rewriting, such as film adaptation.


Likewise, when approaching the texts from an intrinsic point of view, a defining feature of the textual material under examination is the literary use of Black English (hereafter BE). This dialectal variety, considered the most complex American sociolect (Mateo Martínez-Bartolomé 1990, 97), is characterized as a sign of identity of the black community in the United States. However, the formal features of this dialect, as well as its cultural, social and political load, make it very difficult to translate it into peninsular languages. Within this framework, it is of particular interest for my object of study to include an analysis of the possibilities offered by the Spanish language to transfer the cultural and expressive charge of this sociolect within the framework of black women’s literature. Indeed, this internal approach to the texts is hereby conceived of as fundamental to obtain a complete understanding of the function and place of the studied works in the target system. In this case, the translatological analysis will revolve around two key works in the panorama of African American literature translated into Spanish, both because of the international prestige of their authors and because of the literary quality of the texts: Beloved (1987) by Toni Morrison, translated by Iris Menéndez Sallés in 1988, and The Color Purple (1982) by Alice Walker, translated by Ana Mª de la Fuente Rodríguez in 1984.


As I have already anticipated, the inception of this work stems from the identification of a gap in the history of Translation and Reception Studies in Spain. In the United States, since the end of the nineteenth century, the voice and the literary works written by black women authors began to gain ground and recognition. Indeed, the presence of African American women writers would become firmly established in the country’s literary and socio-political landscape through the twentieth century, seeking to condemn “the practice of measuring the achievements and progress of black men as representative of the whole race” (Carby 1987, 98). In this regard, a passage from Anna Julia Cooper’s A Voice from the South summarizes and represents the aspirations of this new collective voice: “Only when the Black Woman can say ‘when and where I enter, in the quiet, undisputed dignity of my womanhood, without violence and without suing or special patronage, then and there the whole Negro race enters with me’” (1892, 228). In the second half of the twentieth century, Alice Walker coined the term womanism, which would lead to the development of a social theory rooted in racial and gender oppression that would reveal the limitations of the second feminist wave in the United States. Today, the contribution of African American women to the literary scene in the United States is widely recognized and there are countless research works and publications of a diverse nature that deal both with this literary tradition as well as with the literary, aesthetic and historical testimonies of the authors that belong to it.


Since the late twentieth century, European countries such as Belgium, Germany and, most prominently, France have produced several attempts at documenting the reception of African American culture and literature at a national level. Indeed, undertakings such as those by Michel Fabre (1995), Heike Raphael-Hernandez (2004), Bénédicte Ledent (2009) and Mischa Honeck et al. (2013) evidence the growing interest of European scholarship in this field of study. However, in Spain, the volume of academic production on this subject matter published to date is considerably reduced. In her seminal volume En el pico del águila (1998), Mireia Sentís laments the country’s deliberate lack of interest in what she regards as North America’s most genuine culture, especially considering the fact that the globalized (literary) market systematically directs its focus towards the United States:


¿Quién conoce realmente la historia, la literatura o el pensamiento afroamericanos? Para que uno de sus autores sea traducido a nuestro idioma, debe alcanzar en su país una difusión muy superior a la media de los escritores normalmente traducidos. Ello provoca que, en terrenos como el del ensayo, apenas existan un par de recopilaciones de textos pertenecientes a la época de la lucha por los derechos civiles, coincidente con el surgimiento del nacionalismo, el orgullo negro y el Black Power. Llevamos, pues, unos cuarenta años de retraso aproximadamente respecto a la realidad cultural afroamericana, o lo que es lo mismo, respecto a la realidad cultural norteamericana. (1998, 7-8)1 2


Following this line of argument is Arjun Appadurai’s problematization of the contemporary dynamics between homogenizing and heterogenizing tendencies in the modern era. He, in turn, identifies homogenization with Americanization and capitalism (1996, 32).


As far as literature is concerned, at the round table of the XXVI AEDEAN Congress (2003), Mar Gallego Durán briefly reviewed the translation history of African American literature in Spain, criticizing its absence from anthologies of American literature published during the first decades of the twentieth century. In fact, it was not until the mid-twentieth century that the first doctoral theses on African American literature began to be published in the country.


Likewise, even if translations proliferated during the second half of the twentieth century and, most prominently, during the first two decades of the twenty-first century, attempts at studying its reception in the country have been scarce. Among such endeavors, we could highlight Robert F. Reid Pharr’s Archives of Flesh: African America, Spain, and Post-Humanist Critique (2016) and the recently published volume Black USA and Spain: Shared Memories in the 20th Century (2020), edited by Rosalía Cornejo-Parriego. While both works study transnational exchanges in different cultural manifestations ranging from artworks to music, travelogues and performances, among others, literary products are of special importance in both cases. In the case of Reid-Pharr, his volume approaches the study of decades of dialogue between black America and Spain from the perspective of post humanist critique, paying special attention to Langston Hughes’s, Chester Himes’s and Richard Wright’s relationship with the target country. Likewise, the works compiled by Cornejo-Parriego focus on cultural exchanges produced during the Harlem Renaissance and the Jazz Age, the Spanish Civil War and Franco’s dictatorship.


Spanish editors, translators and critics such as Carme Manuel Cuenca and Mireia Sentís have problematized the traditional preference of Spanish publishing houses for classics of universal literature. This trend has inevitably hampered the reception of black women writers who have either not been translated because they are not considered canonical or were not adequately disseminated at a certain point in the past due to sociopolitical constraints and have never been recovered. As a response to this phenomenon, the Biblioteca Afro Americana de Madrid (BAAM) was created in 2011. Its main objective is to provide a panoramic view of black history in the United States by translating unpublished works in the TC in order to enrich the current scarce supply (Biblioteca Afro Americana de Madrid 2018, n. p.).


In addition, intermedial adaptations of novels written by African American women have emerged since the 1980s. Steven Spielberg’s The Color Purple (1985), based on Alice Walker’s homonymous novel, was a box office success and it attracted much attention in the international press. Other adaptations such as Beloved (1998), Waiting to Exhale (1995) or Push (2009) also enhanced the circulation of African American women’s literature in Spain. Likewise, the international prestige that authors such as Alice Walker, Toni Morrison, Angela Davis or Maya Angelou have acquired has become a further determining factor in their canonization and consequent dissemination in the target country. In this regard, Marta Puxan-Oliva highlights “the great cultural and political interest that African American literature has recently aroused in Spain,” arguing that it has contributed to the search for a common collective identity that can overcome discrimination, which has always been one of the main goals of this literary tradition (2016, 13). Similarly, while discussing the evolution of black studies in Spain, Gallego Durán draws attention to gender-oriented approaches such as black feminism, black masculinity studies and intersectionality theories as perspectives that have profoundly marked contemporary scholarship in the field (2016, 154).


As far as the specific study of the translation and reception of African American women’s literature in Spain is concerned, the reality is that no extensive and complete research works on the subject have been published to date. We can find, however, some antecedents in the form of academic papers of a diverse nature that have dealt with very specific topics, among which we may highlight Justine Tally’s “White over Black: Problems in the Translation of The Color Purple” (1989), where she analyzes the problems of translating cultural and dialectal markers in Walker’s novel, as well as Marta Mateo Martínez-Bartolomé’s 1990 paper, which became one of the first instances of academic work on the translation of BE into Spanish. However, in recent years, several works containing case studies on the translation of BE have been published. We can cite some examples, such as “The Help: Analysis of Black English Translation and Cultural Referents” (Dolgonos 2016), “The Translation of Vernacular Black English in Chester Himes’ Novel If He Screams, Let Him Go” (Perez 2016) and “La traducción del dialecto: análisis descriptivo del dialecto geográfico y social en un corpus de novelas en lengua inglesa y su traducción al español” (Tello Fons 2011). Likewise, the research that is being conducted by Miguel Sanz Jiménez is of special interest, as he has recently published several studies on the translation of black dialect into Spanish. Among these, we may highlight his doctoral dissertation (2020a), where he analyzes the translation of dialect in a corpus of ten neo-slave narratives, as well as the papers “Translating African-American Neo-Slave Narratives: Black English in The Good Lord Bird and The Underground Railroad” (2020b), “Margaret Walker’s Jubileo” (2021) and “Linguistic Varieties in Homegoing: Translating the Other’s Voice into Spanish” (2022).


Thus, although the volume of studies on the translation and reception of African American literature seems to be gradually increasing, at present there is still a large gap in terms of reference works on this subject. In this context, the present work arises from the need to make a contribution to this field and, in so doing, to foreground the interest of this research area as well as the need to carry out further research on related topics.


At a disciplinary level, the main objective of this project is to contribute to the development of the History of Translation in Spain, thereby conceiving of translation as a cultural product and practice. This approach allows for the analysis of the texts, the agents and the institutions under examination from a diachronic and dialogical perspective, thus participating in the decentralization of the literary canon. Within the framework of Comparative Literature, I will hereby conceive of translation as a specific phenomenon within the study of the reception of a foreign literature in a given TC. In doing so, I will identify and examine specific problems derived from intertextual, transtextual and paratextual relations, as well as a particular case of (un)translatability: the translation of dialect.


This disciplinary objective materializes in a more concrete aim: to carry out a descriptive study on the translation and reception in Spain of pieces of literature written by African American women. Considering the aforementioned lack of reference works and studies on this subject, it seems both necessary and urgent to advance some basic lines of research which may, in turn, open the door to future scholarly work around this field of study.


As should be expected, several specific objectives derive from this general aim. To begin with, one of the purposes of this project is to come up with a history of the translations of African American women’s literature in Spain. In order to do so, I set out to draw a comprehensive editorial map that includes all the texts written by African American women that have been translated and published in Spain, from the first publication in 1968 to 2020. This will allow me to uncover changing strategies in translation policies as well as shifts in interests in the local literary market.


I also intend to develop a quantitative study that will examine the topicality of the authors and works that circulate in the TC as frames of reference for Spanish critics and reviewers. This task will be carried out by applying Rosengren’s “mentions technique,” which consists on computing the mentions of a given writer or work in a set of reception materials during a certain time period so as to produce an overall picture of the main features of development of the reception of such author or work in the TC.


