
Introduction  

This book grew out of the translation challenges posed by one particular 
text: the Mémoires de l’abbé de Choisy habillé en femme [memoirs of the 
Abbot de Choisy dressed as a woman]. It is made challenging by the 
voice of its author-narrator, the seventeenth-century priest François- 
Timoléon de Choisy (1995, 17), who explains that, after his mother died: 

Je n’étais donc contraint de personne, et je m’abandonnai à mon 
penchant. Il arriva même que madame de La Fayette, que je voyais 
fort souvent, me voyant toujours fort ajusté avec des pendants 
d’oreilles et des mouches, me dit en bonne amie que ce n’était point 
la mode pour les hommes, et que je ferais bien mieux de m’habiller 
en femme. Sur une si grande autorité, je me fis couper les cheveux 
pour être mieux coiffée. 

I was therefore constrained by no one and I abandoned myself to 
my inclination. It just so happened that Madame de La Fayette, who 
I saw very often, seeing me often accessorized with earrings and 
beauty spots, told me as a friend that this was not the fashion for 
men and that I would do better to dress as a woman. On such 
authority, I had my hair cut to be better coiffed (my translation).  

Before the exchange with Madame de La Fayette, Choisy uses masculine 
gender on “contraint” [constrained] and “ajusté” [literally: adjusted; 
accessorized]. Once Choisy takes Madame de La Fayette’s advice, 
“coiffée” [coiffed] is written in the feminine. Choisy does not just dress 
as a woman, he becomes one in the language he uses. Choisy can write 
as both a man and a woman because French marks gender on adjectives, 
nouns, and past participles, not just in third person subject pronouns. 
The general premise is that those assigned the male sex at birth use 
masculine grammatical gender while those assigned female the feminine. 
Translating a text into English whose author breaks these rules is chal-
lenging, because English only marks gender on third person pronouns 
(he or she) and possessive adjectives (his or hers). 



A specific translation conundrum began this research: how does a 
translator deal with shifting linguistic gender identity when translating into 
a language, such as English, which does not use gender in the same way? 
This led to a much more far-reaching question: What does considering how 
to translate this shift, instead of putting it down as a regrettable but 
inevitable translation loss, reveal about the act of translation and/or about 
gender and how we present our gender identity (or identities) to the world? 

For the purpose of this book, I describe protagonists who use shifting 
linguistic gender as trans. Throughout this book I take “trans” to be 
“an umbrella term to describe people whose gender is not the same as, or 
does not sit comfortably with, the sex they were assigned at birth” 
(Stonewall 2017). In contrast, I define a “transgender” person as “a person 
whose identity does not conform unambiguously to conventions of male or 
female gender, but combines or moves between these” (Oxford 2017); 
transgender is therefore one type of trans identity. Transgender men and 
transgender women (or trans men and trans women) are often described as 
people who are assigned one sex at birth but who live and identify as the 
other sex (see Stonewall 2017; Tate, Hagai, and Crosby 2020, 6). This is 
important but here I want to focus on the idea of the transgender person 
as not conforming to one sex or another despite seeming to have “crossed 
the border” between one sex and another. Like the Abbé de Choisy, who 
becomes a woman and who I have argued elsewhere was transgender 
(see Rose 2017), any trans protagonist goes through such a process of be-
coming and unbecoming. This constant becoming and unbecoming makes 
these protagonists undecidable. 

Undecidability 

I use the term “undecidable” in preference to “ambiguous” or “undefined” 
because it makes apparent the important readerly and textual nature of the 
problem I am addressing. It situates my work within the fields of literary 
criticism and postmodernism, and specifically aligns it with the work of 
Jacques Derrida. The concept was first introduced by Kurt Gödel in 1931; 
it “proposed that in any formal system, that is, any system constructed by 
rules, there would be certain propositions that could neither be proved nor 
refuted by finite logical procedures, while still remaining meaningful. Such 
proposals were called ‘undecidables’” (Froneman 2010, 294). According to 
Derrida, a reading of a text can only take place if undecidability is main-
tained, where there is an aporia, “where to make a choice is to cheat the 
text, cheat meaning” (Dick and Wolfreys 2013, 300). 

Any text is undecidable but I argue that trans texts are quintessentially 
undecidable texts. The main question this book asks is how translation can 
deal with sexual and textual undecidability that represents the impossibility 
of knowing or pinning down a fixed meaning. I begin with the premise that 
undecidability is an inherent characteristic of texts written by or about trans 
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people and that translation is the best place to explore and represent it. This 
undecidability, or becoming, is best conveyed in translation as it is not a 
simple transfer of meaning from one text to another where the end result is 
fixed. I investigate the idea that this textual and sexual undecidability, 
which is revealed and celebrated in the translation of trans identity, is 
actually present in all texts and bodies, whether “trans” or not. 

