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Examination of Yang Yi’s Translation of Wuthering Heights
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The renowned translator Yang Yi passed away in 2023. Many scholars argue that, influenced by their biological gender,
female translators often employ translation methods in adherence to feminist translation or reflect characteristics
typical of female translators. This study examines the translation of Wuthering Heights by Yang Yi, focusing on
whether there is a definite influence of gender on translator behavior. While existing literature primarily analyzes
Yang Yi’s work through a feminist lens, this research takes a broader approach. By considering the translator’s social
background and translation practice, this paper challenges the assumption that her work strictly aligns with feminist
translation theories. Instead, this study emphasizes the importance of considering diverse factors when interpreting
translated works, moving beyond a singular gender-based standpoint.
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Introduction

Wuthering Heights is the only novel written by the British female author Emily Bronté. Since 1978, there
have been 169 translations published in the Chinese mainland, among which Yang Yi’s translation stands out.
All 350,000 copies printed by Jiangsu People’s Publishing House in July 1980 were sold out, making it the
recognized classic translation of Wuthering Heights in China. Current studies of Yang’s translation often interpret
it from the perspective of feminist translation or stylistic features of female translators, given that both the author
Emily Bronté and the translator Yang Yi are female. For instance, Liu (2010, p. 32) argued, “Considering that
Emily Bronté and Yang Yi are both women, selecting this translation to discuss feminist translation theory carries
considerable persuasion”. Moreover, some scholars believe that Yang Yi deliberately highlighted the
characteristics of a female translator in her translation (Tan, 2014). Nevertheless, the author proposes to unveil
the superficial veil, transcending biological gender, and objectively examine the translation. This paper will
discuss Yang Yi’s translation from two aspects: the translator’s social background and translation practice.

Social Background

American feminist scholars Candace West and Don H. Zimmerman (1998) distinguished between the
notions of sex and gender: Sex is related to biological concepts, such as anatomy, hormones, and physiology,
whereas gender is a social construct acquired after birth through psychological, cultural, and societal means.
Social gender is not solely determined by biological sex but is influenced by the social environment in which one
lives. Previous analyses of Yang’s translation often categorize the translator’s ideological inclination based solely
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on biological gender, suggesting that her work embodies feminist translation views or exhibits more feminine
traits compared to male translators. However, the author holds that the appreciation of Yang Yi’s translation
concepts should start from her social background.

Chinese females endured over two millennia of feudal oppression under the concepts of male superiority
and female subservience. Despite movements for women’s liberation from the late Qing Dynasty to the May
Fourth Movement and subsequent New Democratic Revolution, these efforts were led by men, leaving women
still lacking independence and gender consciousness (Yang, 2014). Yang Yi was born in 1919 into a typical
feudal family, where male lineage was highly valued, and being a girl meant she received little regard at home.
In contrast, her elder brother Yang Xianyi (also a renowned translator) was highly favored as the eldest grandson,
treated almost like royalty. In a society where male superiority prevailed, having multiple wives and concubines
was commonplace among esteemed men. Her father had three wives, despite her grandfather’s disapproval and
her father’s lack of interest. Living for many years in such a family environment inevitably influenced Yang Yi
with traditional family values. In her autobiography A Hundred Years, Many People, and Many Things (Yang &
Yu, 2023), Yang Yi recalls her upbringing in a family where her mother’s status changed significantly after
giving birth to her brother: “This was a significant achievement for the family”. Her expression reveals a belief
that a woman’s role in bearing a son was a means to gain status. Furthermore, she noted that her father treated
her mother better than his second wife because “Father still had feelings for her, and Mother was more obedient
and likable to Father”. This viewpoint contradicts feminist ideals, suggesting in her deeper beliefs that wives are
not equal in status to their husbands and should be obedient and pleasing. It can be concluded that she lacks
awareness of women’s rights.