Parallel to the aforementioned quantitative analysis, this project also sets out to produce a descriptive diachronic study of the reception of African American women’s literature in the local context. To do so, I will pay attention to the paratextual apparatus of the translated works as well as the metatexts appearing in a wide range of reception sources, namely press media, cultural and literary magazines, academic publications and online literary blogs and websites. Likewise, this study will also consider the impact of other forms of rewriting such as film adaptations as well as the influence of other extratextual phenomena such as the award of literary prizes on the circulation of the TTs. This endeavor will provide detailed information about the place and function of the translated texts in the target literary system.


Finally, I intend to integrate the contextual description of translations with a textual approach to a selection of the texts under examination by studying a specific translation problem: the translation of BE. To do so, I will carry out a descriptive-comparative analysis of two STs and their respective translations into peninsular Spanish. The goal of this analysis is to extract information regarding the techniques used to deal with the translation of BE, a social dialect bound to a political and cultural context distant from the receiving system. More precisely, I will examine how a concrete feature of the STs is translated into a target language (hereafter TL), paying special attention to its function in the new context and the repercussion of translation choices in the reception of literary texts in the target culture. In turn, the outcomes of the textual analysis framed within the parameters of this work will bring to the fore the benefits of combining an external and internal approach to the text in this area of study. By setting out these initial objectives we may assume that situating the translated texts and the agents involved in their circulation in the receiving literary context will allow us to gain knowledge of the position occupied by this literature in relation to local models, as well as to ascertain whether the cultural, political and linguistic project of the source body of works can be represented through translation when coming into contact with other literary contexts.


Thus, my aim is to follow a multidisciplinary and dialogical approach to the study of translation which materializes in the study of the manifold axes that play a part in the representation of literary, linguistic, cultural and political identity. Likewise, my work draws on the assumption that African American women’s literature constitutes a self-governing unit of analysis when mapping the reception of US literature in Spain, and that its study is thus necessary and indispensable to contemporary Translation and Reception Studies. Within this framework, before embarking on the formulation of a concrete hypothesis about my research topic, a number of previous ideas and assumptions shall be considered, as they will determine, to a large extent, my initial hypothesis.


In this context, the historical and sociocultural distance separating the source from the TCs ought not be overlooked. Even if globalization and the spread of technology and the internet has facilitated and intensified the flow of information and transnational exchanges, the endeavor of presenting and representing identities across cultures and languages still poses an insurmountable—and yet necessary—challenge. Following this line of thought, authors such as Justine Tally have brought to the fore the complexity confronted by the translator of black feminist literature: “translating across cultures is very difficult and especially so for those who face the challenge of a Black, feminist author. We have to compensate on various levels for our lack of firsthand experience with that culture as Black women” (1989, 198).


In relation to this, I shall also point out the fact that while the study of African American women’s literature by no means equates the study of black feminist literature, both literary traditions have experienced parallel developments. Specially since third-wave feminisms started to gain momentum in the American and international contexts during the early 1990s, the intersections between the two areas of study progressively became manifest. Thus, my study must trace the progress and influence of feminist theory on the STs—which are a natural product of their historical and cultural milieu—and their reception in the TC.


As far as the translation of the BE is concerned, given the lack of reference works establishing clear parameters or advocating a specific translation methodology, we may expect that the solutions provided over time to this translation problem will be diverse and partial in nature. Likewise, translators’ choices will reveal ideological implications regarding the representation of difference and otherness through processes of rewriting, as well as the role of the resulting textual products in the cultural construction of foreign identities in the local context. In this respect, I draw from the premise that the proposals hereby examined are useful in a conjunctural sense but never definitive, provided that translation is always a product of its time and—fortunately or not—there is no chance of foreseeing what, if any, new strategies will be devised within the discipline in order to refine the ways in which translation may mediate between societies and, in doing so, the ways in which it may also improve the quality of our lives.


Drawing from a comparative and relational analysis of the selected materials and their conditions of production and reception, the initial hypothesis of my research is the existence of two types of rewriting of African American women’s literature: one that seeks to accommodate the foreign text to target language and cultural norms and one that understands rewriting as a form of resistance to vernacular values and, in doing so, it discovers the representation of otherness in translation. Thereby, we may assume that this foremost differentiation will affect the decisions taken during the translation process as well as the reception of the source literature in the local context.




PART I

Translation Studies and Translated Literature


The main aim of this section is to provide an overview of scholarly contributions to the field of Translation and Reception Studies which will serve as the basis for my work. Following a deductive approach, I start by discussing general considerations on TS as well as it considers the main developments in the discipline which have taken place since the second half of the twentieth century up to present day. Next, I move on to discuss key approaches to the study of literary reception and translation, particularly focusing on the contributions of the descriptive paradigm as well as the cultural and feminist turns in TS. Part I also addresses the specific translation problem of linguistic variation; more precisely, I pay attention to the literary use and translation of Black English into peninsular Spanish.


In vastly general terms, translation can be defined as the transfer to a target receiver of a text originally produced in a different linguistic, literary and social context. Ever since the late 1970s, TS experienced a progressive abandonment of linguistic approaches focused on the notion of equivalence and shifted attention towards the study of the socio-cultural factors that condition the translator’s work and the mechanisms of reception of the translated text within the target environment:


Equivalence, the central notion in linguistic approaches, goes from being considered at a microtextual level (word, sentence) to a macrotextual level (text), as well as the supratextual level (context), based on the belief that languages are not what we translate during the translation process (they in themselves are not translatable) but texts (specific updates of uses of language in specific cases), which are an integral part of the world around us, as they are framed in a particular extra-linguistic situation and are marked by a specific socio-cultural context. (Pegenaute Rodríguez 2014, n. p.)


A clear proponent of this new trend was James S. Holmes, who initiated a series of contacts with Czech structuralists who shared a common view of translation as a fundamental part of literary history. Holmes also established connections with researchers from Tel Aviv University (such as Itamar Even-Zohar or Gideon Toury, among others) and other scholars from Belgium and Holland (José Lambert, André Lefevere, etc.), managing to establish a productive link between the two groups. According to Theo Hermans (1985, 10-11), this group of researchers shared “[…] an approach to literary translation which is descriptive, target-oriented, functional and systemic; an interest in the norms and constraints that govern the production and reception of translations, in the relation between translation and other types of texts processing, and in the place and role of translations both within a given literature and in the interaction between literatures.”


Within this context, three conferences were held in Leuven, Tel Aviv and Antwerp, the proceedings of which contributed to the cohesion of the group: Literature and Translation. New Perspectives in Literary Studies (1978); Translation Theory and Intercultural Relations (1981) and The Art and Science of Translation (1984). In addition to these, the most important publications at the time include Holmes’s collection of papers Translated! Papers on Literary Translation and Translation Studies (1988); Papers in Historical Poetics, by Even-Zohar (1978), where he gives shape to polysystem theory; In Search of Theory of Translation by Toury (1980), a statement about the principles of the descriptive paradigm; Translation Studies by Susan Bassnett (1980), where she sets out the most general principles of the history of thought on translation; as well as The Manipulation of Literature, edited by Hermans (1985).


After setting up the foundations of what Edwin Gentzler (2001, 1) has described as “contemporary translation theories,” shifting viewpoints were prompted by several “turns” in the discipline. To begin with, the cultural turn of the 1990s, formally advanced by Bassnett and Lefevere in Translation, History and Culture (1990), advocated the need to redirect attention to the cultural context where translations are inserted. Likewise, within the context of the manifold “post-” theories that had emerged during the decade of 1970 (e.g. post-colonialism, post-modernism, post-structuralism) and the aforementioned renewed interest in Cultural Studies, a multidisciplinary encounter between TS and fields such as Gender Studies or Postcolonial Studies emerged. To Pegenaute Rodríguez (2014, n. p.), these intersections are clearly politicized in their concern with ethics and identity and their consideration of the history of translation as a “fertile ground for conflict.” Mary Snell-Hornby (2006, 128) has also pointed to a “globalization turn,” which reexamines the role of translation in the light of the increasing dominance of the English language and the hybridity of supranational cultures.


Mindful of these developments, Snell-Hornby (1988) has also emphasized the importance of studying translation as the interaction of several disciplines without necessarily implying a relationship of dependence. In this sense, the author rejects the traditional approach to the study of language and translation which entailed isolating phenomena to be thoroughly examined. In opposition, she stresses that TS are primarily concerned with a network of relationships in which the importance of individual elements is determined by their relevance in the broader context of the actual text, the situation and the culture.



LITERARY RECEPTION, TRANSLATION STUDIES AND COMPARATIVE LITERATURE



Comparative Literature is defined as an empirical discipline within literary studies that observes the literary text from a comparative perspective. To Claudio Guillén, Comparative Literature deals with “the systematic study of supranational systems. […] And I say supranational, rather than international, to emphasize that the starting point is not national literatures, nor the interrelationships that existed between them” (1985, 14). César Domínguez, Haun Saussy and Darío Villanueva (2014, xv) share Guillén’s view of Comparative Literature as the only discipline within literary studies that that acknowledges literature without borders–world literature, in a sense–as its object of research, and view the comparatist’s task as a project that starts by necessarily identifying and delimiting his/her object of study.


However, the confrontation between the historical approach (focused on causal relations) and the theoretical approach (centered in convergent relations between literatures) to Comparative Literature hardened the task of delimiting a clear object of study and a methodological proposal for the discipline (Enríquez Aranda 2010, n. p.). In relation to this, in 1958, René Wellek examined the state of the discipline and discussed its critical situation in his paper “The Crisis of Comparative Literature.” Reflections around the nature of this crisis, which saturated studies about the discipline during the second half of the twentieth century, prompted the search for a new field of study, which, in turn, related Comparative Literature to very specific theoretical conceptions and research lines that have developed over the years. Within this framework, during the 1970s, coinciding with the emergence of contemporary translation theories, the relationship between Comparative Literature and translation started to acquire new dimensions. Comparative Literature, thus, aligned with the descriptive approach to translation, setting out to study the role played by translation in the evolution of the different literary systems. According to Pegenaute Rodríguez (2014, n. p.):


Instead of questioning the possible (un)translatability or postulating beforehand what is (or is not) a translation, it is previous translations and how they are integrated in the reception culture what is now under study. Instead of emphasizing the cross-lingual relations, the focus is on the intertextual ones, placing the text within the norm framework of the receiving community, studying the relationship between literature and other forms of social manifestation.