To investigate undecidability and its translation in trans texts I decided to 
look at authors and texts that approached the question of being “trans” and 
that of “becoming” from a variety of perspectives. One could make an 
argument that if trans is a trans-historical phenomenon there is no need to 
historisize early texts. I contend that early-modern texts can be labeled 
“trans” (even though this category was not available to the writers them-
selves at the time). I see this as a new way of describing something that has 
existed for centuries but which has only recently been given a name. 
Furthermore, in this book, I look to Walter Benjamin’s ([1924] 2012) 
theory that translation is the source text’s afterlife to show that translations 
affect their sources, therefore a queer translation makes its source retro-
spectively queer. For me, a queer translation is one that allows the trans-
lator and the reader to explore and question what happens when we accept 
gender fluidity and what the placing of human beings into discrete, 
incontrovertible categories has cost those individuals who could not fit (see 
Tate, Hagai, and Crosby 2020). As a term, “queer” connotes elasticity and 
indeterminacy and it “ceaselessly interrogat[es] both the preconditions of 
identity and its effects” (Jagose 1996, 1). I do look at early-modern con-
ceptualizations of gender, however, to suggest that while it has always been 
possible to be trans, what it means to be trans and the consequences of 
publicly identifying as “different” change over time. My early-modern texts 
are trans but I also acknowledge that this is perhaps a different kind of 
“trans” (that all kinds of “trans” are in some ways individual). This 
acknowledgement is queer: “Attention to these very transgressions, these 
slippages of signification, these differences, when we work across languages 
and cultures is, in effect, a comparatively queer praxis” (Spurlin 2017, 173). 

When choosing the “trans” texts to work on, it was important to 
include memoirs written by trans people themselves (even if they could not 
identify as trans in their own time) because, according to Catherine Baker 
(2017): “The stories of what it means to be trans are even more dis-
proportionately told by cis creators, and keep coming round to the same 
tropes that fascinate people who aren’t trans”. I have included stories 
written by cisgender authors as well – these texts, whether we like it or 
not, tend to reach a wider audience and, most importantly, are translated.1 

Undecidable Texts 

My final selection of texts was made very carefully to fit with a structure 
based on the translation of different kinds of trans identity. I begin with 
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the early-modern memoirs of the Chevalier d’Eon and Catalina de 
Erauso, two protagonists who appear to “become” the “opposite” sex 
permanently but whose writing belies this permanence. The Chevalier/ 
Chevalière d’Eon demonstrates how this process of movement is 
inevitable but also transgressive – he tells his eighteenth-century readers 
that he becomes a woman despite himself, that he is powerless to resist 
crossing the gender divide, in order to lessen his transgression 
(Champagne, Ekstein, and Kates 2001, 3).2 The lives of d’Eon and 
Erauso have been examined by researchers interested in history, auto-
biography, sexology and sexuality, among other things. They have not, 
however, been extensively discussed by translators or translation scho-
lars; the translation challenges of these memoirs are discussed by their 
English translators, but with little attention paid to the “trans” aspect. 
These “trans” aspects and the difficulties they present for translation into 
English will be discussed here where the two texts are brought together 
for the first time. Their juxtaposition reveals the importance of main-
taining the “trans” aspect in translations of texts whose writers specifi-
cally use writing to show their shifting gender identity when no other 
means were at their disposal. And, indeed, I argue that the creativity 
needed to overcome the linguistic challenges these texts present for 
translation only serves to enhance the original transgression these writers 
practised by writing “trans” memoirs intended for public consumption. 

Because of this oscillation I need a way to refer to the protagonists that 
does not force them to be definitively masculine or feminine. Since the 
Middle Ages, English has dealt with the need for ambiguous pronouns by 
using “they” or “he or she” (see Baranowski 2002, 378). Many object to 
these, however, because “they” should not be used in the singular, being 
a plural pronoun and “he or she” is awkward (ibid.).3 Other options 
have included creating neologisms, and, while Dennis Baron (2010) 
claims epicene pronouns are the “words that failed,” they are becoming 
more widely used and recognized. No one set of epicene pronouns is 
uniformly used by everyone (see Chak 2015) but the set I use in this book 
are “ze” (he or she), “hir” (him or her) and “hirself” (himself or herself) 
(see Robinson 2020 who uses “ze”, Chak 2015 and Holmes 2008 who 
uses “hir”). 

I continue with the French memoir of Herculine Barbin, one of the most 
famous “hermaphrodites” of the nineteenth century (Dreger 1998, 51). 
I compare it to the fictional Middlesex whose protagonist, Calliope, 
constantly becomes and unbecomes both male and female and this 
is shown in the name I use – masculine “Cal” and feminine “Callie” be-
come “Cal/lie”. These two texts are rarely read together (see Holmes 2008 
for an exception) despite the fact that Middlesex is a good fit for com-
parison with Barbin’s Mes Memoires, because Cal/lie is supposedly in-
spired to write after having read it. Many critics and researchers 
ignore the undecidable aspect of both texts and struggle to label the 
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protagonists as male or female rather than both or neither and I offer a 
rare argument for undecidability in these texts. Barbin’s life and memoir 
have been examined by many, including Judith Butler (2006), and 
Middlesex has received much critical attention which is unsurprising 
for a Pulitzer-prize-winning novel. However, neither their translations 
(into English for Mes Memoires and into French and Spanish for 
Middlesex), nor the very specific issues they create for translation, 
have been profoundly probed thus far. By providing such a probing here I 
aim to show that translation, and, more specifically, digital translation, is 
an appropriate medium through which to transmit texts which are made 
undecidable by, among other things, layers of both intertext 
and paratext because translations themselves are layers added to the 
source text. 

