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When the translator is a woman
When the translator is a woman

Oriana Palusci

The Italian noun traduttrice is gendered, i. e. the feminine for 
traduttore, or, in the grammar of an alternative upside down 
feminist universe, the word from which the masculine form is 
inflected, as in the all-female utopian land of Charlotte Perkins 
Gilman’s Herland (1915) where the arrival of three male mem-
bers upsets the gynocratic society. We are well aware that gram-
mars are male-oriented and that the ‘universal’ male form is used 
by default, so that in many countries, including Italy, the male 
form is the norm in oppositional couples. I may ironically suggest 
that grammar inflections follow the path of the Biblical Genesis 
in which Adam comes first and then God creates Eve from his 
rib…

Anyhow, turning back to professions, Italian grammars divide 
masculine and feminine forms for jobs and occupations into 
three categories according to the ending morpheme:

1.	 infermiere/infermiera; sarto/sarta/portiere/portiera.
2.	attore/attrice, scrittore/scrittrice, traduttore/traduttrice.
3.	poeta/poetessa, professore/professoressa, oste/ostessa.

In the case of the suffix –essa, a slightly ironical intention can 
be occasionally detected, as in la presidentessa, la sindachessa. 
However, there are some nouns that end with an –a, regardless 
of whether the term refers to a male or a female subject, and the 
gender distinction is marked by the gendered definite article: il 
dentista/la dentista, il farmacista/la farmacista, il giornalista/
la giornalista. Languages change according to usage in time and 
under social and cultural pressures, but it is even too obvious to 
notice that the feminine for top-level or qualified professions is 
still inexistent in Italian: il medico, l’ingegnere, il rettore, il fi-
nanziere. On the basis of the proposals compiled by the National 