Finally, Yang Yi’s view of personal achievement also contradicts the usual feminist ideology: In an
interview with Xiaokang (Su, 2023), Yang Yi often praises the literati scholars as learned and talented, and the
magazine interprets Yang Yi’s words as implying her exclusion from this category. Rather than pursuing personal
achievements, she prioritizes her life.

Translation Practice

In the field of literary translation, different translators hold their own cultural positions regarding the central
ideas of the original work and the source culture. This affects the translator’s strategies, ultimately permeating
various levels of the translated work (Zhong, 2009). Through comparison between Fang Ping’s translation
(hereafter referred to as Fang’s translation) and Yang Yi’s translation (hereafter referred to as Yang’s translation),
the author concludes that despite Fang Ping being a male translator, Yang Yi’s translation methods deviate more
from feminist translation. The changes to characters’ dialogue in Yang Yi’s version diminish the portrayal of
female figures while improving negative male figures. In terms of wording and sentence structure, Yang Yi also
does not necessarily embody the stylistic traits typically associated with female translators.

In Chapter 33 of Wuthering Heights, amidst the heightened character conflicts, the characters’ images
vividly come to life, making it a representative example. The author selects some dialogues from the outbreak of
conflict to conduct analysis.

Translation Methods

In Chinese translation studies, from Yan Fu’s principle of faithfulness, expressiveness, and elegance, to Lu
Xun’s faithfulness and fluency, and Lin Yutang’s faithfulness, fluency, and beauty, the mainstream translation
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theory has always emphasized faithfulness. Feminist translation theory particularly focuses on subverting the
traditional concept of faithfulness under the macro-cultural translation (Chen, 2008). In the afterword to the
revised edition of Wuthering Heights, Yang Yi mentioned the translation concepts that influenced her: Professor
Chen Jia educated her to strive for fidelity and fluency in translation, and another teacher, Professor Fan
Cunzhong, also supported Yan Fu’s advocacy of faithfulness (Bronté, 2010). This reflects her pursuit of
faithfulness, which determined that she was unlikely to engage in the creative rewriting advocated by feminist
translation.

In the original text, Heathcliff, a male character, is sharp and malicious, as seen in the following passage
where he verbally attacks young Catherine. How the translators handle this segment is a representative example:

Original text: “Damnable witch! Dare you pretend to rouse his against me? Off with her! Do you hear? Fling
her into the kitchen!”

Yang’s translation: “iZACINTRKE | FRFEFRAE DI Phsh AR S T2 kiR ! AR I T i 2 0 b 473 21 |5
FEEL

Fang’s translation: “fhiG1), RIXTRKE ! VREHEADPR AR S piak ? ——ER @ — JIW T AR 21
T sEbA R 7

Yang Yi adopts a literal translation method, translating “damnable bitch” as “iZZEL)ZkFE”. Fang Ping, on
the other hand, translates it as “fl 35 ], 7RiX K5, which in terms of semantics leans towards a literal translation
where “damnable” corresponds to “fl1 41 in Chinese. In form, it precisely reflects the strategy of “hijacking”
advocated by feminist translation theory, transforming the modifier of “witch” into an angry expletive “fth {1,
not only vividly reflecting Heathcliff’s rudeness but also weakening the insult towards women. Yang Yi’s literal
translation, however, does not reflect this. Additionally, in terms of how female characters are treated, Yang’s
translation of “iLhy&” is not as gentle as Fang’s translation of “FR i — J1 5.
Shaping of Character Images

In novels, the portrayal of vivid and distinct character images is crucial for authors to convey their thoughts.
The shaping of character images cannot be separated from the reader’s reconstruction process. In the translation
of novels, translators are also readers who often bring their implicit value judgments into the translation process
(Xia & Li, 2009). The language choices made by translators after judgment will have a significant impact on the
transmission effect of character images in translations. Yet in Yang’s translation, some changes diminish the
portrayal of female characters. For example:

Original text: Mr. Heathcliff started; his eye rapidly surveyed our faces, Catherine met it with her
accustomed look of nervousness and yet defiance, which he abhorred.