I close by looking at Sphinx and Written on the Body whose narrators 
are neither male nor female and so whose “becoming” brings up questions 
of identity and existence; the unnamed narrator of Written on the Body 
becomes “less present” the more we try to pin down their sex. These are 
two texts which have been studied relatively extensively both in the ori-
ginal and, in the case of Written on the Body, in translation; again many 
readers ignore the undecidable aspects of the texts, looking to label the 
protagonists by clutching at textual clues. The English translation of 
Sphinx was only published in 2015 and so while many theorists and critics 
have considered the French text, far fewer focus on its translation. The 
materiality and “constructedness” of the text and the body are highlighted 
by these highly unconventional texts which erase both sex and gender. 
I maintain that because translation requires such close reading at the level 
of the text and because it brings up questions of linguistic gender, it is 
more illuminating to look at translations of texts with no gender than it 
is to look at the “original” texts alone. By reading these texts alongside 
each other I am offering a new angle on the critical analysis of Written on 
the Body, a field which would appear to have become saturated with 
studies claiming to have deduced the narrator’s gender identity, and am 
offering a new approach to translating undecidability. 

Despite the fact that some of these texts are well known and well 
researched they have all been undervalued as texts which tell the reader 
about, or help the reader to question, what it is to be trans and, by 
extension, what it is to be human. Here I develop a way of reading these 
texts which not only counteracts this undervaluing but restores value 
through translation. While trans people are still subject to violence and 
persecution, a discussion of how to educate people about trans lives and 
how to promote trans rights will always be important. By exploring the 
relationship between translation and trans identity, I aim to bring trans 
writing and lives to the fore across cultures. By bringing translation and 
trans-gender issues together I seek to take account of undecidable 
identity by shining a light on trans texts and bodies. 
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Theoretical Context: (Trans)gender 

Transgender theory is concerned with questioning norms and exposes 
the myth that one’s gender follows naturally from one’s sex. Sex and 
gender are different: “sex refers to the biological and reproductive 
classification of an organism – male or female. Gender […] refers to the 
cultural aspect of sex – how we come to know ourselves as social beings 
that are male or female” (Franklin 2012, 1). Though, of course, in the 
remainder of this book I shall prove that there are not only two choices. 
Some trans people see their sex and gender as being totally separate while 
others do not and I am moving away from using “transgender” as an 
umbrella term because not all transgender people view (the concept of) 
identity in the same way or have the same goals (see Robinson 2019, xv). 
Transgender people do not necessarily view their (own sense of) identity 
in the same way as intersex and transsexual people even though 
“transgender” can be used as a term to refer to all three. Indeed, one’s 
gender identity does not even have to match the way one expresses one’s 
gender, the clothes one wears or the things one does to present oneself to 
others (see Baker 2017). For these reasons I use “trans” as an umbrella 
term to denote the people with whom transgender theory is concerned. 

The disparity between people who identify as trans and yet who 
believe different things about their sex or gender reveals a central tension 
at work amongst trans people and activists. There is at once a usefulness 
and force in the appeal to essentialism, the idea that one feels one’s 
gender both spiritually and physically, and an equal usefulness to anti- 
essentialist arguments that permit gender mobility and play. That gender 
is not a core was an idea propounded as early as the 1940s by theorists 
such as Simone de Beauvoir ([1949] 2009, 295) who famously wrote that 
“one is not born, but rather becomes a woman.” This idea was taken up 
by Judith Butler (2006, xv-xvi) who demonstrated in a 1999 preface 
included in the 2006 Routledge Classics edition of Gender Trouble that 
gender is not essential: 

the view that gender is performative sought to show that what we 
take to be an internal essence of gender is manufactured through a 
sustained set of acts, posited through the gendered stylization of the 
body. In this way, it showed that what we take to be an “internal” 
feature of ourselves is one that we anticipate and produce through 
certain bodily acts.  

Butler’s (2006, 10) innovation, however, was the argument that sex is 
also a construct, that there is no distinction between sex and gender or 
nature and culture: “gender ought not to be conceived merely as the 
cultural inscription of meaning on a pregiven sex (a juridical concep-
tion); gender must also designate the very apparatus of production 
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whereby the sexes themselves are established.” If both sex and gender are 
perceived as discursive products of society, then being male or female is 
as complicated as being masculine or feminine. 

Butler claims that trans people prove the performativity of gender (and 
intersex people prove the performativity of sex) though she is not saying 
that all gender is drag; drag is an example of performativity, not a model 
for it (Butler 1994, 32). In her 2004 work Undoing Gender, Butler 
argues that we should take this revelation and use it to question all 
gender. Butler (2004c, 27–28) claims that if trans people were seen as 
normal, instead of “abnormal”, the instability of all gender would be 
exposed and norms would become unsettled. Judith Halberstam (2005, 
57–58) also believes that “cisgender” identities are just as strange as 
“transgender” ones: “Eccentric, double, duplicitous, deceptive, odd, self- 
hating: all of these judgements swirl around […] the self-defined trans-
gender person, as if other lives – gender normative lives – were not odd, 
nor duplicitous, not doubled and contradictory at every turn.” In this 
view, trans people and cis people all struggle with gender and this sug-
gests that gender is not essential, because it is not easy to do. For Butler 
(2006), gender is something we “do”, not something we are. 

Many trans people, however, want to “pass” as men and women and 
do not wish to draw attention to their “transness”. While Butler’s work 
repudiated the idea of a core, some transsexuals believe that they were 
“born in the wrong body” (Wilchins 2002a, 23–24) and that sex 
reassignment realigns their outer appearance with their inner “core”. We 
cannot entirely do without essentialist thought – as Diana Fuss (1989, 
104) says: “Fictions of identity, importantly, are no less powerful for 
being fictions.” A gender core may be a fiction but it is too powerful, too 
entrenched in many people’s consciousness, for it to be wholly denied 
out of hand. Both sides of the essentialist/constructivist argument must 
be kept open. Rather than denying essentialism, we can instead question 
it: the questioning of the core becomes even more radical because so 
many believe it to be “sacrosanct”. Constructionism and essentialism are 
not mutually opposing categories; indeed, even though constructionism 
is based on the social and essentialism on the natural, the social can be 
essentialist and the natural constructionist (4–6) (the prime example 
being doctors assigning babies with “a gender” based only on the gen-
itals they can “see”). 