Within this reorientation, the discipline tackled research questions such as: what are the modes of translation specific to each era and culture; why are certain models imported instead of others; what is the reception of the different translated works with respect to their originals; in what way can translation be used as an ideological weapon; what is its capacity to subvert, renew or consolidate a certain poetics; what is the relationship that translation maintains with other types of rewriting such as anthologization, literary criticism, etc. (Pegenaute Rodríguez 2014, n. p.)


In this context, translation went from being a necessary tool used by comparatists who could not read the language of the STs to a key element in the history of contacts between literatures from a diachronic and supranational perspective. In their introduction to Translation, History and Culture, Bassnett and Lefevere advocate the abandonment of such traditional and limited approach to translation:


Translation, the study of translation, has been relegated to a small corner within the wider field of the amorphous quasi-discipline known as Comparative Literature. But with the development of Translation Studies as a discipline in its own right, with a methodology that draws on comparatistics and cultural history, the time has come to think again about that marginalization. Translation has been a major shaping force in the development of world culture, and no study of Comparative Literature can take place without regard to translation. (1990, 12)


Actually, Bassnett went on to develop this premise in Comparative Literature: A Critical Introduction (1993), where she compared the evolution of the relationship between TS and Comparative Literature to that of Semiotics and Linguistics (where the former had traditionally been regarded as a subcategory of linguistics, even if it was later evidenced that the reverse was the case). In this case, Bassnett argued that TS was gaining ground as a discipline with solid theoretical and descriptive work as well as a rigorous methodology and thus posited that Comparative Literature should be understood as a subdiscipline within TS. However, Bassnett herself later acknowledged that her intention had been provocative, motivated by her will to assert the expansion of TS as a new and solid discipline and her intention to put an end to the “long, unresolved debate” about the disciplinary status of Comparative Literature (2006, 5).


Beyond this ambiguity, what is most interesting for our study is the existence of a consolidated link between Comparative Literature and translation, which undoubtedly constitutes a fundamental part of the discipline’s very essence. In this regard, María Mercedes Enríquez Aranda highlights several axes of union between the two fields, such as the need for translation as a tool for the comparative study of national literatures or the fact that, drawing from a common ground, Comparative Literature and TS share many of their concerns, as well as the working methodology (2005, 75-76).


As Darío Villanueva (1994 and 2014) has pointed out, since Wellek made explicit the crisis of Comparative Literature ([1958] 1992), the discipline began to consider new theoretical conceptions and lines of research. Among these is the “extension of the literary text as the axis of Literature” towards “the whole system of literary communication, which integrates, together with the text itself, the situations and determinations of its production, reception and post-processing” (Villanueva 2014, 16).3 This new paradigm brings to the fore the discipline’s close link to Reception Studies. For George Steiner (1995, 139-140), “a constant inquiry into the reception and influence of texts, an awareness of analogies and thematic variants are part of all literary studies. In Comparative Literature, these concerns, as well as their creative interactions, are given special emphasis.” With reference to literary reception, Claudio Guillén’s study of the mechanisms of transmission of the literary product further highlights the link between translation and reception, as the latter is identified as a key instrument of reception, together with intertextuality and multilingualism ([1985] 2005, 283). Thus, and in conclusion, following the lines of thought of scholars such as Enríquez Aranda (2005) and Venturini (2011), the consideration of the relationship between Comparative Literature and Translation and Reception Studies allows us to examine new interdisciplinary perspectives to the study of literary texts and provides a solid theoretical and methodological framework that will greatly benefit the research at hand.



DESCRIPTIVE TRANSLATION STUDIES



The theoretical framework that will guide our research is contemporary TS in their descriptive dimension, as this allows us to conceptualize the place of translated literature in the target culture. Descriptive Translation Studies (hereafter DTS) which, as noted by Gentzler (2001, 1), form part of “contemporary translation theories,” started to gain ground during the decade of 1970, questioning the traditional prescriptive-oriented approach to the study of translation. This perspective often assumed as theory the translators’ own explanatory notes about their practice, which, for the most part, turned out to be value judgments about the characteristics of a “good” or “bad” translation. Indeed, in the history of translation, there is plenty of textual evidence–prologues, written correspondence, notes, etc.–where translators and critics advocate a certain method or try to delineate the desirable qualities of a translator or a translation.


Contemporary translation theories, on the other hand, abandoned this prescriptive stance, and coincided in the need to revise the hierarchy which had traditionally defined the binomial original/translation as well as to call for a revaluation of substantialist standards:


The focus in translation investigation is shifting from the abstract to the specific, from the deep underlying hypothetical forms to the surface of texts with all their gaps, errors, ambiguities, multiple referents and “foreign” disorder. There are being analyzed–and not by standards of equivalent/inequivalent, right/wrong, good/bad, and correct/incorrect. (Gentzler 2001, 4)


DTS were initially proposed by James Holmes as an integral part of TS. His groundbreaking article “The Name and Nature of Translation Studies” ([1972] 2000)– generally acknowledged as the founding statement of the field–described TS as an essentially empirical discipline divided into two main branches: Pure Translation Studies and Applied Translation Studies. Pure TS, in turn, encompass two sub-branches: Descriptive Translation Studies and Theoretical Translation Studies. These two subbranches fulfill the two main objectives pursued by TS as a field of research: to describe phenomena related to the act of translation and the translated texts(s) as they manifest themselves in the world and to establish general principles that can explain and predict these phenomena, respectively.


DTS as interpreted by Holmes ([1972] 2000) can be product-oriented, function-oriented or process-oriented. The first case calls for synchronic and diachronic descriptions and comparisons of translations in the process of building a translation history. In the second orientation, the function of translations in the target sociocultural context is described. The third case studies the translation process, which is related to the psychology of translation. Out of these orientations, function-oriented DTS are key to our research, as they are closely related to sociocultural approaches which pave the way to the study of translation from the perspective of reception.


Gideon Toury opens his seminal volume Descriptive Translation Studies - and Beyond (1995) by stating that “[…] no empirical science can make a claim for completeness and (relative) autonomy unless it has a proper descriptive branch” (1). On this basis, Toury stresses that the value of translation encompasses two distinct elements: on the one hand, the ST, which occupies a specific position within its cultural context and, on the other, the TT, which is a representation in a different language and culture of a text that already exists and already occupies a specific place in another cultural system (1995, 56).


In his own discussion about the internal organization of the discipline, Toury considers that the function of translation in the target culture determines the characteristics of the translation as a product and the choices made by the translator during the translation process. In this context, the description of the function acquires a privileged position to the scholar. However, he also assumes as the main objective of DTS to describe the interdependencies that shape the relationship between function, product and process (1995, 25). In this regard, the author considers that the position of the TT in the TC is a factor that will largely determine the characteristics of the translation process and the final product. However, he also asserts the key role of the ST to the study of translation: “It should have become clear by now that neither source text nor transfer operations and transferred features, nor even translation relationships, would have been excluded from a target-oriented program of DTS. They were just given a different status. This is also to say that “orientedness” is far from tantamount to “exclusiveness” (1995, 36). To Enríquez Aranda (2005), the study of translation as a form of reception is greatly encouraged by the descriptive paradigm. Indeed, the paradigm shift brought forward by Reception Studies which vindicates the centrality of the reader to the study of texts further promotes the conception of translation as a product of the target culture: “el estudio del proceso traductor que defiende la descripción de traducciones no tiene por qué entrar en conflicto con el estudio de la recepción de traducciones. Es más, debe formar parte intrínseca de él […]. La traducción es así un tipo de comportamiento condicionado en un contexto definido por la recepción” (Enríquez Aranda 2005, 85).4


Actually, Elke Brems and Sara Ramos-Pinto argue that “it was especially Descriptive Translation Studies, with its focus on the functioning of translated texts in the target culture, that made the concept of ‘reception’ relevant” (2013, 143-144).


In his review of contemporary translation theories, Gentzler (2001, 131) considers that the main contributions of Toury’s descriptive paradigm to TS are the following:


a) The abandonment of classical notions of correspondence and equivalence.


b) The involvement of literary tendencies within the target cultural system in the production of translated texts.


c) The destabilization of the notion of the original message with a fixed identity.


d) The integration of the ST and the TT in the semiotic network of intersecting cultural systems.


Likewise, Mona Baker ([1998] 2001, 116) notes the tremendous influence of the descriptive approach during the decades of 1980 and 1990 and argues that Toury’s theory “has supported the most active research programme in Translation Studies to date.”


Looking at the evolution of this new approach, Hermans (1999, 11-15) distinguishes five main stages in the development of the “descriptive/systemic/manipulation paradigm in Translation Studies”:


1. The early exchanges taking place in the decade of 1960 that would lead to “the crystallization of a coherent ‘disciplinary matrix’” between James Holmes and the Czechoslovak group informed by Jirí Levý, Anton Popovic and Frantisek Miko. These exchanges paid attention to structuralist literary theory, the role of translation in literary history, the description of translations, etc. After the death of Levý and Popovic, the Czechoslovak group did not make further progress, even if international contacts with Even-Zohar and Toury as well as Flemish academics such as José Lambert, Raymond van den Broek and André Lefevere had been established.


2. During the 1970s, a series of three conferences set a decisive stage in the evolution of the discipline. These were held in Leuven in 1976, Tel Aviv in 1978 and Antwerp in 1980. The exchanges produced at the time saw the emergence of a network of key figures such as Susan Bassnett, Maria Tymoczko, Theo Hermans and Lieven D’hulst, among others, and fostered the development of a consensus on key ideas in Translation Studies.


3. Expansion followed during the decade of 1980, during which Bassnett and Hermans edited two fundamental volumes for the discipline: Translation Studies (1980, revised 1991) and The Manipulation of Literature (1985), respectively. The latter became an unexpected success, as, according to Hermans, “controversy helped to give the main ideas an airing” (1999, 13).