Yang’s translation: Ay 5 7 K —15; At B9 AR A AR PR AT FA T R0 — i o LR Bhk A dtb >J 458 ) o
LR ORI R G R B A, X2 A N IR 7

Fang’s translation: “#y 3 Jj 6 2E02 7 —1a0, AR EDOGIR PRHEE T /RA VA ARG . REEBRA H b
il b Al H DG, R — A RE S K R R R BT E DG, BRI e e R XA, 7

Fang Ping translates “nervousness” directly as “5K”, while Yang Yi translates it as “#1%%ii”. Catherine
in the original work was originally a positive female character, but this description carries strong derogatory
connotations, which detracts from her image. “Defiance” is directly translated by Fang Ping as “J<#71”, while
Yang Yi translates it as “% 7>, showing that Catherine does not regard Heathcliff highly, but such behavior is
illogical for a person who has been controlled for a long time. In this case, Yang’s translation not only fails to
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faithfully represent the original text, but also paints Catherine’s image as somewhat irrational and arrogant,
causing readers to deviate somewhat in their understanding of this female character. Fang Ping’s translation is
more realistic.

In contrast, when shaping male characters, Yang Yi did not fully depict the despicable nature of negative
male characters. When translating the vulgar language of some negative male characters in the original work,
Yang Yi chose more civilized language. Part of the reason is that according to the documentary post-1990s, Yang
Yi came from a wealthy family and received education at Southwest Associated University, where society
demanded that educated women use more civilized language. However, Yang Yi’s adjustments, whether due to
subjective choices or societal expectations of female linguistic civility, somewhat elevate the male image. For
example:

Original text: “Thank God! Shoo cannot stale t” sowl 0’ nob’dy! Shoo wer niver soa handsome, but what a
body mud look at her, ‘bout a winking. It’s yon flaysome, graceless quean, that’s witched our lad, wi’ her bold
een and her forrard ways...”

Yang’s translation: “ I HLAEBHFEREEE . WHSZ RSS! I Al ANREMTEEMT AR i NCRIBRAEA
Eood, WEENEAh A N R IRAG o SRR K ToALR R, A S E DK P AR AR AR a8 — B AR
INFIRAE T RATHIZ A eee e

Fang’s translation: “ RN —SCAMEM LN, R IIR . R ik ASRERE A A ) R 31
7)) TR VINRBRE AR, BNE B AE R LIRS . AR FE R SEH L TR T Sk,
FEREATIAA T AR TR AR, SRR — XU ) RIS A R A AT R A RE LA

The original text is riddled with errors, with many colloquial and spelling mistakes demonstrating Joseph’s
low cultural level. The translator should reflect this in the Chinese translation. In Fang Ping’s version, Joseph
describes Nelly as “3 53R, “AMAR . HEFHE T 1Y k7, whereas Yang Yi translates it as “SEREEE”, “ifd
K. BALATE S, Yang Yi’s elegant language results in a loss of tone, superficially maintaining the dignity
of women but not aiding readers’ understanding of women’s suffering or generating sympathy for women at the
time, thereby prompting reflection in the society. Only by objectively describing Joseph’s words can his vexed,
foul-mouthed demeanor be fully conveyed, illustrating his low quality and the oppression suffered by women.
Rather than viewing Yang’s actions as an attempt to uphold the female image, it would be more accurate to say
that this improves the portrayal of male characters in the text. Moreover, Yang’s handling may have been
influenced by her level of education and societal expectations regarding women.

Differences in Translation Styles of Male and Female Translators

It is generally believed that gender differences lead to different translator habits, with female translators
tending to be more delicate, while male translators tend to be more rugged. Female translators often use modal
particles, adjectives, and other elements. However, Yang Yi does not embody the typical style of a female
translator. For example:

Original text: “... It’s yon flaysome, graceless quean, that witched our lad, wi’ her bold een and her forrard
ways-till-Nay! It fair brusts my heart! He’s forgotten all I’ve done for him, and made on him, and goan and riven
up a whole row o’ t’ grandest currant trees, i’ t” garden!”