Essentialism can be deployed effectively in the interests of a group to 
appeal to the collective consciousness of that group (Spivak 1988, 13). 
To group people by class or gender is not irrational, even if there are 
many differences among the same people in one group. The unification 
of a group can be used to undo the power wielded by that very uni-
fication, to reveal that power as illusory: “Class-consciousness on the 
descriptive level is itself a strategic and artificial rallying awareness 
which, on the transformative level, seeks to destroy the mechanics which 
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come to construct the outlines of the very class of which a collective 
consciousness has been situationally developed” (Spivak, 14). Strategic 
essentialism, for example, is useful in the fight for the visibility of women 
in language carried out by Francophone feminists in particular (see De 
Lotbinière-Harwood 1991; Yaguello 2002). This is despite the fact that, 
usually, trying to appeal to the concept of “women” as a whole is decried 
as impossible because all women are different. Feminists need a concept 
of woman as essential to claim an autonomous female voice (see Fuss 
1989, 2). I am claiming an autonomous trans voice here to bring trans 
issues to the fore, but I am also acknowledging the heteroglossic nature 
of that voice, given the evidence that many trans people do not see eye to 
eye on what it means to be trans. 

My aim is not to set up a debate between trans people, or to claim that 
those who do draw attention to their transness are more transgressive 
and are therefore more deserving of theoretical attention. And neither 
was this Butler’s aim; Gender Trouble was not arguing that we can pick 
and choose what gender we will “do” on a daily basis, that being trans is 
a conscious choice (Butler 2014), despite many mistakenly enlisting it to 
argue for precisely that (see Butler 1994; Prosser 2006). The revelation 
that gender is not determined by biology, genitals, or chromosomes 
allows individuals to declare what their gender is or to deny the sex they 
are assigned at birth. Gender is not binary; acknowledging this does not 
preclude the idea that somebody “knows” they are a woman even if they 
were assigned the male sex at birth. And it is the revelation that gender 
does not follow from sex, that it is not determined by genitals, which 
makes it possible for these seemingly incompatible positions to co-exist. 

For Butler (2014, n.p.), identity politics is necessary because “some-
times we do need a language that refers to a basic, fundamental, 
enduring, and necessary dimension of who we are.” Her 2014 ideas 
suggest that if somebody wants to see their gender as essential, this 
would not be “wrong” but neither would it be wrong to conceive of 
one’s gender as fluid. On this point I follow Butler’s (ibid.) proclamation: 
“No matter whether one feels one’s gendered and sexed reality to be 
firmly fixed or less so, every person should have the right to determine 
the legal and linguistic terms of their embodied lives.” This view is 
important in a world where trans people experience their identities in 
very varied ways. 

What I wish to take from Butler’s views on trans identity and the fore-
going discussion of the paradox of essentialism is that these different, yet 
equally valid, positions on sex and gender can be explored through trans 
literature and the representation of transness in writing. Furthermore, the 
notion of a “core”, of originality, of passing, and of “interpreting” meaning 
(of making assumptions based on what we “see,” be that a body or a text) 
are all notions that concern translation scholars. Gender is stable yet fluid, 
dichotomous yet multiple, conservative yet radical, and, because of these 
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contradictions, is queer. Translation is all of these things too, and it is the 
juxtaposition of trans embodiment and translation that helps us to see that 
translation is fluid, multiple, radical, and queer. In transgenderism, some-
thing initially taken as “x” experiences itself as “y” as is similarly in 
translation. A text “x” becomes expressed as “y”. The “trans” in translation 
and transness is this crossing between “x” and “y” and it is the translator’s 
job to both express “x” as “y” textually (remembering that “y” can never be 
the same as “x”) and, in translating transness itself, to respect the fact that 
“x” has become “y” sexually (acknowledging the fact that “y” might go 
back to “x” or even become “z”). 

Theoretical Context: Translation 

Translation studies have been concerned with the translation of gender 
for many decades now but this has largely been in relation to the 
translation of women and to the figuration of the translator (see Castro 
and Ergun 2017; De Lotbinière-Harwood 1991; Federici and Leonardi 
2013; Simon 1996; Von Flotow 1997, 2011, 2013). Both translation and 
women have traditionally been seen as secondary, derivative and inferior 
to men and original writing. For Lori Chamberlain (2012, 254) there is a 
gendered distinction between writing and translation: writing is mascu-
line because it is original, translation is feminine because it is derivative. 
Though the translation is female, the translator, in their role as “usurper 
of the author”, is “figured as male, the text itself is figured as a female 
whose chastity must be protected” (256). In this view, masculinity 
is authoritative and active, femininity is submissive and passive; by 
extension, women cannot be translators. 

Translation has also long been seen as a dressing up of one text in 
different clothes to make another text, those clothes being made from the 
target language and covering the body of the source (see Van Wyke 
2010, 18). This is a pertinent metaphor for my particular study. James 
St. André (2010a) shows that translation has long been conceptualized in 
terms of gender and clothing because both translation and cross-dressing 
have been seen as the act of changing an external appearance to (mis) 
represent an internal “truth”. A cross-dresser covers and conceals their 
physical body with clothing and, according to this metaphor, a trans-
lation covers and conceals the original textual body with a new text. 
In 1790, Alexander Fraser Tytler (1992, 130) wrote that a translator 
must “be ever so thoroughly master of the sense of his author” because if 
the translator is not, “he will present him through a distorting medium, 
or exhibit him often in a garb that is unsuitable to his character.” 