4. The 1990s saw the dramatic increase in publications drawing from the descriptive school of thought, which evidenced the consolidation of the paradigm. Among the channels that contributed to the expansion of research in the field Hermans highlights, among others, the journal Target, set up by Lambert and Toury in 1989, the translation workshops organized by the International Comparative Literature Association, the research projects on translation history ran at Göttingen University (Germany) as well as the CERA/CETRA international summer courses on translation research held annually since 1989.


5. The last years of the twentieth century witnessed a revision and reorientation of the paradigm. These developments were prompted by the decline in the rate of innovation in theoretical and methodological terms5 as well as by the expansion of the paradigm in different directions. Among these, Hermans draws attention to the cultural turn in Translation Studies that was introduced by Bassnett’s and Lefevere’s collection Translation, History and Culture (1990).


In a previous publication, Hermans summarized the main characteristics and assumptions of the new paradigm (1985, 10-11) in TS:


[…] a view of literature as a complex and dynamic system; a conviction that there should be a continual interplay between theoretical models and practical case studies; an approach to literary translation which is descriptive, target-oriented, functional and systemic; and an interest in the norms and constraints that govern the production and reception of translations, in the relation between translation and other types of text processing, and in the place and role of translations both within a given literature and in the interaction between literatures.


While the descriptive paradigm was initially associated to the Dutch and Israeli axes, Hermans (1999, 8) points to key contributions made by researchers elsewhere in Europe, the United States, Turkey, Korea, Brazil and Hong Kong. Amparo Hurtado Albir (2001, 558) also draws attention to the relevant scholarship produced in Spain by authors such as Rosa Rabadán, Mª Carmen África Vidal Claramonte, Ovidi Carbonell i Cortés and Miguel Gallego Roca, among others.


Translation and Reception


Although the relationship between reception and translation has been succinctly discussed in the previous sections, given the nature of this project, the close link between these two fields of study is especially worthy of attention. As has already been observed, ever since the paradigm shift that advocated the study of translation within the receiving culture started to gain ground in the discipline, the concept of “reception” became key to contemporary TS.


The notion of “literary reception,” as we understand it today, emerged in the late 1960s thanks to the influence of the Konstanzer Schule (Constance School), most significantly represented by Hans Robert Jauss and Wolfgang Iser. Working within the framework of the aesthetic of reception, Jauss proposed a paradigm shift in the study of literature introducing the notion of “horizon of expectations” to describe the cultural conventions and assumptions that influence and shape the way in which readers receive and interpret literary texts. This new conception of literary reception in which the reader becomes part of the creative experience (Jurt 1998, 44) exerted an enormous influence not only in the field of Literary Studies, but also on adjacent disciplines, such as Sociology or Art History. This theory of literary reception became groundbreaking in its assertion of the crucial role of the reader in the creation of the meaning of a literary work as well as in its consideration of literature as a means of communication and a historical phenomenon with a marked social function (Leiva Rojo 2003, 60). Thus, even if the study of literary reception has been approached from manifold fields and perspectives, I shall devote especial attention to scholarship produced around the study of reception in relation to translation.


In this regard, drawing form the implications generated by the definition of translation provided by Hurtado Albir (2001, 41), I shall highlight, following Enríquez Aranda (2007, 13), the assumption that “translation is an act of communication linked to a given sociocultural context with which it develops a relationship of mutual influence.” Taking into consideration the object of study of the research at hand, Vidal Claramonte’s approach is also worth mentioning. Following Hurtado Albir and Enríquez Aranda’s line of thought, Vidal Claramonte considers translation as “an event that wishes to merge horizons, to reach the Other, to love him, […] even without understanding him” (1998, 9) and concludes that, in this context, “culture is understood as a unit of translation and translation as an act of communication” (37).


Enríquez Aranda (2007, 14) and Hurtado Albir (2001, 507) also speak of the complexity arising from the fact that translation is conditioned by two different communicative spaces linked to their own contexts. These contexts “influence the respective texts that are produced and received within them” (Enríquez Aranda 2007, 14). In this context, based on polysystem theory, both Enríquez Aranda and Rosa Rabadán advocate the consideration of the target reader in TS: “una aproximación global e interdisciplinar al proceso de traducción sitúa al receptor meta […] dentro de la cadena comunicativa que se establece en cualquier tipo de actuación lingüística. Todo texto meta […] funciona de forma autónoma dentro del polisistema meta y su fin último es ser leído por una audiencia que pertenece a ese polisistema (Rabadán 1991, 80).6 And “el estudio apropiado de la traducción, por tanto, se ha de abordar desde la perspectiva que otorga el conocimiento de su recepción si se desea constatar el papel global que desempeña la traducción en un momento histórico determinado.” (Enríquez Aranda 2007, 17).7 Aranda also elaborates on a number of theoretical foundations from which the study of translation as a form of reception draws; namely, the aesthetics of reception, DTS and the new cultural spheres of social, historical and ideological interest for TS (2007, 21). This is of particular interest, considering that the current research also takes this theoretical framework as its starting point. Such conception of translation will necessarily lead us to approach the study reception from a privileged position, using a methodology that is necessarily interdisciplinary and dialogical in nature.


Brems and Ramos-Pinto (2013, 143) have also reflected on the nature of the interdisciplinary relation between Translation and Reception Studies:”The study of reception does not always deal with translations; however, the booming of Translation Studies in the last decades has, undoubtedly, made translation a more common topic in Reception Studies. Conversely, Translation Studies does not always consider the reception of texts, but almost from the beginning of the discipline this has been a widely practiced line of approach.” In this light, the authors distinguish two levels of analysis in the study of reception: one that focuses on reader response and assessment and another that studies reception from a more social perspective. The former focuses on “real readers” and “how specific translation strategies affect readers’ response and assessment” (2013, 145), and looks into the cognitive processes taking place at the moment of reception, the effect of specific contextual aspects on reception, the readers’ assessment of translation strategies and the readers’ needs and expectations. On the contrary, the latter studies translation at a supra-individual level and has become a useful approach in the study of literary and cultural translation.


In this case, my research assumes the social perspective to the study of the reception of translations inasmuch as it pays attention to the place and function of translated texts in the target culture. As Brems and Ramos-Pinto point out (2013, 144), such focus has been adopted by a number of approaches to TS, among which I may highlight Cultural Transfer, Cultural Studies and Comparative Literature. Likewise, the authors suggest that both quantitative and qualitative approaches are relevant to this perspective. Among other tasks, a quantitative approach entails gathering bibliographical data, counting translations and making inventories of translations according to different criteria (e.g. a given time period or source culture). A qualitative approach calls for the study of aspects such as the reception of a certain author, oeuvre, genre or source culture in a target culture or the reputation or the interpretation(s) of a text, an author, a set of texts or a set of authors in a given system or community. At this point, Brems and Ramos-Pinto consider the relevance of DTS, polysystem theory and the concept of “norms” to the social perspective. In this light, my research combines both the quantitative and qualitative approaches to the study of the reception of translated African American women’s literature in the Spanish context. As is further developed in the section devoted to methodological considerations, I necessarily make use of both approaches to carry out a complete and exhaustive examination of my object of study.


The Systemic Approach


Ever before the decade of the 1970s, literary translation had been studied from the point of view of literary studies, mainly with a prescriptive and evaluative orientation. However, since the second half of the 1970s a wide range of theoretical proposals for the study of literary translation began to emerge. Hurtado Albir (2001, 64-65) highlights, among many others, the relationship between linguistics and literary studies, the analysis of literary translation as part of a general theory of literature, the relationship between literary theory and literary translation, the analysis of elements of an ideological and sociocultural nature and the creation of models of stylistic analysis. To Enríquez Aranda (2007, 86), however, most of the theories around the study of literary translation have a more or less direct relationship with two related central ideas: the organization of literary translations as a system and the will to describe the behavior of literary translations within the structure of such system.


Likewise, in The Translation Studies Reader (2000, 123), Lawrence Venuti discusses how the systemic approach has become central to the study of literary translation, shifting attention to the phenomenon of reception. For Venuti, this shift of focus is prompted both by the adoption of Toury’s product-oriented approach and by the rise of Even-Zohar’s polysystem theory.


In this context, polysystem theory becomes key to our study, mainly because this approach presupposes an ordering of the world literary polysystem that implies dynamic and unequal relations between subsystems, an argument with which this research is aligned inasmuch as it problematizes the literary politics and the dynamics of circulation of texts between systems under unequal conditions. On the one hand, this hierarchy which structures literary systems explains the particular–and complex–position of African American women’s literature in the global polysystem. On the other, the dynamism of the polysystem demonstrates that relations between systems are not fixed, but in a constant process of change, as this research evidences.


Polysystem theory was brought forward by Even-Zohar in the 1970s and is a productive theoretical model for studying translations as constituents of multiple interdependent systems interacting at different levels. Russian formalist Yury Tinianov was the first to suggest the idea of a functional, dynamic and historical “literary system” that develops affected by both literary and extra-literary factors. Actually, as Even-Zohar himself has acknowledged, the foundations of Polysystem theory had already been solidly laid by Russian Formalism in the 1920s.


In the groundbreaking volume Papers in Historical Poetics (1978), Even-Zohar proposes the term “polysystem” to designate an “open system of systems,” hierarchically structured and interacting with each other; that is, a dynamic conglomerate of systems that always present internal oppositions. The definition of a system integrated by other systems comes from the late formalists Tinianov and Jakobson (1928), although the term “polysystem” in Even-Zohar’s reformulation of the proposal emphasizes the inherent complexity of the relationships described by this theory, which rejects value judgments as criteria for an a priori selection of the objects of study (Fólica 2016, 27). Actually, as scholars such as Montserrat Iglesias Santos (1999, 31) and Theo Hermans (1999, 89) have pointed out, the term “system” already encompasses the meaning attributed to Even-Zohar’s neologism, and both terms are frequently used interchangeably in academia.


In his article “The Position of Translated Literature within the Literary Polysystem” (1990), Even-Zohar moves away from traditional timeless text-centric perspectives to the study of literature towards a description of the functioning of real texts and their conditions of production, distribution, consumption and institutionalization. From this perspective, both intrasystemic and intersystemic relations are established, insofar as the literary system is linked to other social systems and activities as well as it is also related to other cultural or linguistic polysystems through different channels, such as the case of source literatures entering a target literary system via translation. Thus, polysystem theory aims at describing processes of change and dynamic interplay between subsystems by studying the circles existing and competing within the polysystem.