Yang’s translation:  “+++-- ASFR RIS B 0. AL S5, FH ah AR HE K 7 AR G R0t S — AR VR ) i
AT AT — BB A R EAE 7 IO AR s 1 IO S, AN i e,
SerEAelE Bk & 1 — REHER I B RIS L7
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Fang’s translation: “+++«- XTI MBI TR Y Sk, it raa T /MA R, T
A FI8 — XU ERE ) R A0 A8 L Ao A AN TR O ) LoR—— B JE ok —— Ul e T L JO0 IR, AL ! JRH
AR DB, R T REFRAA, A E ST A0 A A A0S T L R A £ P £ SR
SR TR

In the above passage, Fang’s translation includes four onomatopoeia “HMi” (la), while Yang Yi uses only one
“Mi”. This does not align with the typical characteristic of female translators who often use onomatopoeic words.
In their translations, Fang Ping often uses multiple onomatopoeia, whereas Yang Yi does the opposite. Due to

space constraints, not all instances are enumerated.

Conclusion

In conclusion, based on Yang Yi’s social background and her translation practice, it is not appropriate to
categorically consider her as a typical research subject of female translators based solely on her biological sex.
Many studies selectively interpret individual phrases that reflect feminist thoughts without conducting a more
comprehensive analysis based on the translator’s experiences and translation practices. In fact, due to the long-
term existence of patriarchal society, the ideologies of many women have been subtly influenced, perhaps
unknowingly, permeating their behavior. In the specific field of translation, this influence is reflected in translator
behavior. While gender differences undoubtedly influence translation, it is equally unwise to start appreciating
translation and analyzing translator thoughts based solely on gender. Currently, influenced by the feminist
movement, there is abundant literature observing male translators’ female sentiments. However, in analyzing
translations, it is honest to point out that if a female translator’s work does not reflect female characteristics, it
may lead to more reflection among translators, thereby promoting progress in feminist translation.

References

Bronté, E. (2000). Wuthering heights. (P. Fang, Trans.). Shanghai: Shanghai Translation Publishing House.

Bronté, E. (2010). Wuthering heights. (Y. Yang, Trans.). Nanjing: Yilin Press.

Bronté, E. (2011). Wuthering heights. Nanjing: Yilin Press.

Chen, B. (2008). Feminist interpretations in translations of Wuthering Heights. Movie Literature, 51(24), 157-158.

Liu, J. (2010). Feminist interpretations in translations of Wuthering Heights (Doctoral dissertation, Shandong University).

Su, F. (2023).Yang Yi the centenarian: Memories encompassing the years. Xiao Kang, 6, 82-84.

Tan, F. F. (2014). Study on translators’ subjectivity from the perspective of feminist translation theory (Doctoral dissertation, Hubei
University).

West, C., & Zinmmerman, D. H. (1998). Doing gender. In K. A. Myers (Ed.), Feminist foundations: Toward transforming sociology.
Thousand Oaks, California: SAGE Publications, Inc.

Xia, Y., & Li, D. F. (2009). Shifts of appraisal meaning and character depiction effect in translation—Comparing two versions of
Gone with the Wind. Foreign Languages and Their Teaching, 31(7), 44-47.

Yang, S. G. (2014). Feminism translation studies in China. Journal of Xihua University (Philosophy & Social Sciences), 33(1), 52-
56. d0i:10.19642/j.issn.1672-8505.2014.01.011

Yang, Y., & Yu, B. (2023). A hundred years, many people, and many things. Nanjing: Yilin Press.

Zhong, M. G. (2009). A review of Buck’s translation of Shuihuzhuan. Foreign Languages and Their Teaching, 31(4), 57-60.