This metaphor of translation as clothing suggests that the truth is 
something that is concealed under layers (St. André 2010a, 9). Translation 
has long grappled with this notion of a “core” meaning at the centre of the 
text. For centuries, it was believed that the translator should uncover the 
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essential core that the author created for the text and then re-cover it in a 
new language; this must be done while usurping the author but at the same 
time preserving “his” character. When it proves impossible to reproduce 
the text’s core, as it always does, the translator is accused of betraying the 
source text. In 1683, Pierre Daniel Huet (1992, 88) was of the opinion 
that a translation that departs from the original is a deception: “Who 
would not burn with anger when he feels that his face has been ill 
represented? […] an adulterated translation is most like […] a woman’s 
face plastered with cosmetics.” This quotation reveals the extent to which 
translation has been linked to women and, with its misogynistic tones, the 
extent to which both have been maligned over the centuries. Not only is 
translation deceitful like a woman but it is also, in both the translation-as- 
betrayal and translation-as-clothing metaphors, a concealing or masking 
of the “truth” behind layers. 

The fact that translation is always a betrayal demonstrates that meaning 
is not inherently there in the text waiting to be discovered. Roland 
Barthes’ (1977) notion of the “death of the author” was largely taken to 
mean that meaning is in the hands of the reader, that the reader usurps the 
author’s place as the authority on the text’s meanings. However, for 
Barthes, the “reader” is the place in which all of a text’s multiple meanings 
gather (Connors 2010, 77). What Barthes’ theory does not take into ac-
count is the fact that readers do select meanings for a text from 
the multiple choices available. We cannot follow every thread and thus we 
sacrifice the ones we do not pursue: “Writing does not simply weave 
several threads into a single term in such a way that one might end up 
unravelling all the ‘contents’ just by pulling a few strings” (Derrida 2004, 
384). In other words, the reader can never unravel the whole text but only 
the meanings which emerge from the strings they choose to pull. Taking it 
one step further than Barthes does, we can see that “if signifiers do point to 
other, absent, signifiers, then it follows that a text is a force-field which 
itself pushes some meanings to the fore by excluding others from its 
terrain” (Connors 2010, 77). 

For Derrida (2001a, 8), meaning is always both relational and dy-
namic. It does not inhere in single units but arises from this dynamism: 
meanings jostle with each other, “preventing each other’s emergence” 
but “provoking each other too, unforeseeably”. Any reading of a text 
can “uncover” the author’s intention but it can also “uncover” elements 
that are in tension with that intention (see Connors 2010) and this is 
how the author can be both alive and dead. There is also a tension 
between play and presence: “Play is the disruption of presence. The 
presence of an element is always a signifying and substitutive reference 
inscribed in a system of differences and the movement of a chain” 
(Derrida 2001a, 369). The notion of innumerable paths and a play of 
identity is formalized by Derrida as “différance”, where “différance” is 
both “to differ” and “to defer,” where a word’s many meanings are 
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always out of reach (see Johnson 2004, ix). It is not simply that one word 
never has only one meaning, it is that each different meaning a word 
could have can itself be understood in various ways. Derrida differ-
entiates Barthes’ (1970) notion of polysemy from his own concept of 
dissemination. 

Derrida (2004) describes that dissemination “endlessly opens up a 
snag in writing that can no longer be mended, a spot where neither 
meaning, however plural, nor any form of presence can pin/pen down 
[agrapher] the trace” (22). Dissemination entails countless possible 
paths of meaning but these paths, while always present, can never all be 
“interpreted” by one reader and one meaning is made at the expense of 
these countless others. 

There is a difficulty with the concept of “interpretation” which goes 
back to the idea of essentialism – it suggests that there is something 
essential in a text to be perceived and then found by the reader, that what 
we interpret is the core. However, just as we need the concept of an 
essential core for some types of gender identity, we need the concept of 
interpretation. According to Nietzsche, we need interpretation precisely 
because the “truth” is an illusion (Nietzsche 1967, 47); truth only exists 
because society agrees upon what is true, and things in themselves are 
not inherently “true”. Everything has to be an interpretation: “Against 
that positivism which stops before phenomena, saying ‘there are only 
facts,’ I should say: no, it is precisely facts that do not exist, only 
interpretations” (458). There are no truths because there are no origi-
nals. Nietzsche (46) uses leaves to demonstrate this: 

No leaf ever wholly equals another, and the concept ‘leaf’ is formed 
through an arbitrary abstraction from these individual differences, 
through forgetting the distinctness; and now it gives rise to the idea 
that in nature there might be something besides the leaves which 
would be “leaf” – some kind of original form after which all leaves 
have been woven.  

In this book I demonstrate that the same applies to both texts and 
bodies. 

Transgender Translation 

Having explored the tenets of Transgender and Translation Studies that have 
influenced my research, I shall now bring together the two contexts to de-
monstrate how the two fields have much in common and how a combina-
tion of the two undermines the dominant ideology surrounding “original” 
writing and “original” gender. The work of Feminist Translation Studies is 
by no means over, as Luise von Flotow (2013, 163) states: “This topic will 
not go away.” Questions are still being asked about women in translation, 
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women as translators, and women as authors. However, recent work on the 
topic of gender and translation has also turned its attention towards the 
“other genders, or perhaps other gender positions, that humans can be seen 
to enjoy, perform, choose, interchange, and translate” (164). I am following 
this new turn which moves away from, but is in many ways parallel to, 
feminist translation theory by looking at the translation of trans-gender. To 
do this I am drawing on the feminist translation theories that have prepared 
this ground. Furthermore, I also use poststructuralist philosophy and literary 
criticism. 