As noted by Shuttlerworth (1997, 176), the notion of dynamic change is fundamental to the conception of the polysystem, as it describes the nature of the relations established between central and peripheral (sub)systems, which are constantly evolving and competing with each other. In this regard, Shuttlerworth conceives of the polysystem as “a heterogeneous, hierarchized conglomerate (or system) of systems which interact to bring about an ongoing, dynamic process of evolution within the polysystem as a whole” (1997, 176). As a consequence, translated literature is also conditioned by this dynamic structure and can occupy a central or peripheral position within the literary polysystem.


According to Even-Zohar (1990, 47), translations may move towards the center of the system under three different conditions:


a) When the literary system is young and adopts existing models in its development.


b) When a literature is “weak” or “peripheral” (or both) in relation to other literary systems and needs to import stronger or more central literary models.


c) When there are turning points, crises, or vacuums as a consequence of which existing literary models prove insufficient; or when there is no dominant model within a literary system.


Under any of these circumstances, which stimulate the adoption of foreign literatures or literary models, translation may assume a central position in the home system and actively participate in its configuration. When translations occupy a peripheral position in the literary system, they become a secondary activity and do not exert any relevant influence on major literary processes. However, as noted by Even-Zohar (1990, 49) and Enríquez Aranda (2007, 95), this position contradicts the very essence of translation, whose main purpose is to transfer meaningful knowledge otherwise inaccessible to the target system.


Likewise, the position assumed by translated literature in the polysystem will greatly determine the outcome of the translation. That is, if translated literature occupies a central position, the translator will not be compelled to adhere to the norms and conventions of the TC and, as a consequence, new models in the target system may be developed. On the contrary, if translations occupy a peripheral position, the translator will most likely make use of pre-existing cultural models in the TC (1990, 49). The position of translations in the literary system, thus, not only shapes the theoretical status of translation, but also determines the practice of this activity and influences literary contacts within the polysystem (Enríquez Aranda 2007, 95). In any case, this discussion evidences the fact that literary translations constitute a system in its own right, whether they occupy a central or peripheral position within the larger literary system.


In her revision of polysystem theory, Laura Fólica (2016, 28-29) identifies six elements which conform the literary system:


− repertoire: a set of rules and materials that regulate the creation and use of a given (literary) product in a given culture.


− product: any realization of a set of signs and/or materials, for instance, the literary text.


− producer: any agent who produces, by actively operating in the repertoire, a product.


− consumer: the individual who operates and interacts with the repertoire and receives the literary work either directly or indirectly.


− institution: set of factors involved in the control and preservation of literature as a sociocultural activity through the regulation of norms.


− market: all the implicit factors involved in the production and commercialization of the cultural repertoire.


The notion of “repertoire” is of particular interest to our study. The Israeli author conceives of it as “the aggregate of laws and elements (either single, bound, or total models) that govern the production of texts” (Even-Zohar 1990, 18). While some of these laws and elements may be of a universal character, a great many others are “subjected to shifting conditions in different periods and cultures” (1990, 19). According to the author, it is precisely this temporal and local section of the repertoire which is at stake and becomes an issue of struggle in the literary system. In “The ‘Literary System’” (1990, 40), the scholar builds up on this definition:


If, on the other hand, manifestations of “literature” are considered to exist on various levels, the “literary repertoire” may be conceived of as an aggregate of specific repertoires for those various levels. Therefore, a “repertoire” may be the shared knowledge necessary for producing (and understanding) a “text,” as well as producing (and understanding) various other products of the literary system. There may be a repertoire for being a “writer,” another for being a “reader,” and yet another for “behaving as one should expect from a literary agent,” and so on. All these must definitely be recognized as “literary repertoires.”


The concept of “repertoire” was later refined by Els Andringa (2006, 525), who conceives of it as “a mental equipment that enables its users to act and to communicate in a literary (sub)system. A (sub)system is consequently determined by a group of agents who share a certain repertoire and make use of it in their different institutional and noninstitutional roles.” Andringa also breaks down the repertoire into three components:


a. Knowledge of a collection of works/oeuvres that have a model function and serve as a frame of reference in processes of literary production, reception, and communication.


b. Sets of strategies and conventions that govern the production, reception, and communication.


c. Sets of internalized values and interests that determine selections, judgments, and classifications.


And two characteristics:


d. It is shared by a group of agents (e.g. authors, readers, publishers and reviewers) and governs the way texts are deal with in a (sub)system


e. It is particular to a certain time period and may change over time due to internal or external factors


These constituents provide a solid methodological framework for the study of the circulation and function of a translated literature in a target system. Consequently, Andringa’s reformulation of Even-Zohar’s repertoire theory is taken as a starting point for my methodological proposal.8


Polysystem theory also posits binary oppositions to describe the literary system. The first is between canonization and non-canonization. In relation to this, Even-Zohar argues that canonization, rather than being an intrinsic characteristic of texts, should be read as a feature of the system that determines which products are endowed with legitimacy and prestige, and thus conform the repertoire. Therefore, the canon is dynamic because it is modified by the intrasystemic transfer of literary elements and by intersystemic interference, which is occasioned by the unstable boundaries between systems (Enríquez Aranda 2007, 93). The pioneering element of polysystem theory is that not only does it allow the study of canonized literature, but it also places non-canonized literature at the same level of interest: “Without the stimulation of a strong ‘sub-culture’, any canonized activity tends to gradually become petrified. The first steps towards petrification manifest themselves in a high degree of boundness and growing stereotypization of the various repertoires” (Even-Zohar 1990, 17).


In this sense, the influence of “minor authors” may be of as much interest as that of “great writers.” This perspective also brings to the fore phenomena such as the formation of genres, marginal literature and mass literature or translated literature. That is, phenomena which may be categorized as peripheral become a key object of study in relation to the creation of national literatures. In this sense, this research will further delve into the interplay between canonization and non-canonization, as we shall examine how the works of African American Women writers have been received both as part of the canon of world literature and as an example to break away from such canon.


Thus, a given text can never be autonomous within a literary system and it will not reach the center of a culture because of its inherent qualities, but “(1) because of the nature of the polysystem of the receiving culture and its social/literary historical circumstances, and (2) because of the difference between certain elements of the text and cultural norms” (Gentzler 2001, 123).


Despite Even-Zohar’s proposal presents several shortcomings, among which scholars such as Hermans (1999) and Gentzler (2001) signal out its tendency to produce excessive generalizations and establish universal laws, it also brings to the fore “the complexity, openness and flexibility of cultural systems existing in a historical continuum” (Hermans 1999, 106). In so doing, polysystem theory broadens the scope of TS and challenges traditional conceptions of literature which exclude from their object of study peripheral manifestations such as translated works. It also conceives of systems as dynamic entities which are subject to change over time; this change is determined by norms, social behaviors and market strategies particular to every (poly)system.


The Notion of “Norm”


After polysystem theory was brought forward by Even-Zohar, Gideon Toury seized on the translation component of Even-Zohar’s model to search for a new theory of translation. In “The Nature and Role of Norms in Translation” (1995), Toury studies “translation norms.” These are interpreted as factors or laws shared by a community that condition any translation and convert certain intersubjective values into instructions for specific practice: “norms are the key concept and focal point in any attempt to account for the social relevance of activities, because their existence and the wide range of situations they apply to (with the conformity this implies), are the main factors ensuring the establishment and retention of social order” (1995, 55). Toury’s contribution is of particular interest not only because his application of the notion of norm to translation was groundbreaking, but also because he developed a typology which facilitates the study and understanding of the different factors governing and influencing the translation process and product as well as its circulation in a given context.


Toury makes use of the notion of “norm” in order to determine the different types of translator behavior within a specific sociocultural context. According to him, the translator’s work is conditioned or influenced by various factors: apart from time and space limitations, the sociocultural context deserves special attention. The influence of such a context cannot be conceived in terms of laws that regulate and guide the work of the translator, but rather in the form of general values or ideas that guide the behavior of a community. In this context, Toury (1995, 61) suggests that the notion of equivalence is historical and variable, inasmuch as it has traditionally been determined by the valid (changing) norms of the TC. Equivalence, thus, becomes a fluid notion which must be studied in close relation to literary norms: “The apparent contradiction between any traditional concept of equivalence and the limited model into which a translation has just been claimed to be moulded can only be resolved by postulating that it is norms that determine the (type and extent of) equivalence manifested by actual translations. The study of norms thus constitutes a vital step towards establishing just how the functional-relational postulate of equivalence […] has been realized” (Toury 1995, 61).


Toury distinguishes between three types of translation norms. “Preliminary norms” refer to the factors that govern the choice of texts to be imported into a given culture at a particular time, the languages from which it is translated, the translators and publishers. “Initial norms” refer to the global translation strategy regarding adherence to appropriateness in the SC, acceptability in the TC or a combination of both. Once these preliminary and initial norms have been set, “operational norms” apply to the translation process. These guide the choices made during the act of translating and can be “matricial,” which determine the integrity, segmentation and distribution of textual material and “textual,” which reveal linguistic and stylistic preferences in the TL. To this taxonomy, Rabadán (1991) adds “reception norms.” They operate both in the preliminary stage and during the translation process itself. According to the Spanish scholar, these norms determine the translator’s behavior according to the type of audience of the TT and are characterized by the choice of the dominant sociolinguistic criterion in the hierarchy of translation relations. These sets of norms, though, are imprecise and cannot be directly observed, but only through their different manifestation in either textual or paratextual sources.


As noted by Gentzler (2001, 128), polysystem theory guides Toury’s model: “In terms of initial norms, the translator’s attitude toward the source culture is affected by the text’s position in the source culture’s literary polysystem; in terms of operational norms, all decisions are influenced by the position–central or peripheral–held by translated literature in the target culture polysystem.” In this respect, Jeremy Munday ([2001] 2016, 117) has argued that Gentzler’s criticism of polysystem theory can also be extended to Toury’s contribution, inasmuch as it also relies on the functioning of abstract laws or norms and aims at drawing generalizations out of concrete case studies. Likewise, Munday also highlights several risks derived from a target-oriented approach, namely “overlooking, for example, ideological and political factors such as the status of the source text in its own culture, the source culture’s promotion of translation of its own literature and the effect that translation might exert back on the system of the source culture” ([2001] 2016, 117). Fólica (2016, 32) further problematizes Toury’s and Even-Zohar’s approach, arguing that the current economic and cultural globalization calls into question the postulate that translations are only a product of the target culture, since they also influence the mechanisms of canonization, that is, the assignment of a central or peripheral place in the source polysystem.