In 2010, St. André (2010b, 276) suggested a metaphor for translation 
inspired by cross-dressing: “Translation as cross-identity performance.” 
He states that with this metaphor, our knowledge of the cross-identifying 
performer is put into question along with the translator’s knowledge of 
the source text. He also compares the skills needed to mimic a gender 
performance to the skills needed to mimic the performance of a text 
(281). One of the most important points of this book is that translation 
and trans identity can learn from each other in several different ways. 
What St André’s metaphor throws into sharp relief is that translation 
and the trans person have traditionally had to hide but, in revealing 
themselves, they show that the things they masquerade as “normal” 
gender and “original” writing are themselves masquerades. Trans people 
reveal the performative aspect of all genders while they sometimes 
attempt to pass as cisgender in heteronormative surroundings; transla-
tions reveal the performative aspect of all writing while sometimes 
attempting to pass as original writing in literary surroundings. 

In 2011, Von Flotow (2011, 3) claimed that “the much discussed 
performative aspects of gender, which would seem to fit nicely with the 
performative aspects of translation, have hardly been explored or 
developed.” And she stands by this position in 2013 stating that “while 
the theorizing around gender continues to be intense and highly political, 
actual studies of its impact in and upon translation in many different 
societies still needs to be explored and studied” (von Flotow 2013, 164). 
It is true that the subject of the transgender writer or translator or 
protagonist has yet to fully emerge within Translation Studies. A recent 
notable exception is the 2016 special translation issue of the journal 
Transgender Studies Quarterly (TSQ). Two collections on Queer trans-
lation published by Routledge for their Advances in Translation and 
Interpreting Studies series also followed in 2017: Queer in Translation 
(Epstein and Gillett 2017) and Queering Translation, Translating the 
Queer (Baer and Kaindl 2017). As if to demonstrate the sense of urgency 
currently surrounding studies in this field, the latter was published only 
seven months after the former. These texts complement my work and my 
work also complements these texts (I contributed articles to both the 
TSQ edition (Rose E. 2016) and to Queer in Translation (Rose 2017)). 
Finally, in January 2019, Douglas Robinson brought out a new book 
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called Transgender, Translation, Translingual Address in which he puts 
cisgender and transgender people into dialogue. He does what Von 
Flotow called for in 2013 and argues for a relationship between trans-
gender and translation where: “The ‘oscillation or indeterminacy of 
personality in translation’ translates as the ‘oscillation or indeterminacy 
of gender in transgender’” (Robinson 2019, xiv). 

Some of the questions I am asking here are beginning to be asked all over 
the world. The special issue of TSQ, entitled “Translating Transgender”, 
published in November 2016, asks: “What do transgender subjectivities – in 
and around language – contribute to our knowledge of translation prac-
tice?” (Gramling and Dutta 2016, 339) and “What particular contingencies 
attend the task of translating texts that themselves narrate transgender 
subjectivities?” (347). I ask similar questions here as well: What can being 
trans or writing a trans text tell us about the act of writing or the act of 
translation? And what can the act of translation tell us about being trans or 
about being human? My book is born in the thick of a proliferating dis-
cussion of queer and trans identity in translation. What it brings to the field 
is a close examination of trans texts which allows us to consider trans lives, 
and the translation of trans lives, more fruitfully. It also allows us to expose 
the gender masquerade (that we all have one and that it is always only one 
of two choices) and the masquerade of original writing (that writers are in 
control of their texts and originate all the words and ideas they use). 

I am also concerned with how the notion of originality can be challenged 
in both translation and transgender studies. Subversive performances show 
that the gender core is a fiction (Salih 2004, 93); translation can also be seen 
as a subversive performance which emphasizes the fiction of an “original” 
text or a “genius” author. Just as the concepts of a “core” and of “inter-
pretation” are complicated, so too is that of “originality”. “Original” can 
“mean ‘from the beginning, former, ancient’ […] and it can mean ‘fresh, 
new, novel, unexpected’” (Pope 2005, 57). The source text is the origin (the 
beginning) for the translation but that translation can still originate some-
thing in its own right (59). Furthermore, the source text’s supposed ori-
ginality (in the sense of innovation) cannot spring from nothing (64). 
Translation is creative where “creative” means to celebrate the potentialities 
in every text. 

Translation as a creative act entails more than a simple transfer of 
meaning: “The translated text no longer forms a dependency on the 
original text, but actually transforms it, subverting radically the binary 
between original and copy. This […] calls attention to the performativity 
of translation” (Spurlin 2014, 206). Or, put another way, the perfor-
mativity of both gender and translation leads us to reconsider the idea of 
an “original” text or body. For Butler (2004a, 127), gender is “a kind of 
imitation for which there is no original; in fact, it is a kind of imitation 
that produces the very notion of the original as an effect and con-
sequence of the imitation itself.” The trans person reveals that gender is a 
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product of previous acts which it needs to stay alive. This idea can be 
directly linked to translation and to Walter Benjamin’s ([1924] 2012, 76) 
ideas on the afterlife of translation: that the translation continues the life 
of the source text. It is through acts of translation that the “original” text 
remains available, but the idea of the original is a myth; translation is not 
a copy of an original but a copy of a text which is also copied from 
former texts. Derrida (2001b, 199) takes the idea of translation as both 
prolonged life and life after death for the source text one step further: 
“Doesn’t it guarantee these two survivals by losing the flesh during a 
process of conversion [change]? By elevating the signifier to its meaning 
or value, all the while preserving the mournful and debt-laden memory 
of the singular body, the first body, the unique body that translation thus 
elevates, preserves and negates [relève]?” 