The Manipulation School


Even-Zohar’s and Toury’s early theoretical and methodological approaches were refined and expanded in a series of conferences around the theme of translated literature held by the International Comparative Literature Association. Belgium, Israel and The Netherlands hosted particularly prominent centers, and the first conferences were held at Leuven (1976), Tel Aviv (1978) and Antwerp (1980). The key publication of this group of scholars, known as the Manipulation School or Group, was the anthology The Manipulation of Literature: Studies in Literary Translation, edited by Hermans (1985). This volume collected the works of Susan Bassnett, José Lambert, André Lefevere, Gideon Toury, Hendrik Van Grop and Theo Hermans himself. In his introduction, “Translation Studies and a New Paradigm,” Hermans summarizes the group’s view of translated literature:


What they have in common is a view of literature as a complex and dynamic system; a conviction that there should be a continual interplay between theoretical models and practical case studies; an approach to literary translation which is descriptive, target-organized, functional and systemic; and an interest in the norms and constraints that govern the production and reception of translations, in the relation between translation and other types of text processing, and in the place and role of translations both within a given literature and in the interaction between literatures. (1985, 10-11)


Although the research conducted by the contributors to the volume is partial in scope, the authors share their view of the underlying conflict in the constitution of a literary canon and in acknowledging the presence of both ideological and institutional components in every translation. For the manipulation group, thus, any translation involves a degree of manipulation which may serve different purposes. These purposes, in turn, will vary in different contexts, since any act of translation is a process of negotiation between particular cultures and literary traditions.


Hermans (1985, 13-14) posits a non-essentialist definition of literary translation as the basis for theoretical reflection; according to the manipulation school, literary translation is what a given cultural community at a given time considers as such. Taking this as a starting point, the study of the context of translation becomes a primary aspect of study insofar as it provides the necessary keys to determine the particular nature of the TT. Research conducted under this “paradigm”9 is directed towards the identification of translation norms and the function of translation in the target culture. This functional perspective, in turn, aims at discovering universal patterns and trends governing the production and translation of literary works.


Despite the obvious contributions made by this group to the study of literary translation, the theoretical reflections posited by the manipulation school have also been subject to criticism. Scholars such as Josep Marco Borillo (2000, 34-35) and Enríquez Aranda (2005, 91) have pointed to the group’s ambition as its greatest obstacle. Indeed, their purpose to cover all the phenomena concerning literary translation results in an incomplete working method. According to Hermans himself (1999, 158-161), this approach to the study of translation is unfinished and in need of a general revision that may take different directions. To Enríquez Aranda (2005, 91), the description of translations advocated by the manipulation school requires an integrated model of text analysis with a balanced presence of linguistic, literary and cultural elements: “De esta forma, la descripción dejaría de peligrar por la idiosincrasia inherente a ella y permitiría el establecimiento de relaciones con otras descripciones. Por otra parte, los estudios descriptivos deben reconocer el papel de la lingüística en este modelo y en toda la disciplina, y beneficiarse de los adelantos que la lingüística, con su particular giro cultural, ha experimentado en los últimos tiempos.”



TRANSLATION AND IDEOLOGY



This section is devoted to the study of the multiple and manifold ways in which ideology intersects and interacts with translation practices. Given the nature of the source literature which is the object of this research, examining the relationship between translation and ideology and the manifestations of such relationship will profoundly benefit the project at hand. In order to understand the nature of this relationship, it is important to acknowledge the fact that the construction of any reality through discourse is an ideological process. This process defines the limits within which a cultural system operates. As such, the system does not define a stable nucleus, but rather constructs unstable representations that bring into play relations which are subject to continuous transformation. This means that ideology does not deal with timeless essentialist notions, but with the recurrent redefinition of boundaries and systems. Cultural identity is thus something extremely mobile, subject to continuous rewriting, translation and interpreting.


These reflections had been advanced by linguists such as V. N. Voloshinov (1973), Ferruccio Rossi-Landi (1978), Mikhail Bakhtin (1981) and Jacques Derrida (1985), among others. More precisely, with the advent of the cultural turn in TS in the decade of 1980, the intersection between translation and ideology became central to contemporary approaches to the discipline. In this context, Gayatri Spivak reflects upon the inescapable relation between language, ideology and identity:


In my view, language may be one of many elements that allow us to make sense of things, of ourselves. I am thinking, of course, of gestures, pauses, but also of chance, of the subindividual force-fields of being which click into place in different situations, swerve from the straight or true line of language-in-thought. Making sense of ourselves is what produces identity. If one feels that the production of identity as self-meaning, not just meaning, is as pluralized as a drop of water under a microscope, one is not always satisfied, outside of the ethicopolitical arena as such, with “generating” thoughts on one’s own. (1993, 179)


The Indian scholar takes this argument further to explore the dynamics between translation and identity: “For one of the ways to get around the confines of one’s “identity” as one produces expository prose is to work at someone else’s title, as one works with a language that belongs to many others. This, after all, is one of the seductions of translating. It is a simple miming of the responsibility to the trace of the other in the self” (1993, 179).


More recently, in “Ideology and the Position of the Translator. In what Sense is a Translator ‘In Between’?” (2003), Maria Tymoczko has assessed the “in between” position which has generally been attributed to both translation and translators and which, she posits, is at the heart of the relation between translation and ideology (2003, 185). Tymoczko uses polysystem theory to question the spatial metaphor of “between,” and argues, in contrast, that in transcending the limits of a given cultural and linguistic system– the system of the SC, in this case–, the translator does not reach an intersystemic space “between” the source and the target system. On the contrary, through the act of interrogating a ST on the basis of a TL the translator enters into another, larger system which encompasses both languages and cultures, rather than being restricted to either (2003, 196). Thus, translation is placed in the special space that represents all existence on the border, and it is there that we may witness the intersection between the linguistic acts of the ST and those which translation directs towards the receiving context, revealing the ideology in the discrepancies between the two moments (Arduini 2016, 26). In this light, Tymoczko problematizes the discourse of translation as a space between because of its implications concerning the nature of the engagement:


Whether translation is initiated for political purposes from a source culture, from a receptor culture, or from some other third culture, translation as a successful means of engagement and social change - like most political actions - requires affiliation and collective action. The discourse of a space between obscures the necessity of such collective work […]. Effective calls for translators to act as ethical agents of social change must intersect with models of engagement and collective action. (2003, 201)


Translation, thus, is intrinsically linked to ideology inasmuch as the latter is constructed, shaped and circulated through language. To Arduini (2016, 26-27), translation reveals that language does not disclose a defined and ordered world, but an unstable ideological construct. In this sense, the manifold interpretations that a text may activate in being transferred to a target system constitute the various ways through which meaning can be transformed. In relation to this, Tymoczko (2003, 183) points out that the ideology of translation resides not only in the translated text, but also in the translator’s stance as well as in the relevance of the TT to the receiving audience.


The Invisibility of the Translator


In The Translator’s Invisibility, originally published in 1995 and re-edited in 2008, Lawrence Venuti introduces the term “invisibility” to describe “the translator’s situation and activity in contemporary British and American cultures” (2008, 1). Venuti’s approach addresses a number of issues that have recurrently sparked debate in literary and Cultural Studies, such as the notion of “original authorship,” relations between languages, ideology, gender, race, class, globalization and the politics of cultural representation ” (2008, ix).


In this case, the author uses the concept of invisibility in reference to two related phenomena: the translator’s manipulation of the language with the purpose of generating an “illusionistic effect of discourse” where the TT is fluent, idiomatic and “readable” in the TL. And secondly, the extended practice–both in Anglophone and other cultures–of reading and evaluating translations according to a fundamental criterion:


A translated text, whether prose or poetry, fiction or nonfiction, is judged acceptable by most publishers, reviewers and readers when it reads fluently, when the absence of any linguistic or stylistic peculiarities makes it seem transparent, giving the appearance that it reflects the foreign writer’s personality or intention or the essential meaning of the foreign text - the appearance, in other words, that the translation is not in fact a translation, but the ‘original’. (Venuti 2008, 1)


In this light, Venuti criticizes the “illusion of transparency” expected by most publishers, critics and readers from the United States–and other non-Anglophone countries–, who consider a translation acceptable only if they can read it fluently; that is, when it generates the illusion that they are not reading a translation, but a text originally written in the TL. As a result, the crucial intervention of the translator is covered up and systematically made invisible.


According to Venuti, the translator’s invisibility is closely related to the notions of domestication and foreignization, the roots of which can be traced back to Friedrich Schleiermacher ([1813] 2000). These practices may influence both the method of translation as well as the choice of STs. Venuti defines the practice of domestication as “an ethnocentric reduction of the foreign text to target languge cultural values, bringing the author back home” (2008, 20). This reduction of the “foreignness” of the original text is achieved through the use of syntactic structures, words and conventions familiar to the readers, which contribute to the aforementioned illusion of transparency. Following the author, domesticating translation practices are closely related to the notion of “appropriation” of foreign cultures, where translation serves a cultural, political or economic agenda in the receiving context: “enforced by editors, publishers and reviewers, fluency results in translations that are eminently readable and therefore consumable on the book market” (2008, 12). Instead, foreignizing translation “entails choosing a foreign text and developing a translation method along lines which are excluded by dominant cultural values in the TL” (Venuti 2001, 242). Thus, foreignizing translations become a means of promoting cultural diversity and challenging the standard language of the TC: “Foreignizing translation signifies the differences of the foreign text, yet only by disrupting the cultural codes that prevail in the translating language. In its effort to do right abroad, this translation practice must do wrong at home, deviating enough from native norms to stage an alien reading experience - choosing to translate a foreign text excluded by literary canons in the receiving culture, for instance, or using a marginal discourse to translate it” (Venuti 2008, 16-17). Venuti follows Schleiermacher in his preference for the foreignizing translation method, as it aims to highlight the differences between hegemonic literary systems–particularly, he refers to the Anglo-American culture–and more peripheral cultures while improving the social and economic situation of translators. Thus, foreignizing translation is hereby seen as a form of resistance to “ethnocentrism and racism, cultural narcissism and imperialism, in the interests of democratic geopolitical relations” (Venuti 2008, 16).


Likewise, in The Scandals of Translation (1998) Venuti links foreignization to the notion of “minoritizing translation.” This practice is tightly linked to the evocation of the foreign in translation, and is defined by the author as the task of translating “foreign texts that possess minority status in their cultures, a marginal position in their native canons–or that, in translation, can be useful in minoritizing the standard dialect and dominant cultural forms” (1998, 10).10 Both notions–foreignizing and minoritizing translation–serve the author to define the ultimate purpose of translation: to manifest in its own language the foreignness of the text, that is, “to signify the autonomous existence of that text behind […] the assimilative process of the translation” (Venuti 1998, 11). Of course, this tenet develops from a particular translation ethics. Actually, the author openly acknowledges the political agenda behind his approach to translation: a democratic opposition to the global hegemony of the English language and culture.


In relation to Venuti’s discourse, Munday ([2001] 2016, 146) points out that domestication and foreignization cannot be considered binary opposites but part of a continuum where the translation practice is inscribed. Likewise, Venuti relates the two methods to ethical choices made by the translator, which may contribute to expand or reduce the knowledge of the source literature and culture by the target readership: “The terms “domestication” and “foreignization” indicate fundamentally ethical attitudes towards a foreign text and culture, ethical effects produced by the choice of a text for translation and by the strategy devised to translate it, whereas the terms like “fluency” and “resistancy” indicate fundamentally discursive features of translation strategies in relation to the reader’s cognitive processing” (Venuti 2008, 19).


The Cultural Turn in Translation Studies


The necessity to incorporate cultural elements to the study of translated literature was already manifest in the descriptive/systemic/manipulationist paradigm, and was expanded during the decade of 1990 with what is nowadays acknowledged as the “cultural turn” in TS. This shift sought to broaden the concept of translation and decenter the Western literary canon by bringing to the fore postcolonial and gender approaches to the study of translated literature. In the words of Pegenaute Rodríguez (2014, n. p.): “By highlighting that translations work as carriers of attitudes and ideological assumptions, their ability to create strongholds of resistance against cultural hegemony is the focus. This allows translations to become tools to rebuild lost or silenced cultural ways, thus fighting against imperialism, racism or sexism. The linguistic approach is left aside in order to analyse the interaction between translation and culture, giving importance to context, history and convention.” Thus, instead of examining texts from an apolitical descriptive perspective, this approach privileges the study of sociocultural aspects such as ideology and the role of institutions in the production of translations (Carbonell i Cortés 2014, 195).


In 1990, Bassnet and Lefevere co-published the collection Translation, History and Culture, formally putting forward the idea of the cultural turn in TS. This approach dismissed linguistic theories of translation as well as “painstaking comparisons between originals and translations” and advocated the need to redirect attention to the cultural context where translations are inserted. Thus, Bassnett and Lefevere focused on the interaction between translation and culture and the ways in which cultural contexts influence or are influenced by translations. According to Lefevere (1992, 2), “[t]ranslation is not just a “window opened on another world,” or some such pious platitude. Rather, translation is a channel opened, often not without a certain reluctance, through which foreign influences can penetrate the native culture, challenge it, and even contribute to subverting it.” From this perspective, translation is studied as a strategy within cultural systems used to regulate and define cultural boundaries as well as to manage a culture’s own character. The case studies collected in Bassnett and Lefevere’s volume include research on changing standards in translation over time, the power exercised in and on the publishing industry in pursuit of specific ideologies, feminist writing and translation, translation as “appropriation,” translation and colonization and translation as rewriting.


In this context, Lefevere’s work in particular becomes key to our object of study. Lefevere’s discourse developed out of his links with polysystem theory and the manipulation group and is most fully developed in Translation, Rewriting and the Manipulation of Literary Fame (1992). The volume brings forward the notion of “rewriting” as any adaptation of a literary work for a concrete audience which has the aim of influencing the way in which that audience reads said work. In this context, Lefevere examines a set of factors that, as put by Munday ([2001] 2016, 199) “systematically govern the reception, acceptance or rejection of literary texts; that is, issues such as power, ideology, institution and manipulation.” Indeed, Lefevere argues that translations, as any other type of rewriting (e.g. anthologies, literary histories, editions, criticism), are inspired by either ideological or poetological motivations or produced under ideological or poetological contraints. Ideological factors relate to the dominant ideology of a given culture during a time period, and poetological factors refer to the preferred poetics of the time.


Lefevere identifies translation as the most recognizable and potentially influential type of rewriting: “it is able to project the image of an author and/or a (series of) work(s) in another culture, lifting that author and/or those works beyond the boundaries of their culture of origin” (1992, 9). Thus, translation as rewriting is thought of as a process of acculturation or negotiation between two cultures, both from a literary and an ideological point of view. In this respect, the cultural approach emphasizes the interaction between the literary system and other social systems and devotes special attention to the internal structure of the target system inasmuch as it reveals control mechanisms and power structures that may ultimately govern the production of translations.


To Lefevere (1992, 15), the literary system is controlled by professional experts or rewriters (namely critics, reviewers, academics, teachers, anthologists or translators) who manipulate the poetics of literature–genres, symbols and characters but also the role that literature plays in a social system as a whole by institutionalizing canonicity and the dominant poetics–. Likewise, another control factor operates through patronage, which can “further or hinder the reading, writing and rewriting of literature.” The notion of patronage applies both to people as well as institutional agents such as political parties, publishers, religious institutions and media groups that commission literary translations and, therefore, influence the target literary polysystem and shape its relation to other polysystems which conform a given culture.


In relation to the concept of the role of literature, Lefevere looks into the role of institutions in establishing dominant poetics: “Institutions enforce or, at least, try to enforce the dominant poetics of a period by using it as the yardstick against which current production is measured. Accordingly, certain works of literature will be elevated to the level of ‘classics’ within a relatively short time after publication, while others are rejected, some to reach the exalted position of a classic later, when the dominant poetics has changed” (1992, 19).


As for established canons, Lefevere sees “clear indication of the conservative bias of the system itself and the power of rewriting.” That is, he argues that such classic works may never lose their status in a given literary system as they are recurrently reinterpreted or rewritten to conform to changes in dominant poetics through time.


The interaction between poetics, ideology and translation leads the author to make a key claim: “On every level of the translation process, it can be shown that, if linguistic considerations enter into conflict with considerations of an ideological and/or poetological nature, the latter tend to win out” (1992, 39). For Lefevere, therefore, ideological and poetological motivations guide the translation process, and will determine the nature of the final rewritten product. Even if linguistic considerations are not to be dismissed from translatological studies, together, ideology and poetics dictate the translation strategy and govern the solutions given to specific translation problems.


In the light of the above considerations, Lefevere’s conception of the notion of “rewriting” situates the study of translations within in the field of literary reception, since they “conclusively shape the reception of a work, an author, a literature or a society in a culture different from its culture of origin” (Lefevere 1992, 110). According to the author, thus, translations play a decisive role in the creation of literary traditions and the shaping of literary and cultural canon(s).


Translation and Gender


As has been discussed, the interface of Cultural Studies and TS inevitably took the latter away from purely linguistic analysis and brought it into contact with other disciplines. Ever since the arrival of the first exhibits of the Canadian feminist paradigm to TS in the European context in the early nineties, there have been several, growing and diverse contributions regarding translation and Gender Studies. Indeed, we are currently witnessing a process through which feminisms are increasingly demanding their place in TS, just as translation is fighting for its own place within Gender Studies. To Olga Castro Vázquez (2008, 286), this bidirectional trend is symptomatic of the enormous potential that each of these disciplines holds for the evolution and development of the other.


In 1997, with the publication of Translation and Gender: Translating in the ‘Era of Feminism’, Luise von Flotow highlighted the need to study the details of the relationship between gender and translation, and what she called “translational gender relations” (1997, 1). This interest was prompted by the cultural turn in TS and by the relevance that language-related issues had acquired in Gender Studies and in the feminist movement at the end of the century. In this context, starting from an interdisciplinary approach, Flotow identifies a number of areas whose analysis is of particular interest for both TS and Gender Studies: “Gender studies and Translation Studies are both interdisciplinary and academic fields. When they are brought into relationship with one another, a number of issues intersect: cultural gender differences, the revelation and formulation of these differences in language, their transfer by means of translation into other cultural spaces where different gender conditions obtain” (1997, 1).


Flotow was one of the exponents of a group of feminist translators based in Quebec who understood translation as a liberating, transforming and multiplying activity, in contrast with traditional subordinating definitions. In this light, Canadian writer Nicole Brossard encouraged her translator Susanne Lobtinière-Harwood to go beyond the ST and make the female voice visible in translation. In Re-belle et Infidèle: La traduction comme practique de réécriture au feminine / The Body Bilingual: Translation as Rewriting in the Feminine (1991) Lobtinière-Harwood herself suggests that the translator’s voice can intervene in the translation. In this light, the act of translation productively supplements the message conveyed by the ST. As put by Gentzler, “the theory is not just one of foreignizing translation, but is an attempt to articulate a new idea regarding translation” (2001, 233).