Derrida’s use of the body metaphor for translation demonstrates that, 
conceptually, translation and the body are linked as multiple and mobile. 
A recurring theme of this book will be the haunting of the text, and 
especially translation, by earlier texts and the haunting of the body, and 
especially the trans body, by earlier bodies. Many trans people may reject 
this comparison, as the trans body preserves and negates the ‘first’ 
body when they wish only to negate it. Yet to be openly trans is to 
acknowledge that something, no matter how unwanted, came before. 
I will discuss further in chapter eight how texts which remove gender 
have an Aufhebung of gender where gender is, as with Derrida’s notion 
of relève, preserved and deleted.4 For Hegel (2010, 80), “becoming is the 
unseparatedness of being and nothing […] being and nothing are each 
unseparated from its other, each is not. In this unity, therefore, they are, 
but as vanishing, only as sublated.” “To sublate” is the English trans-
lation of the German “aufheben” which “has a twofold meaning in the 
language: it equally means ‘to keep,’ to ‘preserve,’ and ‘to cause to cease,’ 
‘to put an end to’” (Hegel 2010, 81–82). Being and becoming is con-
tradictory and never pure. Like the “original” that is both old and new in 
Pope’s definition, the trans body, too, is both old and new; indeed, to 
be trans is to be in between. The earlier versions are not lost, they are the 
ghosts that make the text and the body what they are and they guarantee 
that the text and the body are in a constant evolution of becoming and 
unbecoming. 

The notions of becoming and unbecoming are taken from Gilles 
Deleuze (1990, 3) for whom there is a “simultaneity of a becoming 
whose characteristic is to elude the present, becoming does not tolerate 
the separation or the distinction of before and after, or of past and 
future. It pertains to the essence of becoming to move and to pull in both 
directions at once.” Deleuze looks to Plato to explain, stating that this is 
“a subterranean dualism between that which receives the action of the 
Idea and that which eludes this action. It is not the distinction between 
the Model and the copy but rather between copies and simulacra” (4). 

14 Introduction 



Pure becoming “contests both model and copy at once” (ibid.). That 
there is no model (or original) and no copy, but that both are simply two 
“ends” (ends which are never finished or finite) of the same process of 
becoming, is how I see the relationship between source text and target 
text or the different gender identities that can be held by the same person. 

What is important for my study is that Deleuze rejects binary terms. 
The conception of binary terms as different actualizations of one and 
the same duration could be applied to the notions of “cisgender” and 
“transgender” and of “writing” and “translation,” all four made up of 
continuous acts or performances and therefore undecidable. Deleuze 
is influenced by Henri Bergson whose method of “intuition” works “to 
restore the complexity of undecidability to the real. It reveals and makes 
explicit the fine threads within and between objects (including living 
beings) that always makes them more than themselves, always propels 
them in a mode of becoming” (Grosz 2005, 9). The complexity of 
undecidability can be restored through language because “it is language 
which fixes the limits […] but it is language as well which transcends the 
limits and restores them to the infinite equivalence of an unlimited 
becoming” (Deleuze 1990, 4). Here, I am examining how people who 
experience an “unlimited becoming” can articulate this state of move-
ment, this undecidability, through language. 

Outline 

This book offers a critical analysis of texts which I label “trans” because 
they are either written by or about trans people. For these fictional and 
non-fictional trans people, writing is central to the performance of their 
gender identity and they all deliberately play with language to express 
themselves. They are all solecists in that they defy convention but 
the three memoirists, Catalina de Erauso, the Chevalier d’Eon, and 
Herculine Barbin, also deliberately misuse the conventions of French and 
Spanish grammar. The three novelists, Jeffrey Eugenides, Anne Garréta, 
and Jeanette Winterson, do not break linguistic rules but every word they 
use has been thought and re-thought over and chosen very carefully, 
anticipating the translator’s task before it has even begun. 

Close textual analysis is especially important for these texts which have 
all been translated before because they all benefit from a “rereading.” This 
act of rereading gives the texts back their undecidability and the idea that 
this undecidability comes from the reader is important. According to Scott 
(2014a, 50), we must imagine the source text “as something living into its 
own multiplicity and undecidability. [It] does not already have this mul-
tiplicity; it is invested with a multiplicity by its reader/translator, and this 
in turn generates an increasing undecidability.” Following Scott’s notion 
of the text as multiple, then the translator who attempts to put down a 
definitive version of a text on paper works to immobilize the text and 
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undo the text’s undecidability. The translator who attempts to put down a 
definitive version of a trans person does the same in that they immobilize 
the body and undo the body’s undecidability. 