Likewise, Barbara Godard (1990) emphasized the parallels between the postcolonial and feminist approaches to translation and developed a feminist discourse that involved the transfer of a cultural reality into a new context. This new paradigm was described by the author as follows:


Translation, in this theory of feminist discourse, is production, not reproduction, the mimesis which is “in the realm of music” and which, by an “effect of playful repetition” […] makes visible the place of women’s exploitation by discourse. Pretensions to the production of a singular truth and meaning are suspended. This theory focuses on feminist discourse in its transtextual or hypertextual relations, as palimpsest working on the problematic notions of identity, dependency and equivalence. […] In this, feminist discourse presents transformation as performance as a model for translation. Transformation of the text is conceived within the axioms of topology. However, this is at odds with the long dominant theory of translation as equivalence, grounded in a poetics of transparence. (1990, 91)


It is worth noting, however, that, considering the nature of the subject of this work, I will not expand on interventionist practices in feminist translation in the way that Flotow (1997, 14-32) or Sherry Simon (1996, 8-36), among others, have done. While this phenomenon is certainly attractive for Gender and Translation Studies, our interest here shifts to the analysis of how gender consciousness reflects a growing interest in Cultural Studies, as well as a willingness to make visible the differences between cultures and subjects (Flotow 1997, 2). In this regard, Flotow draws attention to the key role of translation in promoting and/or hindering understanding and interaction between different cultures and contexts. Indeed, if the current study draws from a canon constituted by women who are strongly committed and associated to a particular feminist fight, we cannot and should not overlook the fact that the mere choice of translating these texts and putting them into circulation in the target literary system already implies a clear positioning and ideology on the part of the agents who have facilitated the circulation of such translations. Thus, drawing from Flotow’s and Simon’s proposals, I will try to orient the present study around a question that Simon herself poses: “how are social, sexual and historical differences expressed in language and how can these differences be transferred across languages?” (1996, 8).


Flotow identifies two paradigms governing research on the intersection between Anglo-American Translation Studies and Gender Studies. The first paradigm rules research focused on women as a group with a special history within patriarchal society. It interprets the notion of gender as a phenomenon of acculturation and aims at studying works translated by women, the representation of women writers through their translations, the invisibility of women translators, etc. This paradigm has received a good amount of criticism related to hypocrisy and transculturation. To Flotow, the most indignant reaction to this paradigm comes from Rosemary Arrojo, who holds that “the deliberate manipulations of a text carried out by a feminist translator or in the name of feminist knowledge or perspectives are no different from those of any other translation produced under other ideological conditions” (Flotow 1999, 277). On a different level, further criticisms discussed the translatability of certain feminist texts across cultures, questioning the intrageneric homogeneity defended by early Anglo North American feminisms. In this light, many women at the time decided to walk independently and only align with movements that actually represented their particular identity traits. This led to the emergence of countless feminist collectives with different characters and vindications. From then on, the number of publications incorporating studies and contributions from “other” women collectives multiplied, as cultural preferences and the notion of translation as a bridge established progressively in the North American context.


The second paradigm focuses on gender as a discursive, performative act. This perspective dismisses the traditional rigid link between gender and feminism and conceives of gender definitions as “neither universal nor absolute manifestations of inherent differences but relatively local, constantly changing constructions contingent on multiple historical and cultural factors” (Maier and Massardier-Kennedy 1996, 230). The argument, thus, favors recognizing difference rather than imposing Anglo-American feminist or hegemonic conceptions of gender (Flotow 1999, 282). This second paradigm has derived into two research lines: one that focuses on issues related to sexual identity (studies on the translation of gay or queer identities, for instance) and another–more developed in Spain– compromised with the study of the role of cultural, ethnical and racial intersectionalities in translation. At this point, Flotow draws attention to the progressive undermining of fixed categories and certainties by the second paradigm: “it combines the discursive performativity of diverse types of alternative (and conventional) genders with ideas about translation as performance–a combination that leads to textual transformance” (Flotow 1999, 285).


In “Women in Translation: Current Intersections, Theory and Practice” (1996), Carol Maier and Françoise Massardier-Keney suggest the term “woman-identified translation” to describe the practice of identifying features of the woman translator in the translation process and product. This proposal claims to go beyond the notion of “feminist translation” and parallels Hélène Cixous’s “écriture feminine” (women’s writing), which is defined by Elaine Showalter as “the inscription of the feminine body and female difference in language and text” (Showalter 1985, 249). However, woman-identified praxis, just like écriture feminine, is not limited to women, but can be exercised by writers/translators willing to embrace their “femininity” and actively project it through rewriting. As noted by Maier and Massardier-Keney (1996, 227), “its theorists and practitioners [of woman-identified praxis] either identify themselves as women or work exclusively with writing by authors who identify themselves as women. Such translators may be female or male, they may or may not consider themselves ‘feminists’, and their definitions of ‘feminism’ vary.” In this light, the authors endorse the destabilizing effect of translation to gender identity, and present the translating activity as a means to transcend the limits of conventional definitions. To illustrate their point, Maier and Massardier-Keney cite a short exchange from Barbara Wilson’s novel Gaudi Afternoon: “‘Woman or man?’ ‘Neither…I’m a translator’” (Wilson in Maier and Massardier-Keney 1996, 106).


According to Núria Brufau Alvira, it is precisely this second paradigm, more deeply rooted in cultural, ethnic or racial identities, the one that has progressively gained ground in the Spanish academia during the last twenty years. Among the scholars who have produced research in this area, Brufau Alvira cites Mª Carmen África Vidal Claramonte, Pilar Godayol, Dora Sales Salvador, Mª Rosario Martín Ruano and Olga Castro Vázquez. These scholars have advanced pioneering proposals in the field, considering global sociocultural and ideological transformations in an effort to align women’s empowerment with fluid cultural identities. More precisely, Martín Ruano defines the concerns of this approach as “a new translation politics and poetics based on a flexible ethics of location and on an awareness of the importance of positionality” (2005, 37).


In this context, both national and international scholars such as Olga Castro Vázquez (2010, 2017 and 2020), Núria Brufau Alvira (2009 and 2011), Luise von Flotow (2016, 2017 and 2020), María Laura Spoturno (2018 and 2020), Lola Sánchez (2015 and 2020) and Hala Kamal (2008 and 2020), among others, have contextualized their research on translation within the epistemological framework of transnational feminisms. This perspective is seen as key to respond to the contemporary problems affecting humanity as a whole in a world profoundly defined by the neoliberal values of globalization. Indeed, the third feminist wave has evidenced the heterogeneous character of contemporary feminist movements, which affect and are affected by sexual, racial, class and cultural identities (among others): “We know that what oppresses me may not oppress you, that what oppresses you may be something I participate in, and that what oppresses me may be something you participate in. Even as different strands of feminism and activism sometimes directly contradict each other, they are all part of our third wave lives, our thinking, and our praxes: we are products of all the contradictory definitions of and differences within feminism, beasts of such a hybrid kind that perhaps we need a different name altogether” (Heywood and Drake 1997, 3).


According to Brufau Alvira, this perspective is tightly connected to the practice of translation, as it draws from a fundamental celebration of differences which can only be acknowledged through translation. In turn, these essential differences exist precisely because we do not speak the same language; precisely because we need translation (Ahmed 2000, 180 and Brufau Alvira 2009, 530). In this context, Brufau Alvira (2009, 530) coins the notion of “the translation turn of feminism”: “el feminismo mundial camina ya con firmeza hacia una colaboración transnacional, que incorpore las reivindicaciones de los grupos de mujeres de todas partes, contextos y situaciones, que busque convergencias, que permita, si bien no imponga, préstamos metodológicos. La colaboración intrafeminista necesita de la traducción para alcanzar la meta de la igualdad–en lo que me he permitido acuñar como el giro traductológico del feminismo–, una traducción que destruya o delate estereotipos de género y también otros que puedan ralentizar o impedir los acuerdos interfeministas.”11 Thus, Brufau Alvira makes use of Judith Butler’s conception of cultural translation, which she renders as the basis of a constant questioning that allows the incorporation of other concerns, other rhythms and other priorities into what is considered “universal,” thus diversifying and multiplying the spaces of work for equality. It is the application of this paradigm to Gender Studies what she deems as the translation turn of feminism. This approach draws from the confluence of cultural and gender sensibilities as well as a conception of translation as a tool for change–a stance that is nowadays generally accepted in TS–.


Brufau Alvira inscribes this turn in the context of the relatively recent development of a transnational feminism that seeks to move beyond the borders of nations, peoples and cultures in order to find points of contact that allow us to outline universal goals and values for equality. This task, of course, necessarily demands processes of cultural translation which, as understood by Judith Butler, inevitably intersect with the question of feminist translation. In this context, Brufau Alvira advances the notion of intersectional translation inasmuch as intersectional theory contributes to a new understanding of identities based on feminist theory which can also be reflected and implemented through translation practice.


Against a global feminism that favors universalized Western models, intersectional feminism works to “compare the multiple, overlapping and discrete oppressions rather than to construct a theory of hegemonic oppression under a unified category of gender” (Grewal and Kaplan 1994, 17). That is, it assumes diversity but draws from general projects based on affinities rather than individual identifications with fixed categories (e.g. race, gender, nationality, etc.). This feminism observes world inequality and considers transcultural power relations; it moves beyond the international and defends a postcolonial and transnational paradigm (Brufau Alvira 2009, 528).


In this complex and multifaceted framework, translation becomes a tremendously complex activity which can be understood, as Michael Cronin has suggested, “as reflection” (Cronin 2003, 141). This approach is opposed to allegedly universal and unequivocal translation strategies, as the activity becomes reflection-driven and particular to the character and features of every text. In this context, intersectional translation constitutes a tool that may offer “particular solutions for concrete challenges” (Brufau Alvira 2009, 542) on the basis of the different axes that may combine in specific contexts.


Likewise, intersectional translation can also be associated with Hermans’s conception of “thick translation,”12 which he uses “as a label for a self-critical form of cross-cultural translation studies” (Hermans 2007, 148). Hermans understands thick translation as a “double-edged technique” which serves to dislocate both foreign terms and concepts, which are explored through a vocabulary that is alien to them as well as to problematize the describer’s–or the translator’s–own terminology, “which must be wrenched out of its familiar shape to accommodate both alterity and similarity” (Hermans 2007, 150). Thus, both intersectional and thick approaches to translation seek to provide specific solutions for individual cases and to avoid the imposition of strategies or viewpoints deriving from a single paradigm: “It is only a mild exaggeration to claim that thick translation contains within it both the acknowledgement of the impossibility of total translation and an unwillingness to appropriate the other through translation even as translation is taking place” (Hermans 2007, 151). However, as argued by Brufau Alvira (2009, 547), Appiah’s and Hermans’s proposals fail to acknowledge the relevance of gender approaches to these new translation proposals which, in their endeavor to emphasize cultural differences, end up invisivilizing or obscuring gender identities in translation.
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