The immobilization of both the body and the text can be out-witted 
with a kind of translation that is experimental. These techniques can 
achieve a kind of mobility; through experimental translation the prota-
gonists of these source texts can be seen as being in a perpetual process of 
becoming, of movement, of self-differentiation (Scott 2014a, 217). With 
experimental translation we can suggest that the text and the body are 
multiple, are old and new. Because of my focus on experiment and 
creativity, I am not necessarily suggesting translation methods which 
could be adopted for the translation of every trans narrative, or which 
would be readily accepted by many publishers. My aim, instead, is to 
encourage the translator-reader to think about how texts are read and 
how meaning is derived: the text and the trans identity within are written 
anew with every reading. This makes any translation and any reading of 
that translation one layer in the manifold layers that make up any body 
of text or any body in text. This, in turn, means that any one translation 
never has to be a definitive representation of one text or one body, not 
least because there is no “one” text or body to be represented. 

I carry out multiple experiments to show that the body and the text are 
multiple and these trans texts and bodies are the perfect variables for this 
experimentation because they are, in and of themselves, variable. Trans 
bodies are variable because they are queer and they are uncertain. This 
uncertainty can be celebrated in experimentation. Des Fitzgerald and 
Felicity Callard (2014, 17) specifically “direct attention to spaces of 
experimentation in which the intersections between scientific ‘objects,’ in-
struments […] and experimenters still quiver with uncertainty.” To ac-
knowledge this uncertainty, I follow a transdisciplinary methodology. This 
methodology is “issue- or problem-centred […] Methodologically, trans-
disciplinary research follows responsive or iterative methodologies and 
requires innovation, creativity, and flexibility” (Leavy 2011, 9). I explore 
innovative, creative and flexible ways to consider the “problem” of how to 
translate trans source texts. Considering a transdisciplinary approach is a 
new direction for translation studies that look at gender and it is apt be-
cause I am bringing together translation theory, transgender theory, gender 
theory, literary theory, philosophy, poststructuralism, and queer theory 
to create a “trans” theory that informs my translation of trans identity. 

My first section deals with Erauso and d’Eon, who could be called 
transgender by today’s standards, despite writing centuries before the 
term was first used. These case studies allow me to consider how gender 
was conceptualized in a time very different from our own, and to argue 
that we cannot see these texts in a cultural vacuum but that they are 
products of their time. In these chapters I introduce the idea that 
translation is an active intrusion on the source text and this is a view 
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I shall develop throughout the book. The theme of textual and sexual 
haunting is also introduced here and shown in translation through the 
palimpsest. 

My second section acts as a bridge between the first section which looks 
at memoirs and the third which look at novels by examining Barbin’s in-
tersex memoir and Eugenides’ intersex novel written three centuries apart. I 
define an intersex person as someone who is born with ‘a physical and/or 
chromosomal set of possibilities in which the features usually understood as 
belonging distinctly to either the male or female sex are combined in a single 
body” (Holmes 2008, 32). The gap in time between my two source texts 
offers an opportunity to explore the history of intersex and how it has been 
treated by the medical establishment over time. Like Erauso and d’Eon’s 
texts, these two texts also blur the lines between memoir and fiction because 
both are intertextual and neither offer a completely “truthful” portrait of 
the subject who writes. Autobiography does not “discover” the subject just 
as the medical establishment does not “discover” the intersex child; both 
are created by the very thing that claims to be at their disposal. What makes 
these intersex texts difficult to translate are things all of my texts have in 
common: confused genres, intertextuality, divided narrative voices, open 
endings. The haunting of the body and the text by previous bodies and texts 
and their undecidability is represented in translation here by the hypertext. 

My last section looks at Garréta and Winterson’s twentieth-century novels 
whose narrators are agender (someone who has “an absence of gender 
identification or expression” (Huston 2015)) and explores how to keep such 
seemingly important character traits out of translation. I consider how the 
undecidability of these characters has been viewed as a gimmick by some 
critics and as something to be solved by others. At this juncture it will be 
clear that trans texts are undecidable and that my aim is to queer them 
through translation so that no definitive conclusion can be reached on who 
their writers or protagonists “really” are. These chapters also centre on the 
themes of freedom and constraint, that there is a freedom of potentiality and 
multiplicity in the constraints of language (which is exploited by our wri-
ters), in the way that translation is always constrained. Here my translation 
method is influenced by erasure and fragmentation, it comes full circle back 
to the palimpsest but this time to a perverse palimpsest (Barthes 1986), to a 
conscious unwriting that demonstrates how translation is always a rewriting. 
The text and the body are constantly read, written, reread and rewritten and 
this is why they are undecidable. 

Notes  
1 A “cis-gender” person is defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as someone 

“whose sense of personal identity and gender corresponds to his or her sex 
at birth” (Oxford 2017). Though this book aims to suggest that cisgender 
and transgender people are not as different as these terms would like to suggest 
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because transgender people reveal such things as binary sex to be fictitious, 
I use it here as a contrast to “transgender”.  

2 This attempt to lessen recrimination through fear can also be seen in Choisy’s 
work. In the excerpt I quote at the start of this introduction, Choisy uses 
the authority of a woman, Madame de La Fayette, to justify his dressing as 
a woman.  

3 I choose not to use “they” because I am always analysing two texts and two 
protagonists – it would become confusing as to whether I was referring to the 
protagonists (such as Erauso and d’Eon) in the singular or plural.  

4 Whilst I link them here because they are both notions which are relevant for 
my study, Derrida’s notion of relève and Hegel’s Aufhebung are not the same: 
“Hegel sets out the immanent self-undermining of pure being, whereas Derrida 
points to, among many other things, the play of unresolvable differences that 
(he thinks) make possible and render impossible and idea of pure becoming 
[…] The two philosophers do, however, share a common belief that the idea 
of pure being is problematic” (Houlgate 2006, 303).  
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